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3 
Livelihood space,  
fishing assets and access  

Work and happiness1 

Introduction 
From the debate in the introduction we know that fish resources are rapidly declining 
and that this means improved governance of fishing systems is needed worldwide (FAO 
2009, Pauly et al. 1998). Up to now, fisheries management studies and policy have 
focused primarily on fish stocks and the working of the market, based on the dominant 
bio-economic models of fisheries biologists and economists. Insufficient attention has 
been paid to the local features and demands of small-scale fisheries and fishermen 
(Lindqvist & Mölsä 1992: 192). Similarly, not enough attention has been paid to social 
considerations such as food security and securing livelihoods (see also Sarch & Allison 
2000: 1). It has, however, slowly become clear that a thorough understanding of the 
fisher livelihoods and their behaviour (based on their knowledge, options and alterna-
tives) is crucial for proper management of the resource. After all, the fishers are the 
ones who form the crucial link between the two sides of existing fisheries studies, that is 
between the marine environment, resources, and commodifications of its resources. The 
fishers make a living out of catching fish and selling fish to others. Their methods are 
based on their knowledge and perception of both the natural system and the social 
system and on the possibilities open to them (their capabilities and assets). Ultimately 
their compliance or non-compliance with management measures directed at protecting 
fish stocks is key.  

For some years now, attempts at understanding how people make a living, based on 
their assets, in the context of certain trends (population growth, resource decline tech-
nological innovation, price changes, macro policy) and/or shocks (storms, diseases, war) 
have been made under the umbrella of the sustainable livelihoods approach (see liveli-
hoods.org). We will use this approach in this and the following chapter to understand 
the livelihoods of the Anlo-Ewe beach seine fishermen. Chapter 3 will discuss the 

                                                 
1  Name of a canoe in Ghana. 
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history of the livelihoods approach, its framework and the elements assets, access and 
institutions and will emphasise the process-side of livelihoods by discussing what we 
have called the negotiation of livelihood space. Chapter 4 will continue discussing the 
activity, the way the catches are divided, the income fishermen derive from fishing, 
other sources of income, the valuation of the fishing job and the vulnerability context 
impacting on the activity – all of which in the end again affect the asset base. 

Sustainable livelihoods approach 
The livelihoods approach was developed as a response to poverty research and focuses 
on ‘what the poor have rather then what they do not have’ (my italics; Moser 1998: 1: 
cited in Allison & Ellis 2001: 378). It shifts the earlier focus on financial aspects of 
poverty to a multi-dimensional and dynamic one’ (Lewins in Neiland & Béné 2004: 37). 
It was built on lessons learnt out of practical experience of NGO’s and development 
organisations and on the theoretical framework for poverty analysis outlined by Scoones 
(1998) and Chambers & Conway (1992) (Lewins in Neiland & Béné 2004: 37; De Haan 
& Zoomers 2005: 30). The livelihoods approach soon got its sustainable attribute, as it 
was preceded by the Brundtland Report and the Greening of Aid Conference at the 
International Institute for Environment and Development in 1987 and by the first 
Human Development Report in 1990 (De Haan & Zoomers 2005: 30). A livelihood is 
sustainable when ‘it can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks, maintain and 
enhance it capabilities and assets, both now and in the future, while not undermining the 
natural resource base’ (Carney 1998: 2). It had its origins in ‘a literature concerned with 
understanding the differential capability of rural families to cope with crises’ and links 
to concepts as vulnerability, sustainability, resilience and sensitivity whereby ‘the most 
robust livelihood system is one displaying high resilience and low sensitivity; while the 
most vulnerable displays low resilience and high sensitivity’ (Allison & Ellis 2001: 
378).  

A livelihood (see Figure 3.1 for a schematic representation) has been defined as ‘the 
activities, the assets and the access to these assets mediated by institutions, organisa-
tions, and social relations (policy and institutional context) and affected by external 
factors (trends and shocks), that together determine the living gained by the individual 
or household with effects on livelihood security and environmental sustainability’ 
(Allison & Ellis 2001: 379).  

The framework (with its limitations of a two-dimensional representation of a com-
plex process) starts with and results in the assets owned, controlled and claimed or in 
other means accessed by the household (Ellis 2000: 31). Access to both assets and 
activities is enabled by the policy and institutional context and affected by external 
factors (vulnerability context). Assets permit livelihood strategies to be constructed 
which are composed of a portfolio of activities which generates outcomes in the fields 
of livelihood security and environmental sustainability (Allison & Ellis 2001: 379-380).  

The usefulness of the livelihood concept for my research lies in the fact that it shows 
how various assets of the livelihood platform are potentially important. A lot of 
developmental interventions aimed at rural livelihoods in ‘marginal’ environments 
(Bebbington 1999: 2021) and fisheries research often focus heavily on access to the 
natural resource, despite this not always being a crucial factor as far as fishermen are 
concerned (see also Chauveau, Jul-Larsen & Chaboud 2000, on what they have called a 
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paradigm halieutique2). Fishermen not only use money, boats and fish to support their 
livelihood, but also draw on ‘their family labour, physical strength, educational and 
professional skills, political influence, the social services provided by the state, infra-
structure funded by taxpayers, and a host of other ‘assets’ that policy and management 
interventions potentially support, undermine and redistribute’ (Allison & Horemans 
2006: 764).  

 
 

Figure 3.1   Livelihood framework 

 
Source: Based on Allison & Ellis 2001, adapted by author. 

 
 

Assets 
Assets have been defined as: ‘stocks of capital that can be utilised directly, or indirectly, 
to generate the means of survival of the household or to sustain its material well-being 
at differing levels above survival’ (Ellis 2000: 31). In order to arrive at a more holistic 
vision of livelihoods, assets should not only be seen as a means of making a living, but 
as also giving meaning to the person’s world. Moreover these assets are ‘the basis of 
agents’ power to act and to reproduce, challenge or change the rules that govern the 
control, use and transformation of resources’ (Bebbington 1999: 2022; c.f. Giddens 
1979). Most livelihood studies distinguish five basic categories of assets: natural 
(environmental resources), human (the labour available to the household; its education, 
skills and health), physical (buildings, irrigation canals, roads, machines, fishing equip-
ment) financial (money; savings and access to credit) and social capital (social claims 
on which one can draw based on group membership or social relations) (Ellis 2000: 32-
37). Some lump financial and physical assets together as one category, namely that of 
produced capital (Bebbington 1999: 2022). There is ongoing discussion to determine 
whether one should speak of capitals, assets, resources or capabilities. The use of ‘ca-
                                                 
2  With their notion of a paradigm halieutique the authors wish to show how many discussions related to 

the African fishing sector take place in a same context, with two basic points of departure: first the 
resource (fish) and secondly the exploitation of the resource. All other elements that might be of 
relevance to the study of the fishing sector are forced into this narrow framework and are thereby 
‘biologised’ (De Vries 2003: 10). 
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pital’ is criticised for containing the notion of accumulation and acquisition, as if it is 
property one has, rather than it being a process of access (see the section Negotiating 
access, p. 63). 

Livelihood scholars are engaged in ongoing debates on the inclusion or exclusion of 
other types of assets, renaming or merging existing ones. Bebbington, for instance, adds 
cultural capital as a sixth asset. Cultural capital relates to cultural practices3 which add 
meaning to livelihoods but which are also enabling and empowering. ‘They enable 
forms of action and resistance that the other four types of capital would not, alone, make 
possible. They can also be the basis for the maintenance and enhancement of each of the 
other types of capital’ (Bebbington 1999: 2034). I have chosen not to include this in the 
asset base because I find cultural practices inherently social and as therefore being to 
some extent included in social capabilities and as being related to structure and culture 
and as being consequently part of the context (discussed below). 

Another ‘capital’ under discussion that I would like to mention is political capital. 
Scholars who support the idea of adding political capital want to emphasise vertical 
claims, and basically want to improve what they see as the political weakness of the 
livelihoods approach. Adding political capital would improve ‘linking PIP [Policy Insti-
tutions and Processes] with the local level’ and help to ‘understand the dynamic inter-
action between political capital and the other assets (especially concerning issues of 
access)’ (Baumann 2000 in Carney 2002: 42). Including political capital as capital 
would suggest that one would not always need to deal with power (see also comment of 
Anne Wilde in Carney 2002: 42). By contrast, I believe that the aspect of access is 
inherently political, hence my decision to talk about negotiating access and about power 
issues always playing a role and about how these should then always be taken into 
account. This also underscores the idea that creating a livelihood involves a process and 
is not something one does or does not have. This involves an interface in which nego-
tiations take place. Before we take a closer look at the issue of access we need to under-
stand what is meant by the context (mediating access).  

 
Context 
The importance of the cultural and structural context (from micro to macro level) in the 
process of people’s access to natural resources cannot be overemphasised. As we have 
seen, institutions are standardized ways of doing things, rules, strong norms and a core 
element of culture. ‘Institutions tie us, as individuals, to society’ (Jentoft 2004: 138). As 
became clear in the livelihoods approach, institutions (next to social relations and 
organisations) mediate the assets and the access to these assets. The concept of in-
stitution has many definitions and is widely used in social sciences. In Chapter 1, I 
defined institutions as standardised ways of doing things, which can be rules but also 
rights, strong norms, beliefs or procedures and includes the principles or values on 
which these are based (see also Kooiman & Bavinck 2005: 15-7). It is a key concept in 
both the livelihoods and the governance debates and I draw on both bodies of literature 
in the discussion below. 

Institutions have elsewhere been narrowly defined as ‘rules’ of conduct (North 
1990), or have been lumped together in a broad description which includes legal, 
normative and cognitive attributes (Jentoft 2005). Sometimes they are described instead 
by what they are not (Leach et al. 1999: 238). Organisations are often also referred to as 
                                                 
3  Cultural practices are inherently connected to a certain place, yet they can have global scope – such as 

language and religion. 
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institutions (De Jager & Mok 1994: 81). I would like to follow Ellis (and North) in 
clearly distinguishing between social relations, institutions and organisations. Organisa-
tions are ‘groups of individuals bound by some common purpose to achieve objectives’ 
(Ellis 2000: 38 based on North 1990: 5) and are basically structures of recognised and 
accepted roles (Uphoff 1986). Social relations then refer to the social positioning of 
individuals and groups in society, using factors such as gender, caste, class, age, eth-
nicity and religion (Ellis 2000: 38). Institutions are then the formal rules, conventions 
and informal codes of behaviour (Ellis 2000: 38 based on North 1990: 3).  

I would, however, like to include norms in the definition of institutions while ac-
knowledging the fact that institutions are not only regulatory but also normative (Jentoft 
2005: 148), and also not only formal and written but also informal. Norms are the un-
written rules in societies. Norms are rules of engagement and codes guiding behaviour, 
and they are based on values – how things ought to be (which is highly contextual). 
Institutions are values converted into written or unwritten rules with the idea being to 
achieve certain goals. Giddens defines institutions shortly as ‘standardised modes of be-
haviour’ (1979: 96). 

Institutions and organisations are closely tied since, if institutions are a system of 
rules, they are ‘intrinsically connected to the existence of a special body – an authority – 
in charge of enforcement’ (Bavinck 2001: 34). Organisations have also been called 
institutional forms, with players and institutions being the rules of the game (Scoones 
1998: 12). Institutions and social relations are also closely tied since institutions are 
always embedded in social relations which are shaped in society and which become the 
social and cultural foundations of institutions (Jentoft 2005: 148, see also ‘nested sys-
tems’ of Ostrom 1990 in Jentoft 2004: 141). Social relations, based on gender, age and 
class, can be found in every society, yet each society has assigned different meaning and 
content to social categories. Being old is an advantage (respect) in one society and a 
drawback (not young) in another. ‘Without institutions, social actors would not know 
how to interact and would not know what is expected of them or what they can expect 
of others’ (Jentoft 2005: 147). Institutions provide a ‘logic of appropriateness’ that 
comes with rights, routines, roles, responsibilities, agendas, standards, and practices that 
enable the people confronted with them to distinguish between right and wrong, good 
and evil, normal and abnormal, and natural and unnatural (…); [and they] come with 
meanings and interpretations’ (Ibid.).  

Organisations work at different levels in society and are often rooted in culture just 
as firms are embedded in markets, and markets are part of larger regional, national or 
global society (Jentoft 2004: 141).  

In fisheries management literature, the role of the state and market have received a 
lot more attention than the role of civil society. ‘The community and its institutions are 
a central governance issue that is largely ignored in the state governance approach to 
fisheries’ (Jentoft 2005: 151, see also Scott 1998 for an understanding of the limited 
knowledge of society available at state level). 

 
Negotiating access 
From the livelihoods framework one might deduce that individuals or households ‘have’ 
or ‘do not have’ certain assets with which they can (not) build a livelihood. However, 
access to assets is sooner a process than a given fact, and a process that includes the 
different resources (or assets) but also the opportunities to turn them into sources of 
livelihood enhancement or to improve those means by making effective use of the 
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institutional context (Bebbington 1999: 2028). The environmental entitlements ap-
proach (Sen 1981) zooms in on this crucial process of access. In the past poverty was 
understood as being poor people’s shortage of assets, with an example being insufficient 
food for the families in a certain region in India (Sen 1981). Sen demonstrated, how-
ever, that hunger in India was not so much about food production as such but rather 
about distribution, arguing that ‘different individuals in society had varying degrees of 
access or entitlement to resources in times of stress’ (Lewins in Neiland & Béné 2004: 
37). Poverty has less to do with a shortage of assets than with access problems. 
Bebbington stresses the importance of social capital and argues that the analytical 
distinction between access and assets almost breaks down because ‘access becomes 
perhaps the most critical resource of all if people are to build sustainable, poverty 
alleviating rural livelihoods’ (Bebbington 1999: 2022). Whenever poor people were not 
able to improve their livelihoods or meet their livelihood needs the principal reason was 
their limited ability to build up, and to draw on, networks and links with state, market 
and civil society actors that would otherwise have helped them access, defend and 
capitalise on their assets (Ibid.: 2028). This process is not neutral but leads to inclusion 
and exclusion (De Haan & Zoomers 2005: 34). 

Even if households ‘have’ certain assets, they may still be unable to use or capitalise 
on them. Leach et al. researched this problem and make a distinction between endow-
ment – the right in principle one has to the resource – and entitlement – what one 
actually gets by being able to transform it into livelihood activity and outcomes (De 
Haan & Zoomers 2005: 35; Verrest 2007). Previously in such cases natural resources 
become endowments that people have to gain rights over. This depends on their en-
titlements (De Haan 2007: 66). Access to natural resources can be arranged by e.g. 
government permits (in for instance government-reserves) whereby people make use of 
financial assets to buy a permit to gain access, through community membership (in case 
of common property land) whereby people make use of social capabilities, or through 
family membership (in the case of private family property). Lastly, people can negotiate 
with a land-holding family of farmland using social capabilities and / or financial assets 
to arrange access. In a situation of legal pluralism (government law plus customary law) 
these rules can be contested (Leach et al. 1999: 235; see also K. von Benda-Beckmann 
1981), although this makes the situation more complicated. Besides using certain access 
arrangements and gathering natural resources, people also need to be able to use labour 
(human assets) and market their gathered resources (social capabilities). This is nego-
tiated within their households and with, for instance, traders with a view to agreeing 
reasonable prices. Once the natural resources are collected, they become entitlements. 
However, how these are used again is subject to negotiation within the household 
(Leach et al. 1999: 235-236). Entitlements are ‘the outcome of negotiations among so-
cial actors, involving power relationships and debates over meaning, rather than simply 
being the result of fixed, moral rules encoded in law’ (Ibid.: 235). Even though some 
people might have access to certain natural resources, for example through community 
membership, they may still be unable to transform these endowments into entitlements 
due to a lack of access to labour (human assets), so that people might not always be able 
to capitalise their endowments. I regard this as an important added notion in relation to 
access to resources.  

The inclusion of negotiation as a central concept in the process of acquiring access to 
resources emphasises the political aspect of creating a livelihood. The ability to nego-
tiate itself is also dependent on assets and this underlines the fact that assets are not 
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‘simply resources that people use in building livelihoods: they are assets that give them 
the capability to be and to act’ (Bebbington 1999: 2022). Assets are ‘the basis of agents’ 
power to act and to reproduce, challenge or change the rules that govern the control, use 
and transformation of resources’ (Ibid.: 2022; cf. Giddens 1979). This negotiating is 
performed by making use of social capabilities, both amongst fishermen themselves and 
with governance organisations. Livelihood studies mainly address the horizontal nego-
tiations ‘in which reciprocity and solidarity are the norm’ (Glavovic et al. 2002: 5). 
‘Vertical links between individuals and groups with varying levels of power and 
resources, including state and private sector actors, have been overlooked in the SL 
literature, thus detracting attention away from the potential of poorer people to claim 
support from the powerful’ (Shankland 2000 in Glavovic et al. 2002: 5; see also Brons 
et al. 2007).  

 
Livelihood space 
One of the critiques of the livelihoods approach is its material bias. ‘We need a frame-
work that bridges the more materialist and the more hermeneutic and actor-centred 
notions of poverty and livelihood’ (Bebbington 1999: 2022). Bebbington made the 
observation in the Andes that where policy was directed at help, rural dwellers stuck in 
‘nonviable’ livelihood activities leave the land and move to urban areas. By contrast, it 
was demonstrated that residence in these areas meant more to these people than was 
realised. ‘Rural residence and relationship to land constitute important dimensions of 
their ethnic identity: an identity whose maintenance may, beyond any material measure, 
be a critical determinant of their sense of being poor or not’ (Ibid.: 2026). As Wartena 
(2006: 71) argued, ‘non-economic considerations often play a dominant role in people’s 
livelihood choices’. The image of actors acting as an homo economicus is still dominant 
in a lot research, as reflected in the usage of the term capitals (see Chapter 3), and by the 
fact that some researchers use the concept of livelihood as a synonym for income (see 
Chapter 4; Wartena 2006: 72). 

We will therefore add the concept of space to livelihood to emphasise the fact that 
these activities are not only linked to their outcomes (e.g. income) but also to the 
location at which they take place, to the people who engage in them and to the history 
connecting all of them. As fishermen are linked in many ways to what they do, they will 
negotiate for their livelihood space and this connects a spatial element to elements of 
identity, room to manoeuvre and room in which to exist, live and work. As their fishing 
activity always takes place in a certain location (place) and is linked to it, there is 
always a certain place-boundedness that needs to be taken into account. Place bounded-
ness should not be understood as a limitation to expanding space (including more 
places). Instead it highlights the fact that each place, with its cultural, social, economic 
and spatial characteristics, produces its unique pattern of re-alignment between actors, 
processes and consequences. The concept livelihood space thereby addresses the need to 
pay more attention to ‘livelihood networks along which remittances, information, ideas, 
goods and people flow’ as well as show how the people operating in those networks (or 
firms for instance) are located in places, live in the ‘space of places’ (De Haan 2008: 
57). Anlo-Ewe fishermen have expanded their livelihood space by migrating to other 
places. What I argue is that they have thereby created a livelihood space within which 
they are able to maintain their livelihood activity thereby being able to maintain their 
identity as a whole. Livelihood space gives these connotations. Livelihood space refers 
to three elements: 
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1. A spatial element:  
- space to work: 

 - to fish (the sea) 
 - to sell the catch (the market) 

- pace to live safely 
- space where one can make use of facilities and services 

2. An economic / sectoral element: space within the fishing sector, by creating a certain 
niche;  

3. A social / cultural element: space where one is accepted, where one finds or has 
one’s place in society, positioning oneself within social relations.  
 

Fishermen need to negotiate these various aspects of their livelihood space. In their 
search for livelihood space, they may cross geographical boundaries and although this 
may raise questions for outsiders it is less relevant to the fishers who have other maps 
on their minds when making such decisions. This study will show that the livelihood 
space of Anlo-Ewe fishermen bypasses national or ethnic boundaries. The concept of 
livelihood space connects the different places where fishermen live and work and the 
places between which the fishermen have set up linkages leading to flows of people, 
goods and ideas. It is linked to the understanding of their migration which, as I will 
argue in Chapter 5, should be seen in a new perspective which places it in the context of 
Africa’s mobility which is the rule rather than the exception and which uses trans-
national migration theory combined with an understanding of the logic of the activity. 
Transnational migration theory has also contributed to new spatial thinking, of which 
the concept transnational social space (Pries 2001) is a good example which is also 
related to my concept of livelihood space. However, the concept of livelihood space 
also differs from transnational social space in two ways. Firstly, livelihood space does 
not refer to the nation and, although it can cross national borders, it does not have to 
(see the critique I formulated to the concept of transnational migration in Chapter 5). 
Secondly, livelihood space emphasises the link with the livelihood activity (in my case 
fishing) and is useful for this kind of ‘professional migrants’ (such as herdsmen as 
well). I will examine both arguments in more detail in Chapter 5. The concept liveli-
hood space is an important contribution to livelihood studies as ‘the spatial dimension 
of livelihoods is often overlooked (De Haan 2008: 51). 

In the next section we take a closer look at the livelihood space of the Anlo-Ewe 
fishermen. We first analyse where they come from and discuss the location’s cultural, 
social, economic and spatial characteristics. Then we turn our attention to the space the 
Anlo-Ewe have acquired in the Ghanaian fishing sector which – as we will see – gave 
them room to migrate. This is accompanied by a brief discussion of their social embed-
ding negotiations, after which we will introduce the three research locations.  

Livelihood space of the Anlo-Ewe beach seine fishermen 
Place boundedness 
The Anlo-Ewe share a common language and a common tradition of origin, and are one 
of the 120 sub-groups of the Ewe, one of the main ethnic groups in South-Eastern 
Ghana and Togo (Nukunya 1999: 1). The Anlo-Ewe live in Ghana and Togo and 
number more than a million people (Geurts 2002: 21). The Anlo are surrounded by 
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other Ewe; the Tongu, the Ave and the Be, Noefe and other small chiefdoms (Nukunya 
1999: 3).  

The Anlo-Ewe only moved from the inland of Togo to the coast where they now live 
in the mid-seventeenth century (Akyeampong 2001). Although they are nowadays 
known for being sea fishermen, as an originally non-maritime people it took them a 
long time to develop a maritime tradition (Ibid.). After they had arrived they needed to 
adjust to their water-rich environment. At first they made use of the huge Keta lagoon to 
build up their new livelihoods. They fished in it and made salt (by evaporation of lagoon 
water at the fringes of the lagoon). The Anlo’s mastered canoeing on the lagoons and 
creeks (Law 1989), and then started using the lagoon as trade route.  

The lagoon was the main source of fish. In 1784 Isert, a Danish physician and 
traveller, wrote, ‘the lagoon is full of delicious fish, crawfish as well as thin oysters 
about one foot long’. The ocean was left un-exploited, because the surf along the Anlo 
coast was very rough (see below). The roughness of the sea must have hampered the 
growth of the fishing industry’ (Odotei 2002: 31). Almost ninety years later (1872) two 
German missionaries, Schiek and Tolch, wrote that the fish in the lagoon ‘for the most 
part, do not get big (…) perhaps because they are caught too early’ (Greene 1996: 165). 
As Keta lagoon soon became overfished, the Anlo-Ewe turned their attention to the sea.  

 
• Origin myth 
The origin myth has been told from father to son, and it all starts in Notsie, a town in the 
middle of present day Togo. In Notsie the Ewe lived under the tyrannical rule of king 
Agokoli, an untenable situation. Tony, a net owner and one of the respected inhabitants 
of Woe, said the following about the king: ‘He was a wicked king, he let the Anlo make 
clay pots, out of clay mixed with glass, they had to stamp it, on their bare feet!’ (inter-
view 34, 19-5-2004). The Ewe decided to flee and headed westwards. Legend has it that 
they managed to flee Notsie by softening the surrounding clay walls by continuously 
pouring water over them and finally making an opening in them with a sword. As Tony 
explained, ‘The elders gathered the people together. The wall was broken whilst they 
were drumming, so that nothing could be heard. The old people had to go first. The old 
people only had to carry small things. The last to go had to walk away backwards4. The 
drummers were the last to leave the town, it was then almost four o’clock in the mor-
ning’ (interview 34, 19-5-2004). Leading the flight was a small group of hunters who 
would become the original settlers (Ayeampong 2001: 25). The hunters split up into 
three groups of which one group went north-west to Hohoe and Peki, one west to Ho 
while the third group, led by Wenya and Sri, headed south-west to the coast, to Anlo. 
Tony: ‘They ended at Anloga. Anlo[ga] means, “I am tired, I am weak, I have coiled”’ 
(interview 34, 19-5-2004).5 Anloga became the new traditional capital.  
 
 
 
                                                 
4  This walking backwards would puzzle the warriors sent to get the Ewe’s back, since the footprints 

would point towards Notsie (Greene 2002b: 1024).  
5  Geurts (2002) shows how this nlo, the coiling up of Whenya, at the grand finale of the migration saga 

of the Ewe’s is central to what it means to be Anlo-Ewe: “When Mr Tamakloe [an informant in 
Geurts’ research] folded into himself, it was an enactment, a presentation of the condition of ‘being 
Anlo’ for more than three hundred years. Nlo emerges, then, as a trope, an enacted metaphor, for a 
melancholy sensibility, an embodied consciousness with its obverse: nlo as persecution and power; nlo 
as resentment and respect’ (Geurts 2002: 130). 
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Figure 3.2 Map of the Anlo Coast 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Showing Keta District and a large part of the traditional Anlo state.  
Source: District Assembly Keta. Digitalised by author and the GIS department – AMIDSt.   

 
 

This migration history of the Anlo’s was told to me a couple of times during my 
fieldwork, and versions of it have even been published (see for instance Kumassah 
2005). Greene has convincingly argued that this story has been created as the history 
whereby divergences in the origin traditions of the Ewes were ignored. The Anlo-Ewe 
tradition and dialect have ‘unfairly been taken (by scholars, missionaries, and other 
representatives of the colonial regimes) to represent Ewe culture as a whole’ (Geurts 
2002: 21). The missionaries of the Bremen mission played an important role in this. 
They had selected Notsie as the geographical site from which ‘all Ewes would be en-
couraged to believe they originated’. They did this as ‘part of their effort to foster a 
sense of oneness among the Ewe-speaking peoples in the region’, a ‘oneness that the 
Mission could then use to delimit the linguistic and territorial limits of their operations’ 
(Greene 2002b: 1022). They published the revamped history of the origin of the Ewe 
and gave it even more weight. The meanings attached to Notsie did change over time 
and have been shaped ‘by a variety of political, religious and economic agendas’ 
(Greene 2002: 15). Not only the missionaries used the story, but also the Ewe nationalist 
organisations striving for a united Eweland in the 1930s. More recently the story is used 
in a more localised fashion, such as by the Anlo in their Hogbetsotso festival, As 
Greene explains, ‘[with the festival] emphasis was placed not on a larger Ewe cultural 
identity, but rather on identifying and taking pride in Anlo culture’ (Greene 2002b: 
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1028).6 This process of shifting boundaries with regard to what and who is part of a 
certain group or community and the (re-)creation of a common history is what Anderson 
has referred to as an ‘imagined community’. ‘[M]embers of even the smallest nation7 
will never know most of their fellow members, meet them or even hear of them, yet in 
the mind of each lives the image of their communion’ (Anderson 2006 [1983]: 6). Its 
use is very much political. And the chosen or ascribed identification often situational 
(see also Grillo & Mazzucato 2008: 189-190). 

 
• Structure of society 
Every Anlo-Ewe is said to belong to one of the fifteen8 patrilineal clans9. These clans 
used to be very important as they structured society. Each clan had a different function 
in the settlements and in the state at large. They owned the land, the palm groves and 
creeks, legal and ritual powers were vested in their leaders and clan members regularly 
met to discuss matters of common interest (Nukunya 1999: 22). Clan members were 
responsible for each other, they were held responsible if a clan member had done 
something wrong and would help their fellow clansmen when they were asked to do so, 
based on the belief that members of the same clan had a common ancestor. Membership 
of a clan implied a variety of distinguishing marks, names, food taboos, avoidances and 
injunctions and the possession of a clan cult, its own totems, funeral rites and ceremo-
nies (Ibid.: 24).  

Clan membership and its structuring function still play a role in Anlo. For example, 
the traditional governance structure of Woe is still founded on the system of clans and 
lineages. Hence it is important to understand its structure and functions. Local branches 
of clans are called lineages. Men and women in a lineage are able to trace relationships 
through the male line to a common ancestor (Ibid.: 26). Every lineage is named after its 
founding ancestor and shares symbols of interest and unity, such as a stool, an ancestral 
shrine, a lineage cult, a lineage head and common property (Ibid.). The head of a 
lineage is usually the oldest surviving member (in terms of age and generation, whereby 
the latter comes first). This person administers the common property, deals with all 
lineage interests, judges disputes and represents the lineage in the ward’s governing 
body. He is also the chief priest of the lineage, believed to be the link between the dead 

                                                 
6  The festival was not only used to rally support to reinforce a sense of oneness, but also for develop-

ment projects: ‘the festival also attempted to encourage those who had left the area for greater econo-
mic opportunities elsewhere in Ghana to return psychologically, physically and financially so as to 
contribute to the development needs of the district’ (Greene 2002b: 1028-1029). Interestingly enough 
the local might even become more local, as the town Woe during my fieldwork period organised a 
Woe homecoming, for which a pamphlet was written on the history of Woe which was intended to 
entice emigrated Woe inhabitants to come back and contribute to the development of Woe. The festival 
was held at Easter in 2004 and may have had something to do with the fact that the Hogbetsotso 
festival had not been held for a couple of years. 

7  Anderson wrote about his ‘imagined communities’ in his discussion of the concept of nation and 
nationalism. However, as he himself states, ‘In fact, all communities larger than primordial villages 
where there is face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined’ (Anderson 2006 [1983]: 6). 
This also makes it a useful idea when discussing (boundaries and histories of) ethnic groups. 

8  The fifteen clans are: Lafe, Amlade, Adzovia, Bate, Like, Bamee, Klevi, Tovi, Tsiame, Agave, Ame, 
Dzevi, Vifeme, Xetsofe and Blu. The last clan is the clan of the strangers, they do not share a common 
ancestor but do share totems, taboos and all other attributes common to clans (Nukunya 1999: 21-22). 

9  Clan is defined by Nukunya as a group of people, both male and female, who are believed to have 
descended in the male line from a common putative ancestor and who share the same totemic and other 
observances (Nukunya 1999: 21). 
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and the living. Ancestors play an important role in the life of the lineage, providing 
powerful sanctions for accepted social behaviour (Ibid.: 26-27). Their role in life can 
still be seen in the customs of offerings of food and drinks (see also Fiawoo). In inter-
view settings, when I was offered a drink, the first drop was always given to the an-
cestors.  

In the past the lineage was largely a residential unit, being almost always confined to 
a certain part of the ward. However, not all members could continue living there due to 
demographic and economic factors. Consequently, at a certain point in time new settle-
ments (kope) were started. This can still be seen in Woe, where I for instance lived in 
Dekukope, which is part of the Deku lineage. Every lineage has a relation to land, its 
right to the land of being that of usufruct (Ibid.: 28-30). The land belongs to the dead, 
the ancestors are called ‘the owners of the earth’ (anyigba-towo) (Ibid.: 29). This means 
that lineage land would not be sold easily. This is an important aspect of change which I 
will return to later. I would first like to examine the situation one step further down, 
namely at household level.  

The smallest lineage unit is that of the hut, the home of a wife and her young 
children (xo). The huts of the wife (or wives)10 are clustered on the compound of the 
husband, called afe. These households are usually grouped into larger residential units, 
so called clusters of families, of brothers and cousins. A family cluster is not static and 
the composition of households can change continuously. The cluster is led by the elder 
who is also responsible for the settlement of disputes. It is within this family cluster that 
social relations are, and always have been, much closer and more intimate than outside 
it (Ibid.: 33). 

 
• ‘Traditional Religion’11 
The majority of the Anlo-Ewe have embraced Christianity and to a much lesser extent 
Islam, but about forty percent12 of the Anlo-Ewe are adherents of their ‘traditional 
religion’ which is actually much more than simply a belief system. In fact it functions 
differently to the belief systems we are familiar with such as Christianity or Islam. It is 
not a fixed system of representations and practices shared by all adherents since there 
are different greater and lesser Gods (trõwo) and a lot of variation with the worship of 
the trõwo being a vital element (Meyer 1995: 61). A narrow understanding of religion 
as a belief system does not fit in with the reality (see also Rosenthal 2005). The 
misconception existed right from the start of research into the Anlo-Ewe ‘traditional 
religion’ with an emphasis on ‘belief’ and an underplaying of the importance of reli-
gious practices in the form of individual and collective rituals, which the Ewe regarded 
as also being a matter of bodily action (Meyer 1995: 61). These rituals and creation of 

                                                 
10  The Anlo practice of polygyny and in the 1960s about 40 percent of the men had more than one wife 

(Nukunya 1999:31). Almost all net owners I met during fieldwork had more than one wife, one had 
even nine! 

11  Here too I use the term ‘traditional’ for want of a better term, and because this is the English term used 
in Ghana to refer to this / these religion(s), which is/are also referred to as African (traditional) reli-
gion. The word ‘traditional’ implies a false division between modern and traditional. Religion is en-
closed in brackets because, as is explained in this section, the ‘traditional religion’ of the Ewes is more 
than a belief system, it includes religious practices (rituals) and cannot be separated from daily life and 
the environment. There is not even a word for ‘religion’ in Ewe and according to Meyer they prefer to 
use the word service (subosubo) to particular gods with particular names (Meyer 1995: 62).  

12  Forty percent is an average of the percentages of the three districts part of the Anlo-Ewe state: Ketu 
(46.7 percent), Keta (34.3 percent) and Akatsi (41.9 percent) (Ghana Statistical Service, 2000 Census).  
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maintenance of god objects (vodou) have however intrigued many European travellers, 
missionaries, colonial administrators and researchers (Rosenthal 2005: 183). 
 
 

Figure 3.3 Keta lagoon and land use in Woe 

 
 
 
Furthermore, religion should not be separated from culture, nature, politics or social 
relations (clans). Akyeampong has convincingly argued that the Anlo ‘perceived the 
space they lived in as ecological, social and cosmological’, the environment was in-
vested with ‘social meaning and rendered manipulable through religion and ritual’ 
(Akyeampong 2001: 104). Religious leaders (being part of certain clans) played an 
important role in political life, kingship in Anlo had a strongly religious nature, and 
ecological occurrences (such as coastal erosion or floods) were related to the social and 
cosmological. The water-rich environment in which the Anlo-Ewe lived meant that 
water ‘constituted a powerful spiritual fluid in Anlo religion’ (Ibid.: 112; see also 
Greene 2002: 35). Ecological disorder – such as sea erosion – ‘also signalled disequili-
brium in the social and cosmological realms’ (Akyeampong 2001: 104). The sea erosion 
that started to become serious at the beginning of the twentieth century ‘presented a 
challenge to Anlo moral ecology for it undermined their understanding of their historic 
survival in the aquatic environment of south-east Ghana’ (Ibid.: 106). This was even 
more so because in earlier times the sea had retreated thereby extending the littoral for 
settlement (600 feet between 1784 and 1907), which the Anlo had believed to be caused 
by their ancestors in partnership with local deities (see Chapter 8).  
 
• Social changes 
Culture is not a static thing, and the structural ordering of Anlo society described above 
has also been affected by changes. Whereas the structuring function of the clan and its 
lineages was central in the past with economic life being largely enclosed within the 
lineage, based on the fact that land and creeks were the only forms of capital and owned 
by the lineage, this all changed with the emergence of the money economy, Christianity, 
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education and British rule which led to new economic opportunities being created. It 
allowed ‘many young men and women to establish more control over their lives than 
had been the case in the past when they were much more dependent on their elders to 
generate the resources they needed for marriage and material accumulation’(Greene 
2002b: 1034).  

Important areas of the subsistence economy were gradually monetised. When cash 
crops were introduced (such as shallots), land ceased to be inalienable and other forms 
of work became available outside the lineage on cocoa plantations in Ashanti Region, 
and also in beach-seine companies in Anlo. People started earning money and with that 
money they could afford to buy their own plots of land (Nukunya 1999: 164-168). How-
ever, the selling of land meant that the lineage ceased to be a unit with a common 
interest in property and this also resulted in a large number of disagreements on land 
ownership which in turn led to the authority of the lineage elders being eroded (Ibid.: 
173).  

Education also caused a number of changes in Anlo. At school people learnt about 
other values, ideals and ways of thinking. Further education and also job opportunities 
made educated people migrate to commercial and industrial centres such as Accra, 
Takoradi, Kumasi, and ninety percent of school leavers left Anlo in order to find a job. 
It meant that lineages lost their educated members since, in their absence, they could not 
learn about traditional values and customs which was normally done by participating in 
cultural practices (Ibid.: 166-168). These changes also affected the power of the lineage 
elders since the advice of learned lineage members is now also sought, and family 
disputes are sometimes brought before them to be solved (Ibid.: 170). However, young, 
well-off members of the clan are starting to increase their influence in the lineage by 
being economically better off then other (older) members. Moreover, able men can rise 
to higher positions in the clan based on their ability and professional qualifications, 
rather than on age and birth (Ibid.: 170).  

The establishment of formal courts, based on alternative law, provided people with 
alternative ways of seeking justice and at the same time partly undermined the power of 
the lineage and clan elders. Elders’ decisions were always regarded as final, backed as 
they were by the powers of the dead (ancestors). The main goal of the elders had been to 
restore peace and maintain harmony between lineage members, rather than metering out 
punishments and stipulating compensation for offences (see also Van Rouveroy van 
Nieuwaal 1999). More impersonal treatment was expected at magistrates courts (Nu-
kunya 1999: 173).  

The emergence of ‘modernity’ was heavily opposed by some in Anlo. The mission-
aries in Keta were unable to expand their work for about fifty years and in 1903 they 
had not really progressed beyond the situation that existed in the 1850s. The fact that 
many missionaries had died on the job was seen by the Anlo as ancestral disapproval. 
They feared that uncontrolled change would lead to ecological imbalance (Akyeampong 
2001: 114). In time environmental disasters started to occur, such as coastal erosion, 
droughts, fire outbreaks, an earthquake. The feeling was that those who wanted to op-
pose these new influences used environmental disaster to advance their cause.  

These days people are associated in ways other than just clan membership, for ex-
ample via friendships, the church and professional associations. The nuclear family is 
slowly gaining importance over the extended family. 
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Economic context 
The Anlo-Ewe are one of the four ethnic groups involved in artisanal fishing in Ghana, 
alongside the Fante and Effutu (Central Region) and the Ga (Greater Accra Region). 
Each of these groups are specialised in certain fishing techniques. The Anlo-Ewe are 
known for their beach seine fishing skills, the Fante and Effutu have specialised in a 
number of drift, gill and encircling nets far out at sea and the Ga in line fishing.  

The Fante have been sea fishermen for a long time,13 extending back to before, 
according to some sources, the first Europeans arrived in the area in 1471 (Pereira 1518 
by Kimble 1937: 122 quoted in Odotei 1991: 168; Duarte Pacheco Perreira (1506-1508) 
quoted by De Surgy 1969 in Haakonsen 1992: 75). The Europeans also made use of the 
Fante’s expertise when unloading their boats. The Fante adopted new fishing materials 
and gear from the Europeans and this resulted in new fishing techniques (Odotei 1991: 
169-170). Their expertise was a well-known fact and they passed on their skills to 
neighbouring communities like the Ga and the Ewe (Overå 2001: 9).  

The Ewe first engaged in sea fishing using the adii net,14 which was introduced to 
them by the Fanti. However, the surf along the Anlo coast was very rough and ‘There 
was a natural problem which the people on the Adangme and Ewe coast had to contend 
with. (...) On the area east of the Volta River Bosman15 observed that there were 
‘violent burnings16 which extend from this place (Volta River) to Ardra and further 
along the whole coast’. The rough nature of the sea must have hampered the growth of 
the fishing industry during this period’ (Odotei 2002: 31) since it only really took off in 
the late nineteenth century when the beach seine was introduced to their area.  

Fishing only really became a widespread activity when the beach seine technique, 
yevudor, was introduced. Yevudor means ‘white man’s net’, referring to the fact that the 
net came from Europe. It was apparently introduced ‘some time between 1850 and 
1874’,17 by a ‘prominent merchant couple’ called John Tay and Afedima (Greene 1996: 
165). He was a European slave trader (Akyeampong 2001: 58) who maintained close 
relations both with the Anlo political and military elite and with the European trade 
partners and later with the British (colonial) forces (Greene 1996: 136). She was ‘a 
wealthy daughter of a prominent man called Anatsi’ from Woe (Akyeampong 2001: 73, 
133) and was the sister of Togbui Gbodzo18 of Woe (Greene 1996: 165).19 As the chief 
fisherman of Woe explained, ‘Mama Afedima went to Europe. She was taken there by a 
white, they married and she came back and brought the net with her’ (interview 32, 6-5-

                                                 
13  There has been some debate about this, for instance Law (1989) contests the idea that fishermen were 

active along the coast before the coming of the Europeans. 
14  The Adii (Fante) net is a sardinella drift net, also known as Ali (Ga Adangme) (Odotei 2002: 40). 
15  Here Odotei quotes William Bosman who was the Chief Factor for the Dutch at the Castle of St. 

George d'Elmina and who wrote ‘A New Accurate and Description of the Gold Coast of Guinea’ 
(1705: 327-330). 

16  Bosman originally wrote in Dutch in 1700, but the text was quickly translated and circulated through-
out Europe (1705). ‘Burnings’ is a literal translation of the Dutch ‘branding’ which is better translated 
as ‘surf’.  

17  These dates correspond with the first mention of John Tay in European historical documents dating 
from the 1860s until his death in 1874 (Greene 1996: 165). 

18  This was the chief of Woe at that time. 
19  Afedima is also mentioned in Greene’s book as the wife of Don Jose Mora, a Spanish slave trader: 

‘Gbodzo’s maternal cousin Afedima, “was a wealthy woman … whom the European merchants used 
to entrust with money to buy slaves for them. She was [also] the first black woman [in Anlo] to 
befriend a white”, and is remembered as the wife of Don Jose Mora’(Greene 1996: 74) (her additions 
between square brackets).  
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2004). It soon became the dominant fishing technique used by the Anlo-Ewe. Since then 
marine fishing is and has been central to their economic life along the coast of the Volta 
Region. ‘In the great majority of towns in this area almost the whole population is en-
gaged in sea-fishing (Nukunya 1999: 6). 

The yevudor was an expensive net due to its expensive European twine and its 
considerable size (Akyeampong 2001: 136). Not all Anlo men had access to enough 
financial resources to buy a yevudor, and many therefore chose to work for the 
wealthier yevudor owners (Greene 1996: 166-167). Moreover, a lot of people were 
needed to handle the large nets and all of these factors led to the formation of fishing 
companies (Akyeampong 2001: 138, 141). According to Akyeampong, the origin of the 
term ‘company’ appears to be ‘a conscious emulation of the commercial companies that 
proliferated in the Gold Coast from the late nineteenth century’ and ‘reflects the heavy 
infusion of capital by net owners, who were not necessarily fishermen’ (Ibid.: 142; see 
also Overå 2001: 11). Investing in nets became a major capitalist endeavour on the part 
of clerks, teachers and traders who regarded it as an investment in their future (Ibid.: 
141). Fishing companies were headed by the net owners as sole investors of capital in 
the company in which men and women recruited as wage labourers who were paid at 
the end of the day or at the end of a fishing season (Ibid.). Net owners claimed the 
largest share of the catch based on the capital investments made, with about one third 
being made before the introduction of the outboard motor and half after its introduction 
(Ibid.: 142). The yevudor owners, a new class of accumulators, acquired a reputation for 
their wealth in Anlo (Ibid.: 137). 

From the 1920s onwards, some decades after the introduction of the yevudor, Anlo-
Ewe fishing companies start to migrate along the coast (Nukunya 1975: 61 in 
Akyeampong 2001: 134). The introduction of the yevudor20 led to fierce opposition in 
the coastal regions west of the river Volta where other fishing methods had been in use 
for centuries. The beach seine fishermen were accused of depleting the sea of its fish at 
the expense of others. De Surgy reasons that the nets were opposed ‘because the 
symbiosis of the economy with the environment was destroyed’ (De Surgy 1969: 113 in 
Vercruijsse 1984: 113). Fishermen, traditional rulers and colonial staff criticised the 
new nets for catching fish that were too small (at that time these fish were left on the 
beach to rot or were thrown back into the sea). Curling, Commissioner for the Eastern 
Province, wrote in 1908, ‘On my return from Keta I passed putrefying heaps of tiny fish 
which had been thrown onto the land as not worth troubling about – there were 
thousands of fish about an inch long’ (quoted in Akyeampong 2001: 140). The chiefs of 
Accra and Teshie also commented in the nineteen twenties that it was ‘a most enormous 
and alarming construction apt of taking both young and large fish’ and the Winneba 
chief commented that it ‘would result in scarcity of fishes in our waters’ (Vercruijsse 
1984: 115).  

Vercruijsse also suggests21 that the ‘the fierce resistance to the adoption of the adii 
and twuwii [Mfantse for yevudor] nets was due to the undermining of existing relations 
of production by new labour processes which incorporated a higher level of pro-
ductivity, and to the introduction into canoe fishing of social relations of exploitation 
that were alien to the petty-commodity mode of production’ (Vercruijsse 1984: 114). 
Although this reads as an explanation based on hindsight – influenced greatly by Ver-
cruijsse’s Marxian outlook – it was in fact a properly worked-out idea since it shows 
                                                 
20  As well as other large expensive nets originating in Europe, such as Adii nets. 
21  After analyzing a Memorandum found in the National archives in Cape Coast (dated around 1923). 
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how the new large nets signified an important change in production due to fishermen 
becoming wage-earners instead of owning the tools with which they fished themselves 
(as with the tenga fishing). These nets also ‘required less skill in their operation 
compared with the cast net, opening up the profession of marine fishing’ (Akyeampong 
2001: 138). Vercruijsse shows how a process of population concentration took place in 
the larger villages in the Central Region, to which experienced fishermen (from villages 
where fishing was on the decline) migrated as a ‘resultant of the process of capital 
accumulation and scale enlargement in canoe fishing’ (Vercruijsse 1984: 126). The new 
nets permitted larger catches, left fewer fish for the other fishermen and thereby led to a 
lowering of the price of fish at the market, due to an overabundance (Ibid.: 112-128). 
Since that time the beach seine has always been somewhat controversial. Even today the 
net is criticised because it catches too small fish. This is an issue we will return to later 
when we discuss the net.  

In the fishing sector the Anlo-Ewe fishermen have specialised in beach seine fishing 
and have therefore created a niche for themselves within the Ghanaian artisanal fishing 
sector, which they are still able to exploit successfully. The Ghanaian artisanal fishing 
sector has an ethnic-technical divide whereby each of the active ethnic groups have 
specialised in one or more techniques which each demand their own space at sea. This 
specialisation has created room for migration, since each group uses other marine 
territories (see Chapter 5).  

As we saw above, the Anlo-Ewe fishermen successfully migrated to numerous other 
places along the 500 km coastline of Ghana and they also managed to become socially 
embedded in these new locations. Negotiating livelihood space should be seen as an 
ongoing process, whereby the outcomes are never guaranteed. It has been studied at the 
three above-mentioned locations on the basis of the fishermen’s (access to) assets. In the 
following section we describe the three research locations, their social structures and the 
facilities (physical and natural assets) available at village level.  

The three cases 
Woe 
Woe is in Keta district, one of the two coastal districts of the Volta Region. Keta 
district22 is located near the Volta estuary, about 160 kilometres to the east of Accra, the 
capital of Ghana. Keta District is a water-rich district, and approximately thirty percent 
of its surface area is covered by water bodies. The largest of these is Keta Lagoon, 
which is about 12 km at its widest section and 32km long.23 It is the largest lagoon in 
Ghana and is a wetland protected area (RAMSAR site).24 Woe lies at the widest point 
on the narrow coastal strip between Keta lagoon in the north and the Atlantic Ocean 
(Gulf of Guinea) in the south (see Figures 3.2 and 3.4).  

Woe had a population of 8,545 inhabitants in the year 2000 (Ghana Census 2000), 
most of whom are actively engaged in fishing (in the lagoon and the sea) and farming. 
The sandy farmlands are dotted with wells which are used to water the land twice a day.  

 
 

                                                 
22  The longitudes and latitudes for Keta District are: 0.30E and 1.05E and 5.45N and 6.005N respectively 

(www.ghanadistricts.com -> Volta -> Keta) [Access date: August 2007]. 
23  Source: www.ghanadistricts.com -> Volta -> Keta [Access date: August 2007]. 
24  Source: www.fcghana.com/eco_tourism/keta.htm [Access date: August 2007]. 
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      Figure 3.4 A map of Woe 

 
 
Source: Woe town council, made by a volunteer of the Cross Cultural Solutions Program in Woe. Digitalised by 
author and the GIS department of AMIDSt. 

 
 

The fertilised sand (in the past fish was used as a fertiliser) provides at least two 
harvests a year of a variety of crops: mostly tomatoes and shallots, but also okra, 
cassava and pepper. Mango and palm trees grow between the farmlands. In the past 
other sources of income were copra and coconut oil, but this is less important today 
because of all the trees that were destroyed in Woe when the Cape St. Paul wilt disease 
hit the Anlo coast in the 1930s (Akyeampong 2001: 10). The Anlo are also traditional 
poultry farmers. In 1891 Keta was the poultry market of the Gold Coast (Nukunya 
1999: 7) and even today most Anlo-Ewe households keep chicken, turkeys or ducks.  
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• Geography of Woe 
Woe is a large town in spatial terms (see Figure 3.4). Its geography reveals the im-
portance of fishing with the houses being built either at the lagoon side or near the 
seashore, with the farmland in between. The old centre of town, with the market, is 
located at the lagoon side and not at the seaside due to the fact that the Anlo-Ewe were 
not sea fishermen from the outset. Initially the lagoon was more important as a source of 
their livelihoods’. This is historically confirmed by a Danish physician who visited the 
Anlo region in the 1780s and recorded that the Anlo towns faced the lagoon with their 
backs to the sea (Isert 1788 in Akyeampong 2001: 30).  

Nowadays, the buildings in Woe are located along three un-tarred roads (Lighthouse 
road, the coastal road and Deku road) forming a rectangle together with the Keta road 
which goes through the old part of town. Lighthouse road connects Woe’s market with 
the coast, and is called so because it ends at the lighthouse (Figures 3.4 and 3.5). The 
typical red-white striped building25 was erected approximately a hundred years ago to 
mark Cape St. Paul which is a large extension of the continental shelf and a hazard for 
sea-traffic.  
 
 

 Figure 3.5 Lighthouse in Woe 

 
 

 
Lighthouse road crosses the coastal road, which lies parallel with the beach. Between 
the coastal road and the beach lies about 200 – 400 metres of sandy land with numerous 

                                                 
25 This lighthouse was built in 1900 by the Gold Coast Government (Nukunya 1999: 4). 
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compounds comprising either stone or palm fronted houses. This is where most of the 
marine fishermen live, and a matter we will return to in more detail later. If you follow 
the coastal road towards the west for about three kilometres, you arrive on the third road 
in Woe, namely Deku road, which runs parallel to lighthouse road, from the beach to 
Keta road. The District office of Agriculture is located along this road (Figure 3.4). Woe 
is therefore a spatially dispersed town, with houses scattered between areas of vast 
stretches of land, of which most is used for agriculture.  

 
• Facilities in Woe 
The marketplace is the heart of the town and is the location of a few shops, the town 
council building and the Chief’s house. Since 2004, Woe also had a fish market which 
is located at the lagoon side (Figure 3.4) and which is financed as a HIPC project.26 It 
was established in Woe because Keta lagoon never dries up at Woe, not even in the dry 
season. The same cannot be said of the lagoon near other towns. Woe also has a bird 
watching platform which was erected by the Wildlife Division because Keta lagoon is a 
wetland protected area which attracts foreign bird watchers. There is a guesthouse, 
Abutia Guesthouse, and a little restaurant named Happy Corner.  

Most of the schools can also be found in this area. The first school opened in 1887 
and in 2004 there were six schools, of which half have a Christian orientation (Woe 
Homecoming Pamphlet 2004: 6). Three are primary schools, one offers secondary 
education (Junior Secondary School – JSS) and two offer a combination of primary and 
secondary education. For further education Woe children need to go to Anloga or Keta. 
There is no centre for medical care in Woe and people therefore have to go to the 
neighbouring towns of Tegbi or Anloga for clinics, or to Keta for the government-run 
hospital. However, Woe’s residents did start raising funds for a clinic in 2005 (data 
hogbetsotso fund raise).  

Woe is dotted with church buildings. There are thirteen churches; such as the EP 
Church Ghana, the Global Evangelical Church, the Salvation Army, the Roman 
Catholic Church, the Apostolic Church, the Assemblies of God and the Church of the 
Lord. Woe was the third town to be Christianised in Anlo, after Keta and Anyako. This 
happened at the end of the nineteenth century when the Nord Deutsche Bremen Mission 
came to the town. The Anlo resisted the influence of the Europeans and their mission-
aries for a long time, or as Nukunya puts it: ‘the missionaries met with (…) insurmount-
able opposition from the traditional rulers’ (Nukunya 1999: 162). However, once the 
initial difficulties had been overcome, rapid progress was made (Ibid.: 172) and mod-
ernity and missionary education did appeal to some. Reverend David Bensah was one of 
the Christian Ewe pioneers, who managed to spread Christianity to Anloga, the tradi-
tional capital of Anlo. Until 1935, the Bremen Mission was the only denomination in 
Woe, and Woe Christians were known throughout the Anlo area for being very devout. 
In the 1960s, forty percent of Woe’s inhabitants were Christian (Ibid.: 172).  

In the 1960s, the majority of the citizens of Woe were adherents of the traditional 
religion, and worshipped Mawu, the greater god, lesser gods, ancestors and other lesser 
spirits. Mama Fungor is still the foremost traditional deity of Woe. A few cults are 
practised of which the Yewe cult, which is said to have been imported from Benin, is 
the most prominent. The fishermen also perform the main annual fisheries ritual where-
                                                 
26  HIPC stands for Heavily Indebted Poor Countries and is a World Bank and IMF initiative from 1996 

with the aim of ensuring that no poor country faces a debt burden it cannot manage  
(http://www.imf.org/external/np/exr/facts/hipc.htm).  
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by a canoe leaves for the high sea with a cow or a ram27 on board which is then offered 
to the gods. That ritual is performed before the main season and if the gods accept the 
offer (i.e. if the cow is not washed ashore) a bumper catch can be expected. Although 
the number of followers of the traditional religion is declining, the religion is still 
important in Woe and, when you walk around Woe, you soon start to notice sacred 
objects, places for offerings and other ritual markers of the traditional religion at trees, 
entrances of households and on the beach.  

 
Akosua Village 
Akosua Village is a small coastal village of 135 households, built on a strip of land 
between the sea (Gulf of Guinea) and the Muni lagoon. It is near Winneba, which is the 
capital town of the Effutu-Senya-Awutu district (Central Region), and it is ninety km to 
the west of Accra. According to the Ghana 2000 Census, Akosua Village has a total 
population of 630 people (our survey produced a total of 50828), with 305 males and 
325 females. The census reported 128 households, with an average household size of 
4.9 (we found 4.8) (Ghana Population and Housing Census 2000, Gazetteer, Volume 1). 
The village is said to be more than a hundred years old.  

‘My mother was Akosua, she had settled at Swedru –coming from Aneho (Togo) – and was selling 
food items, like koko [porridge] and kaklo [dough balls]. During her work, she was chatting with other 
people who told her about Winneba. So she decided to come and see what was going on and to try her 
trade here. Many people came to work on the beach in Winneba, business was good. So she decided to 
stay and came to live here. One of the fishermen who came was my father, he was called Aba. He also 
came to this place – where Hodji currently has his net. There were two coconut trees there, and my 
father claimed that area and made a shelter. That is how he met my mother. So my mother came there 
to marry my father. They gave birth to my five brothers and sisters, and I am the last born. They were 
using yevudor at that time, and after them many more came. So I will say that, as for settling here, it 
was my mother who discovered the place’. (interview 21, 20-2-2004) 

Fishing (at sea and in the lagoon) is the main activity for the inhabitants of Akosua 
Village. Most of the men in the village are beach-seine fishermen who have migrated 
from their hometown in the Volta Region of Ghana in search of ‘greener pastures’ or 
are the children of 1st generation migrants. Even though they have been in this village a 
long time, they are still seen and still regard themselves as migrants because they are 
from a different language group (Bennett 2000: 12). The inhabitants of Winneba are 
mainly Effutu who are also engaged in fishing, although they use different techniques.  

 
• Geography of Akosua Village 
Akosua Village is a village of palm fronted houses with thatched roofs in compounds 
fenced with woven palm leaves which are located between the numerous coconut trees 
on the sandy beach and along an un-tarred road which ends in the village.  

 

                                                 
27  Both the literature and the people spoken to on fieldwork speak alternatively of a ram or a cow. Most 

likely it is a ram that is sent to sea, since the ritual is called Agbodedefu, which means ‘sending a ram 
to the sea’ in Ewe (Akyeampong 2001: 121).  

28  If we add the 30 households we did not survey to the total based on an average of 4.8 per household, 
then the total population of Akosua Village would be 652.  
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Figure 3.6 Akosua Village 

 
 
 
 
 
  Figure 3.7 Map of Akosua Village 

 
  Source: author, digitalised by the GIS department of AMIDSt. 
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The village stretches almost all the way to the mouth of the lagoon (where it flows into 
the sea, at the end of the rainy season) to the Sir Charles tourist centre on the outskirts 
of Winneba. The village is divided into two parts by the Winneba Police Depot29 (see 
Figure 3.7). The width of the coastal strip between the lagoon and the sea is between a 
hundred and 150 metres. The layout of the village is based on the settlement of the net 
owners and every net owner that started fishing set up a new ‘neighbourhood’ for his 
household and his crew’s households.  
 
 
    Figure 3.8  Map of Akosua Village showing the village parts 

 
     Source: author, digitalised by the GIS department of AMIDSt. Map shows the spatial division according to  
     net owner neighbourhoods. 
 
 
Although not all the original net owners still fish today, the layout of the village still has 
the same basis and the village neighbourhoods still bear the net owners’ names (see 
Figure 3.8). We made a map showing in which company the men of the households in 
Akosua Village work. The map shows that companies still are quite spatially clustered 
(see Figure 3.9).  

The lagoon is situated on the south-western side of Winneba.30 It is one of the ninety 
lagoons that can be found along the Ghanaian coast, but one of the six RAMSAR sites in 
Ghana.31 The Wildlife Department (WD), responsible for the management of RAMSAR 
                                                 
29  The Police Depot is one of the six Police Training Schools in Ghana (www.ghanapolice.com). It was 

established in 1970 and trains recruits.  
30  At 05º22’N and 000º40’W (http://www.ramsar.org/profiles_ghana.htm). 
31  Ramsar is the name of a city in Iran where the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance 

was signed in 1971. It was decided that wetlands are ecosystems of considerable importance, com-

http://www.ghanapolice.com/
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sites in Ghana, has a clear presence in the village since they have a little office at the 
entrance of the village, have placed signboards around the lagoon bearing nature-
protection slogans, have erected a bird-watching platform and constructed public toilets 
and refuse dumps. The lagoon is about nine hectares in size. It is a closed lagoon, which 
occasionally opens to the sea and is fed by two rivers, the river Muni and Pratu 
(Koranteng et al. 2000: 487). If you cross the lagoon you come to a natural area with 
small woodlots and hills where deer are said to live (which are hunted during the annual 
deer-hunt festival in Winneba). The eastern fringes of the lagoon have a marginal cover-
ing of mangroves, and the grasslands bordering the lagoon to the west and north are 
used for grazing cattle and sheep.32. The lagoon is not connected to the sea but, after 
very heavy rainfall, the lagoon breaks through the sandbar and connects to the sea. The 
last time this happened was said to be at least five years ago. Whenever it happens, large 
numbers of fish enter the lagoon from the sea.  
 
 
 Figure 3.9 Map of Akosua Village showing spatial clustering according to companies  

 
 Source: author, digitalised by the GIS department of AMIDSt. 
 
 
• Facilities in Akosua Village 
Akosua Village is a small settlement of migrants and there are, therefore, few facilities 
in the village itself. These include a tailor’s, lotto agent, a susu man, drinking bars, food 
stalls, a small shop and two churches. There are no schools, there is no clinic or doctor, 
nor any other significant facilities. As is the case in Woe, there is a bird watching plat-
form, erected for tourists, that has hardly ever been used. The people of Akosua Village 
                                                                                                                                               

parable to forests, rangelands and marine ecosystems. 
32  http://www.ramsar.org/profiles_ghana.htm. 
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use the facilities in Winneba, which is half an hour’s walk away and which has a hos-
pital and clinics, pharmacies, banks, schools (from kindergarten up to university33), 
transport facilities, internet and copy shops or food item shops. The road to Accra was 
recently repaired and this has improved the link with the capital (shortening travel time 
and safety).  
 
Half Assini 
Half Assini is the capital of the Jomoro district, in the Western Region of Ghana. It lies 
approximately 300 km to the west of the Ghanaian capital of Accra, close to the Ivorian 
border (see Figure 3.10).  
 
 
Figure 3.10 Map of Half Assini 

 
Source: Survey of Ghana, sheet 0503C3. 
 
 
Half Assini had a total population of 11,734 in 2000 (Ghana Census 2005). It takes 
about seven hours to get there by public transport from Accra. The road to Half Assini 
leads through numerous palm and rubber plantations via zigzagging roads over rolling 
hills. It is a completely different landscape to that found in Keta district where the Anlo-
Ewe come from and which is flat and dominated by water, grasses and reeds. The 
Western Region receives most of Ghana’s rainfall (1,732 mm annually) and its rain-
forest is nearest to the Ghanaian coast. Half Assini is a buzzing border town, with all 
kinds of trades represented. The Anlo-Ewe have been fishing in Half Assini since ap-
proximately 1937-1941 when the first 27 fishermen came. They left after some time and 
returned in 1968 to stay. They were the first fishermen to settle there, and saw the local 

                                                 
33  The University of Education Winneba was established as a university college in 1992 and became a 

university in 2004 (www.uew.edu.gh). 
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Nzema only use the cast net from the beach (Anlo-Ewe chief fisherman, December 
2005). 
 
 

Figure 3.11  Half Assini 

 
 
 
• Geography of Half Assini 
The Anlo-Ewe live on the coast, in the western part of town (right arrow on map, Figure 
3.12). Their neighbourhood is surrounded by open fields which clearly mark out their 
area. The eastern part of the Ewe neighbourhood, and the beach bordering it, functions 
as an unclearly demarcated public refuse dump and this has created a rather unhygienic 
situation. The beach is also used at night as toilet when the public toilet is closed. The 
western border of the neighbourhood is marked by a small pond-like lagoon which can 
be passed by walking on the beach. A short walk further brings you to a little settlement 
named Bungalow (left arrow on map, Figure 3.12),34 hidden between the coconut 
groves with rows and rows of coconut trees, waters with mangroves which slowly 
merge into tropical forest. This is also an Ewe settlement, and such Ewe settlements 
continue all along the remainder of the Ghanaian coast up to the Ivorian border. The 
Ewe are not the only migrant-fishing group, however, and there is also a Fanti neigh-
bourhood in the eastern coastal part of town. Only a few Nzema fishers are present in 
the area. Interestingly enough Jomoro means ‘land of fresh fish eaters’. However, the 
Nzema are mainly engaged in coconut production alongside some other farming activi-
ties. Most of the young Nzema boys try to find work in Abidjan as drivers, artisans or in 
construction (interview 80, 20-10-05). 
 
• Facilities of Half Assini 
As district capital it has a wide range of facilities such as banks, a hospital, schools up 
to SSS level, a court, telecommunications and postal services and the national news-
papers are also available. Jaway Wharf is nearby and is a busy market with traders from 
Ivory Coast. There are public transport links with Takoradi and for the Ewe there is a 
direct bus service with Woe. Tickets cost 100,000 cedis (9 euros) and the journey takes 
                                                 
34  See Chapter 2. 
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about nine hours. The bus leaves Woe on Wednesday evening and arrives on Thursday 
morning. It returns to Woe on Saturday, arriving on Sunday morning. The bus therefore 
arrives in Woe on the non-fishing days, thereby reflecting the importance of fisheries-
related customers for the bus service.  

A public toilet is available for the Ewe in Half Assini. It is kept clean by personnel 
but it is closed at night. Water comes from a pipe and the villagers can buy buckets for 
200 cedis (two eurocents) each (between approximately 7 and 19 hours) and from a 
well. The Ewe also have access to electricity, because their neighbourhood is in the 
town itself.  

 
 

Figure 3.12 Detail of map of Half Assini 
 

 
  Source: Survey of Ghana, sheet 0503C3. 

 
 

Assets and access of fisher households 
In the previous sections we were able to outline the natural environment, physical assets 
at village level and social structures of the three research locations. In this section we 
examine the human capabilities and physical assets of our research population in more 
detail. In the next chapter we discuss the financial assets needed for a fishing livelihood 
in Ghana in beach seine fishing, and also what the fishing activity delivers in terms of 
financial assets. All this should give us a better idea of the Anlo-Ewe beach seine fish-
ermen’s livelihoods.  

The aim of this section is, therefore, to gain a better insight into the livelihoods of 
Anlo-Ewe beach seine fisher households, using a household survey in the three research 
locations. In Akosua Village (2004) and Half Assini (2005) it was possible to include 
quite a large percentage of the beach seine fisher households because they live together 
when on migration. This was more difficult to do in Woe (2004 and 2005) because Woe 
is much larger and the beach seine fishermen live in different parts of the town in 
between farmer and other fisher households. As most of the marine fishermen live in the 
neighbourhoods bordering the Atlantic, the household survey was conducted there 
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(Aklorbordzi, Dekpekope and Lighthouse area) because that offered the best chance of 
surveying fisher households.35  

The survey was not conducted on the basis of a full livelihood analysis. Instead the 
aim was to obtain additional information at household and individual levels, mainly 
about human and physical assets. At the household level the survey revealed the com-
position of the households and their access to electricity, water and toilet facilities, as 
well as the household ownership of assets such as fishing and processing equipment, 
fridges, sewing machines, cars and bicycles livestock, radio and TV. At the individual 
level we enquired about the primary and secondary activity of the household members 
(jobs, schooling), children’s education, their age, marital status and religion.  

 
Woe  
Most of the sea fishermen live between the coastal road and the ocean in Aklorbordzi, 
Dekpekope and Lighthouse area. We conducted a household survey in these areas in 
order to obtain a better idea of some of the assets of fisher households. In the section 
above we have already sketched the natural and physical assets at town level. The 
household survey enabled us to acquire additional information on human and physical 
assets at household or individual level. Besides this we asked some basic questions to 
gain a better understanding of our research population (age, marital status, religion) and 
of the characteristics of people which are used as a basis for socialising and acquiring 
social capabilities. Gender is one such characteristic and provides a basis for women 
processors to join a woman’s group. Religion is another given that church membership 
might provide access to a certain savings group.  

Forty-eight percent of the population were female and 52 percent male. About 58 
percent of the population were single (this corresponds with the high number of people 
under twenty – 51 percent), and 36 percent were married. Only eight out of 598 were 
divorced and thirty people were widowed (five percent).  

 
• Research population 
The average age of the research population (N=598) in Woe was 26 with the oldest 
person being 88 years old and the youngest a baby. Figure 3.13 shows the spread in ages 
of the population used in the sample. Twenty-five percent were between zero and ten 
years old, 26 percent were between 11 and twenty years old, 17 percent between 21 and 
thirty years, meaning that 68 percent were younger than thirty.  

All the people living in the households were related to each other (partners, children, 
grandchildren and other kin). None of the households had non-kin members (Figure 
3.14).  
 About two-thirds (64 percent) of the sample population were Christian, while the rest 
were adherents of the traditional religion (Figure 3.15). If we compare this data with the 
district data of 2000, we see that the percentage of Christians in Woe is higher than in 
the district (55 percent). However, the percentage of adherents to the traditional religion 
was the same (34 percent) (Ghana Statistical Service 2005).  
 
 
 
 
                                                 
35   See Chapter 2 for more details on how the surveys were performed and what the possible implications. 

are. 
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  Figure 3.13 Woe: age groups 
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Table 3.1 Woe: marital status 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Single 344 57.5 57.7 57.7 
  Married 214 35.8 35.9 93.6 
  Divorced 8 1.3 1.3 95 
  Widowed 30 5 5 100 
  Total 596 99.7 100   

Missing  2 0.3    
Total 598 100    

 
 
 

Figure 3.14 Woe: relation to the household head 
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Figure 3.15 Woe: religion 

 
 
 
 
• Human assets of the research population 
Sixty-five percent of the research population had not been educated beyond primary 
school. 27 Percent had not been to school at all (Table 3.2).  

 
 
Table 3.2 Woe: educational level 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 
Valid Illiterate 139 23.2 26.8 26.8 

  Kindergarten 5 0.8 1 27.8 
  Primary school 191 31.9 36.9 64.7 
  Junior secondary 

school 85 14.2 16.4 81.1 

  Middle school form 56 9.4 10.8 91.9 
  Senior secondary 

school 34 5.7 6.6 98.5 

  Vocational training 3 0.5 0.6 99.1 
  University 5 0.8 1 100.1 
  Total 518 86.6 100 100 

Missing Not applicable (too 
young for school) 76 12.7    

  Missing values 4 0.7    
  Total 80 13.4    

Total 598 100   
 
 

When asked about their professions, no-one answered to being unemployed (Table 3.3). 
The respondents were asked to state the profession per household member. If you cross 
tab age groups and ‘having a job’, we see that twelve people between the 21 and thirty 
years old did not have a job, most probably because they were still participating in 
education. 
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Table 3.3 Woe: age and having a job 
Age group Frequency Have a job? 
0-10 148 1 
11-20 154 25 
21-30 101 89 
31-40 61 60 
41-50 52 51 
51-60 44 43 
61-70 16 15 
71-100 19 19 
Total 595 303 

 
 

Eighty percent of the working male population in our sample were fisherman by 
profession (Table 3.4), of which only a small percentage were net owners (less than one 
percent). Of the working female population 84 percent worked as fish processors. Woe 
has the highest percentage of farmers in our total sample (19 percent).  

 
 

Table 3.4 Woe: jobs by sex 
  Total Female Male 
Total 598 292 306 
Job 305 157 148 
Fisherman 120 4 116 
Net owner 3 0 3 
Processor 138 132 6 
Trade 25 22 3 
Entrepreneur 18 10 8 
Construction 7 0 7 
Agriculture 57 22 35 
Administration 7 1 6 
Apprentice 6 4 2 
Religious 1 0 1 
Bar 2 2 0 
Other 0 0 0 
 

 
• Physical assets of the research population 
Only two households had electricity (out of the 107!) (1.9 percent). Twenty-two house-
holds had a water supply (pipe or well) on their compound (20.6 percent) and eleven 
households had toilet facilities on their compound (10.3 percent). The households that 
did not have water on their compound obtained it from outside their compound. In Woe 
this meant, in most cases, from a well on the neighbouring land (Table 3.5).  

The respondents were also asked where they went to the toilet in the event that there 
were no toilet facilities on the compound. People were able to give more than one 
answer (bush, beach or Public Toilet [PT]). The vast majority, 71 percent, answered the 
bush (N=76), a much smaller group answered the beach (N=11; ten percent) and about 
21 percent answered that they made use of the PT. This fisher neighbourhood is a rela-
tively long way from the centre of Woe, where facilities are probably better. However, 
for the whole district, 46 percent said that they had to use the bush as a toilet (Ghana 
Statistical Service 2005). 
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Table 3.5 If no water is available in the compound, where do you get your water from? 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Community pipe/well 4 3.7 4.7 4.7 
  Outside the house 58 54.2 68.2 72.9 
  Neighbours 6 5.6 7.1 80 
  Public / community pipe 1 0.9 1.2 81.2 
  Shared well 14 13.1 16.5 97.6 
  Farm well 2 1.9 2.4 100 
  Total 85 79.4 100   
Missing 0 22 20.6     
Total 107 100     

 
 

Most of the households in Woe possess poultry with 84 percent owning chickens and 68 
percent ducks. About one-third of the households also have some small ruminants like 
sheep (35 percent) and goats (thirty percent), and about one-third of the households own 
cats (38 percent) and/or dogs (22 percent). 

Only one household possessed a refrigerator, three households had a car, while about 
a fifth of the households possessed a bike (21 percent).36 Three-quarters of the house-
holds owned a radio (35 percent of which more than one) and eight percent a tele-
vision.37 Another twenty percent of the households owned a sewing machine (fourteen 
percent of which more than one). Two households had a corn mill.  
 
• Fishing gear 
Seventeen of the 107 households owned a yevudor (sixteen percent), while only three 
men in the sample gave their profession as being a net owner. This either means that 
those conducting the survey recorded the net owners as being fishermen or that quite a 
large number of nets lie dormant.38 Almost half of the households in our sample (45 
percent) owned a Kuekpa net39 (lobster net), 36 percent owned a sovi net, and thirteen 
percent a lagoon net and thirteen percent a cast net. Often households owned a number 
of nets and often kuekpa owners also owned sovi nets. Seventeen households owned a 
canoe (sixteen percent), and nine also had an outboard engine.  

 
 

Table 3.6 Woe: fish processing techniques used40 
  Frequency Percentage 
Smoking 60 56 
Drying 52 49 
Frying 4 4 
Salting 53 50 
Fresh trading 14 13 

  N=107   
 

                                                 
36  Fourteen percent of those bicycle owning households owned more than one bike. 
37  The people who do not have access to electricity – and the majority of this sample did not – use car 

batteries to run their TVs. 
38  Of five nets comments were made such as: ‘broken’ (twice), ‘taken to Abidjan’, ‘not yet in use’ and 

‘long ago’. 
39  Kuekpa means something like ‘carry your own thing home’; the fishermen aboard the canoe all own 

their own piece of net (hh survey Woe additional notes 13-8-2004).  
40  In 16 surveys held in Woe I did not enquire about processing techniques.  
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More than eighty percent of the working female population was actively involved in 
processing fish. Smoking was the most common technique, followed by salting and 
drying (Table 3.6). A much smaller percentage sold fresh fish or fried it.  

 
 

Table 3.7  Woe: ovens used 
  Frequency Percentage 

Chorkor 11 10 
Round mud oven 47 44 
Xagbador 55 51 
Smoking oven 13 12 

  N=107  
 
 
Akosua Village  
• Research population 
Of the 135 households, we managed to survey 105 (almost eighty percent of the vil-
lage). The households left out of our survey were households where there was re-
peatedly no one home. 

The average age of the research population in Akosua Village was 24.6 years old, the 
oldest person being 91 years old and the youngest one year old. Figure 3.16 shows the 
spread in the ages of the sample population. Twenty-five percent were aged between 
zero and ten, 23 percent were between eleven and twenty, 21 percent were between 21 
and thirty, leaving seventy percent who were younger than thirty. Most of the respond-
ents of the survey indicated that they came from Anloga (seventeen), Woe (sixteen), 
Dzita (forteen) and Tegbi (ten); in total 54 percent. This means that the population is 
quite mixed as many more hometowns were mentioned, such as Keta, Srogboe, Bleku-
su, Kedzi, Atiteti, and Vodza. Also remarkable is that respondents from sixteen house-
holds answered to come from villages in the Central Region (being Effutu or Fanti). 

The composition of the households in Akosua Village is comparable with Woe 
(Table 3.8, Figure 3.17), except that the number of other kin and non-kin household 
members is larger (the latter was non-existent in Woe). This relates to the fact that 
households on migration are more mixed (see the comparison section). 

Sixty-four percent of the population41 were Christian, 33 percent were adherent of 
traditional religion and two percent were Muslim (Figure 3.18). This two percent re-
presents nine people, eight of which belonging to one household recently moved in from 
Cape Coast. They were the only Muslims of the total sample. 

 
• Human assets of the research population  
Fifty-seven percent of the research population had not participated in education beyond 
primary school, and 24 percent had not been to school at all (Table 3.9). However, the 
number of people who had reached JSS level is remarkable, being 21 percent. Another 
interesting figure is that 36 children of the village were in kindergarten. This might be 
explained by the fact that the Kindergarten is located nearby the village and was 
established as a project organised by the Anlo-Ewe assembly member.  

 
 

                                                 
41  This is the valid percentage. The missing value = N 53 (ten percent). 
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Figure 3.16 Akosua Village: age groups 
 

 
 

 

 
Table 3.8 Akosua Village: marital status 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid  Single 282 55.5 56 56 
   Married 187 36.8 37.1 93.1 
   Divorced 23 4.5 4.6 97.6 
   Widowed 11 2.2 2.2 99.8 
  Other 1 0.2 0.2 100 
  Total 504 99.2 100   

Missing 9 4 0.8    
508 100    

 
 

Figure 3.17 Akosua Village: relation to the household head 
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 Figure 3.18 Akosua Village: religion 

 
 

 
Table 3.9 Akosua Village: educational level 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cum. Percent 
Valid Illiterate 106 20.9 23.9 23.9 

  Kindergarten 36 7.1 8.1 32 
  Primary school 147 28.9 33.1 65.1 
  Junior secondary 

school 95 18.7 21.4 86.5 

  Middle school form 41 8.1 9.2 95.7 
  Senior secondary 

school 6 1.2 1.4 97.1 

  Vocational training 11 2.2 2.5 99.6 
  University 2 0.4 0.5 100.1 
  Total 444 87.4 100  

Missing 0 not applicable (too 
young for school) 55 10.8  

  9 9 1.8  
  Total 64 12.6  

Total 508 100
 
 

Two women answered ‘no job’ when they were asked whether they had a profession, 
and six of the people in the 21 to thirty age group did not state a job – most probably 
because they were still attending school (Table 3.10).  
 
 
Table 3.10 Akosua Village: age and having a job 
Age group Frequency  Have a job? 
0-10 128 3 
11-20 116 36 
21-30 107 101 
31-40 65 64 
41-50 45 45 
51-60 15 15 
61-70 13 13 
71-100 11 9 
Total 500 286 
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Almost all (94 percent) of the men with a job in Akosua Village were active fishermen, 
with nine percent being net owners (Table 3.11). Being a net owner here does not 
necessarily have to mean you are active as a net owner. Sixty-five percent of the work-
ing female population worked as fish processors. Eleven people indicated that they 
worked as bartenders. This is less than 1 percent of the total but, viewed from another 
angle one could say that this represents a lot of bars in such a small village. A relatively 
large number of people (N=17) were learning a trade (as apprentices).  

 
 

Table 3.11  Akosua Village: jobs by sex 
  Total Female Male 
Total 508 261 247 
Job 290 151 139 
Fisherman 121 3 118 
Net owner 14 1 13 
Processor 102 98 4 
Trade 35 32 3 
Entrepreneur 29 19 10 
Construction 4 0 4 
Agriculture 3 2 1 
Administration 4 1 3 
Apprentice 17 12 5 
Religious 0 0 0 
Bar 11 9 2 
Other 5 0 5 
 
 
• Physical assets of the research population  
Of the 105 households of the survey, two were connected to the electricity supply, these 
households lay in Winneba and were Fanti households.42 Five houses had water on their 
compound, and these houses also sold their water to the other villagers. Figure 3.19 
shows that two of these households with water provided water to at least seventy other 
households. The yellow houses indicate that these households collect their water at 
waterpoint 1and the orange houses at waterpoint two. The people in 85 percent of the 
households with no toilet stated that they use the public toilet while the remaining 15 
percent used the beach and / or bush. 

Almost sixty percent of the households have ducks, 40 percent chicken, 28 percent 
goats, 32 percent cats and 23 percent dogs.  

 
• Fishing gear 
25.7 percent of the households own a yevudor, with seven percent of them even owning 
two yevudors (N=2). Seventy-three percent of the owners also use the yevudors (N=19). 
In the household survey we counted thirty-three dragnets which had been made 
purposely for the lagoon (28.6 percent of the households has at least one; thirty of 
105).43 If you compare that figure with the presence of about fifteen beach-seine nets 
(used and dormant), it is quite a significant amount.44 The lagoon dragnet is, however, a 
                                                 
42  These households were included in our sample as they had fishermen fishing in Akosua Village. One 

of them was a net owner of a beach Seine in Akosua Village. 
43  Of the 130 households we counted, we interviewed 110 as part of the survey. This means that more 

than twenty-five percent of the households own a lagoon dragnet.  
44   In 2004 there were ten fishing companies actively working in the village.  



95 

much smaller net than the one used at sea. Some fishers started with the lagoon net, 
which they gradually expanded to become a net for the sea. The use of the lagoon net in 
Akosua Village is contested by the authorities from Winneba (see Chapter 8). 

 
 

    Figure 3.19 Akosua Village: where do the households collect their water 

 
     Source: author, digitalised by the GIS department of AMIDSt.  

 
 

Three households own a lybia net (two of them are Fanti households, already owning 
other gear) and twelve households own a cast net. Twenty-two households (21 percent) 
have a canoe and some households own more than one canoe (N=6; owning two or 
three canoes), giving a total of 28 canoes. Thirteen households claim to have an out-
board motor with 77 percent of these households having one outboard motor and the 
rest having two or three, giving a total of seventeen outboard motors. There were no 
other types of fishing gear.  

Thirty-three percent of the households have a smoking oven for processing fish 
(Table 3.12). Some households have more than one and in total there are 96 ovens in the 
village, resulting in an average of 2.9 ovens per processing household.  

Four households have a fridge which they use for private purposes. There are six cars 
in the village, all used privately and four bicycles. 87 percent of the households have at 
least one radio and in total there are 107 radios in the village and nine televisions (these 
often work on car batteries). Twenty percent of the households own a sewing machine 
(N=20). Seven of these households own more than one sewing machine, bringing the 
total number of sewing machines to 29. The other assets mentioned were grasscutters, 
turkeys, papaya trees, a wine tree and bee hives. 
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Table 3.12 Akosua Village: how many smoking ovens does this household have? 

  
Frequency 
 

Percent 
 

Valid Percent 
 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid 1 7 6.7 21.2 21.2
  2 8 7.6 24.2 45.5
  3 6 5.7 18.2 63.6
  4 9 8.6 27.3 90.9
  5 1 1 3 93.9
  6 1 1 3 97
  8 1 1 3 100
  Total 33 31.4 100

Missing 0 72 68.6
Total 105 100  

 
 
Half Assini  
• Research population 
The average age of the research population in Half Assini is 22, with the oldest being 
eighty years old and the youngest a baby. Figure 3.20 shows the spread in ages of the 
population. One third of the population is younger than ten years old. This is quite a 
high percentage. Filling in the household surveys in Half Assini often meant that we 
needed more than one form because the households comprised more than ten people. 
Another twenty percent were between eleven and twenty meaning that half of the Ewe 
 
 
Figure 3.20 Half Assini: age groups  
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population in our sample in Half Assini were younger than twenty. Seventy-five percent 
were even younger than thirty meaning that Half Assini has a very young population. 
Most of the respondents of the household survey came from Tegbi, Blekusu and Woe. 
Also mentioned were Dzita and Agona.  

Fifty-eight percent of the population were female and this too is a considerably larger 
number than in Woe and Akosua Village (Table 3.13). If we cross tab age group with 
sex in Half Assini we see that there is a remarkable shortage of boys/men between 
eleven and twenty years old. The only larger group of men is those aged between 31 and 
forty. However, the sample total of Half Assini is quite small being 310 (compared to 
596 in Woe and 508 in Akosua Village), which may account for these remarkable 
figures.  
 

 
Table 3.13 Half Assini: age group by sex 
 sex Total 

  female male   
Age clustered 0-10 53 47 100 
in groups 11-20 42 16 58 
  21-30 41 32 73 
  31-40 18 24 42 
  41-50 11 10 21 
  51-60 6 3 9 
  61-70 3 0 3 
  71-100 4 0 4 
Total  178 132 310 

 
 

If we examine the marital status of people in Half Assini we see that, as might be 
expected from such a young population, 55 percent of the population are single and the 
majority of the rest are married (Table 3.14). Only fourteen people are divorced or 
widowed.  

 
 

Table 3.14 Half Assini: marital status 

  
Frequency 
 

Percent 
 

Valid Percent 
 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Single 169 53.5 54.9 54.9 
  Married 125 39.6 40.6 95.5 
  Divorced 7 2.2 2.3 97.7 
  Widowed 7 2.2 2.3 100 
  Total 308 97.5 100  

Missing 9 6 1.9  
  System 2 0.6  
  Total 8 2.5  

Total 316 100  
 
 

Looking at the composition of the households in Half Assini we see that quite a large 
number of people in the households are members of the extended family (25 percent) 
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while another three percent are non-kin (Figure 3.21). This means that the households in 
Half Assini are quite mixed.  

 
 
Figure 3.21 Half Assini: relation to the household head 

 
 
 

As in Woe and Akosua Village the majority of the research population in Half Assini 
are affiliated to a Christian denomination (Figure 3.22).  

 
 

Figure 3.22 Half Assini: religion 
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• Human assets of the research population  
Seventy-six percent of the research population had not participated in education beyond 
primary school, and 32 percent had not been to school at all (Table 3.15). One person 
had been to university, but that was the only person in the whole sample.  

 
 

Table 3.15 Half Assini: educational level 

  
Frequency 
 

Percent 
 

Valid Percent 
 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Illiterate 78 24.7 32.0 32 
  Kindergarten 2 0.6 .8 32.8 
  Primary school 107 33.9 43.9 76.7 
  Junior secondary 

school 30 9.5 12.3 89 

  Middle school form 10 3.2 4.1 93.1 
  Senior  7 2.2 2.9 96 
  Vocational training 9 2.8 3.7 99.7 
  University 1 0.3 0.4 100.1 
  Total 244 77.2 100  

Missing Not applicable (too 
young for school) 61 19.3  

  9 11 3.5  
  Total 72 22.8  

Total 316 100
 
 

Nine women and three men indicated that they do not have a job (Table 3.16). If we 
look at the cross tabulation of age groups and yes or no job replies, we can see the age 
groups to which these people belonged. Three of them are younger than twenty and 
therefore might still engage in further education. 

 
 

Table 3.16 Half Assini: age and having a job  
Age group Frequency job= yes job= no 
0-10 100   
11-20 58 26 3 
21-30 73 67 5 
31-40 42 42 0 
41-50 21 19 2 
51-60 9 9 0 
61-70 3 3 0 
71-100 4 4 0 
Total 310 170 10 

 
 

Ninety-two percent of the men with a job were fishermen (N=63) and seven percent 
were net owners. Eighty-nine percent of the working female population worked as fish 
processors (Table 3.17). Quite a large number of people participated in additional 
activities, namely sixteen men and 24 women. 
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Table 3.17  Half Assini: jobs by sex 
  Total Female Male 
Total 314 182 132 
Job 170 96 74 
No job 12 9 3 
Fisherman 66 3 63 
Net owner 5 0 5 
Processor 87 86 1 
Trade 19 15 4 
Entrepreneur 11 5 6 
Construction 1 0 1 
Agriculture 17 12 5 
Administration 5 0 5 
Apprentice 1 1 0 
Religious 0 0 0 
Bar 1 1 0 
Other 0 0 0 

 
 

• Physical assets of the research population 
Forty-nine percent of the households had access to electricity, all of them lying in the 
Half Assini proper side (and none in Bungalow).45 None of the households had water on 
their compounds and all used the community pipe. None had toilet facilities on the 
compound and seventy percent used the public toilets (N=29), while eleven households 
stated that they used the bush (ten of which lying in Bungalow) and seven the beach.  

Twelve percent of the households owned a fridge (N=5) and some of them owned 
more than one which meant there were eight fridges in our sample. Three households 
used the fridge on a commercial basis. One household owned a car which they said they 
used commercially. Fifty-nine percent of the households had a radio (N=24) and some 
households owned more than one giving a total of 34 radios. There were seven tele-
visions owned by six households (fifteen percent) and ten sewing machines owned by 
nine households (22 percent). Of these households, five used the sewing machine 
commercially. Half Assini had the highest level of commercially used assets.  

Eighty-one percent of the households owned chicken, 61 percent owned ducks, 37 
percent owned goats, two percent owned sheep, 42 percent owned cats and 54 percent 
dogs. Other owned assets were pigs and turkeys. 

 
• Fishing gear 
Fifteen percent of the households owned a yevudor (N=6), although in one case this 
yevudor was not owned by the household head. Four yevudors were being used and 
there were two missing values. Two households own three yevudorvis. Two households 
(five percent) owned a canoe and one of them owned two canoes giving a total of three 
canoes in our research sample. None of the households owned an outboard motor. 
Besides this fishing gear, people also stated that they owned set nets and an Agutsidso 
net (five in total).  

Seventy-eight percent of the households had a smoking oven for processing fish, 
called xagbador in 31 of the households and togodui in one, while some households had 
more than one, giving a total of 102 ovens in the town and an average of 3.2 ovens per 

                                                 
45  See the methodology chapter to understand this division. 
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smoking household (Table 3.18). Other processing methods used in Half Assini were 
drying and salting.  

 
 

Table 3.18 Half Assini: types of fish processing 
 Amount Percentage 
Fresh 6 15 
Smoking 32 78 
Drying  9 22 
Salting 1 2 
 
 
Comparing the three research locations 
• Research population 
Half Assini has a relatively high number of women (58 percent), especially in the 
eleven to twenty age group where the difference between the two sexes is substantial. I 
cannot really explain why this is. It could be that these boys/young men fish with rela-
tives in Abidjan – which is nearby and has had a huge Anlo-Ewe community since the 
1930s (Delauney 1992). It could also be that the boys, young men are sent back to the 
hometowns in the Volta Region to go to school (see below). 

The average age is highest in Woe (26 years) while Akosua Village (24.6 years) and 
Half Assini (22 years) have younger populations. This can be explained by the general 
perception that people tend to migrate back home in later life. In Woe, ten percent of the 
population is older than sixty years, in Akosua Village this was five percent and in Half 
Assini two percent. This is also reflected in the number of widowed people with Woe 
having the highest number of widowed people (see Figure 3.23). 

Woe and Akosua Village have the same percentage of Christians, but in Akosua 
Village there is a smaller number of adherents to the traditional religion and, instead, 
with even two percent of the population being Muslim. Half Assini has the largest 
percentage of adherents to the traditional religion.  

When we check for the hometown of the respondents in the household survey, we 
see that most of the respondents in Half Assini come from Tegbi, Woe and Blekusu. In 
Akosua Village most mentioned hometowns are Anloga, Woe and Dzita. In Akosua 
Village the population seems to be more diverse as many more hometowns were men-
tioned than these. 

 
• Human assets of the research population  
If we compare the educational level of the three research locations we see that Half 
Assini has the highest percentage of illiterates (32 percent) followed by Woe (27 
percent) and Akosua Village (24 percent). Half Assini also has the highest number of 
people that attended primary school (44 percent) which might be explained by its young 
population with 75 percent being younger than thirty (compared to 68 percent in Woe 
and seventy percent in Akosua Village). 

If we take a closer look at this comparison we notice that Woe has the highest num-
ber of people aged between eleven and twenty and the lowest number of people aged 
between 21 and thirty years (Table 3.19). This might be confirmation of what we have 
learned from other studies, namely that children on migration are sent back home to  
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Figure 3.23 Spread of widowed people of the research population over the three 
research locations 

  

 
 
 

further their education (mostly this is at JSS and SSS level) and we could consider the 
low number of people between 21 and thirty as an indication of migration. We might 
also conclude that a higher number of young people have a job when on migration than 
‘at home’. If we cross-tab the number of people with a job per age group per research 
location, we see that 99 percent of the people aged over thirty in the all three research 
locations work. Table 3.20 shows the percentages for the young age groups aged be-
tween eleven and thirty. 

 
 

Table 3.19  Percentage of age groups by research location 
Age groups  Akosua village Woe Half assini 
0-10 25  25  33  
11-20 23  26  20  
21-30 21  17  22  
Total 70  70  75  

 
 

Table 3.20  Percentages of age groups 11-20 and 21-30 with a job, by research location 
Age group Woe Percentage Akosua village Percentage Half Assini  Percentage 

 Pop/job  Pop/job  Pop/job  
11-20 154/25 16 116/36 31 58/26 45 
21-30 101/89 88 107/101 94 73/67 92 
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If we compare the percentage of fishermen (including net owners) who belong to the 
working male population per research location; we see that the two migrant commu-
nities (Akosua Village 94 percent, Half Assini 92 percent) have a higher percentage of 
fishermen than Woe (eighty percent). As far as the women are concerned, we see that 
Akosua Village has a relatively small number of women working as processor (65 
percent); compared to Woe (84 percent) and Half Assini (89 percent). This can be ex-
plained by the fact that fishing in Akosua Village is not so lucrative as in Woe and Half 
Assini because the people there fish with smaller nets, less regularly and less ‘seriously’ 
than in Woe and Half Assini (see Chapter 4). As a result, the women are more active in 
petty trading hence the higher numbers in the categories of trade, entrepreneur and bar 
(Table 3.21). Finally, nineteen percent of the working population in Woe is active in 
agriculture, compared to one percent in Akosua Village and ten percent in Half Assini. 
That the percentage is much higher than in the migrants’ communities makes sense 
considering the access to land regulations. The ten percent that have access to land in 
Half Assini is quite remarkable.46 

 
  
Table 3.21 Line of work of the working population of the research population (%) 
  Woe Akosua Village Half Assini 
Fisherman 39 42 39 
Net owner 1 5 3 
Processor 45 35 51 
Trade 8 12 11 
Entrepreneur 6 10 6 
Construction 2 1 1 
Agriculture 19 1 10 
Administration 2 1 3 
Apprentice 2 6 1 
Religious 1 0 0 
Bar 1 4 1 
Other 0 2 0 

 
 

The number of apprentices and bartenders in Akosua Village is also relatively high. In 
Half Assini 93 percent of the working population is active in fishing, followed by 85 
percent in Woe and 82 percent in Akosua Village. In the table above, first and second 
jobs are combined, meaning that respondents were able to state that they were 
processors and worked in a bar or were net owners and worked on the land. Thus, if one 
added all the percentages up together this would not produce a result of a hundred 
percent. A survey of all the jobs worked by the working population shows that the 
populations of Woe (126 percent) and Half Assini (126 percent) are more active than 
the population in Akosua Village (119 percent). This confirms my conclusion of 
Akosua Village being a village whose glory days were in the past and whose population 
was just able to make ends meet. In Half Assini there is a much livelier, active, business 
like atmosphere with large companies (ninety people!).  

                                                 
46  In an interview with the Anlo-Ewe chief fisherman of Half Assini I heard that a couple of Ewe migrant 

fisher families had been able to buy land in Half Assini (December 2005). 
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• Physical assets of the research population 
Nine percent of the households had access to electricity and 83 percent of these house-
holds were in Half Assini proper (twenty out of 42 households). This can be explained 
by the fact that these Half Assini households were located in a part of the town 
connected to the electricity grid. This was not the case in Akosua Village (the two of the 
105 households that had electricity lay in Winneba) and Woe (two of the 106 house-
holds) [one missing value for the total]. In other words, half of the households in Half 
Assini were connected to the electricity grid, compared to one percent of the households 
in Akosua Village and Woe.  

In terms of water Woe scores best; 22 out of 106 households had water on the com-
pound (from a pipe or well). In Akosua Village the number was five out of 105, and in 
Half Assini none of the households had its own water. In Akosua Village the majority of 
the households used privately owned pipes in the community where they fetched their 
water and paid for it (72 of the hundred remaining households).47 In Half Assini the 
households used a community pipe and they have to pay for the water.  

Most of the in-compound toilet facilities can be found in Woe (eleven cases). How-
ever, Woe scores poorly as regards PT facilities, with just 25 percent [N=94]. In Akosua 
Village, 84 percent [N=103] of the households claimed that they used the PT, and in 
Half Assini this was seventy percent [N=40]. In Woe eighty percent claimed that they 
used the bush. In all the research locations about sixteen percent of the households 
admitted to using of the beach as a toilet. I believe that in reality more people use the 
bush and beach in all research locations than was shown by this survey because it is a 
sensitive topic. 

As regards water, electricity and toilet facilities, one should not forget that Woe is 
much larger than the Ewe migrant communities Akosua Village and the Anlo-Ewe part 
in Half Assini. Both the Ewe settlements in Half Assini and in Akosua Village (near 
Winneba) can use an urban environment which generally offers more facilities. On the 
other hand, arranging your own facilities is more difficult when on migration than ‘at 
home’.  

 
• Fishing gear 
The number of yevudors found in the households is highest in Akosua Village; 27 of the 
105 households owned one or more yevudors (26 percent). Because I have done a 
representative survey [105 out of 135 households] in Akosua Village this is valid indi-
cation of the number of net owners in the village. Ninety-two percent of these owners 
owned one yevudor. The rest had two. Seventy percent of the owners were currently 
using the yevudor, in thirty percent of the cases the net was lying dormant.  

For Woe sixteen of the households where we did the survey were yevudor-owning 
households. Here a bigger percentage owned more than one yevudor; 47 percent (of 
which the majority owned two). However, only 56 percent of the net-owning-house-
holds were currently using the net(s). This could be a higher percentage of dormant nets 
because it is a hometown, where families keep the family nets that aren’t in use. Mi-
grants often say that nets not used have been ‘sent home’. 

                                                 
47  Three answered from neighbours and one from community – this probably means the same but put in a 

different way. 
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In Half Assini, fourteen percent of the households owned a yevudor (none of the 
households had more than one) and 66 percent of the households claimed to currently 
use the yevudor.  

Of these yevudor owning households in Akosua Village, 81 percent also owned a 
canoe, in Woe this was a hundred percent and in Half Assini 33 percent. These canoes 
were motorised in 59 percent of the cases in Akosua Village, in Woe for 53 percent and 
in Half Assini none of the canoes were motorised. That none of the canoes in Half 
Assini were motorised was legitimised to me by the son of the chief fisherman. He said 
that it was better to use manpower, otherwise you became dependant on the technology. 
It was better according to him to keep in control and be trained to always be able to go.  

Fish are processed in all three research locations mainly by smoking. In Woe eighty 
percent of the working female population is involved in fish processing, mostly by 
smoking, followed by salting and drying. In Akosua Village and Half Assini we also 
counted the number of ovens per household. In Half Assini almost eighty percent of the 
households owned one or more smoking ovens with an average of 3.2 ovens per 
smoking household. In Akosua Village this was much lower, with just 33 percent of the 
households having one or more smoking ovens. This is an average of 2.9 per household. 

In the next section we describe the assets needed to fish with a beach seine company, 
from the perspective of owner and crew. 

Fishing assets and access 
The most important assets needed in order to fish with a beach seine are the net, a canoe 
and people. The household survey we had carried out revealed that the net and canoe are 
not widely owned by the fishers in the households in Woe, Akosua Village and Half 
Assini. Only twenty percent of the households owned a yevudor and not all of these 
were actually used (between 56 and 70 percent). One of the reasons, as we shall see in 
this section, is that the nets are very expensive. Other nets were much more commonly 
held in, for instance, Woe where a mixture of techniques is used, 45 percent of the 
households owned a different type of net (Kuekpa and Sovi) in comparison to fifteen 
percent of yevudor owners. The fact that not all nets were in use can partly be explained 
by the fact that you need quite a large crew, of which a number of members have to 
have special skills. Financial, social and human assets are needed before one can start. 
Once that is taken care of, you need to gain access to fishing grounds and to the market. 
Before we can understand how all this is arranged we need to understand the way the 
activity is organised. However, first of all we need to find out more about each of these 
fishing assets.  
 
The net 
The length and wideness of the netting and cod end can vary considerably. The bigger 
the net, the more people and time are needed to haul it ashore and the larger the canoe 
will need to be in order to cast the net. In 1906 the yevudor was described as:  

‘Sixty to a hundred metres long, three to four feet wide and the middle has a sack (voku) that catches 
large and small fish. The net is held with two strong pieces of rope. On one side of the net are attached 
little pieces of weights (fifty centimetres from one another) and on the other side are two stakes, 
kpotiwo. On the stakes are attached 300-400 metres of rope. The net itself is reinforced with cotton 
anywhere from two to four times.’ (Härtter quoted in Greene 1996: 166)  
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These first beach seines were much smaller than the ones used in Ghana these days (see 
the next section). The nets were developed, modified in design and enlarged (both net as 
sac) to increase their capacity to encircle large quantities of fish (Greene 1996: 166; 
Akyeampong 2001: 136). 

Nowadays there are three sizes of beach seines: small, medium and large (as cate-
gorised by the FAO). ‘Small nets measure about 150 metres long and six metres deep. 
Medium size nets may be 280 metres long and nineteen metres deep. Large nets found 
in the Keta area are up to 1,800 metres long and eighteen to 22 metres deep. The nets in 
the Keta area have detachable sections, so that a net can be worked at a reduced 
length’.48 The nets I came across in the three research locations also differed in size. 
Generally speaking the nets in Woe and Half Assini were larger than in Akosua Village. 
On two occasions I had an opportunity to measure the nets because they were spread out 
lying on the beach for repair purposes. The net in Akosua Village was 490 metres in 
length49 (fieldwork data 29-6-2004) (see Figures 3.24 and 3.25). In Half Assini the 
stretched out net measured only 225 metres but this particular net was owned by some 
young men who had just started working for themselves, in addition to their work at a 
company (fieldwork notes 10-12-2005). Smaller nets are also used for fishing in la-
goons and in the surf and net owners often begin with a small net, which they enlarge 
over time.50 In Woe a net owner explained the cost of a new net to me in 2004. The net 
in his example measured up to 1,100 metres (see Box 3.1 below) – considerably larger 
than the net in Akosua Village.  

 
 

Figures 3.24 & 3.25 Net reconstruction in Akosua Village  

   
 
 
The size of the cod end can also vary. If fishermen expect a big catch they can attach 
one or two extra cod ends to the net. In Woe I saw the fishermen use two cod ends in 
September – October during the main fishing season (notebook 13, beach walk Mr 
Dawu). The rear of a cod end is tied together using a closing rope and removing this 
rope allows another cod end to be attached. In some cases this is done when hauling the 

                                                 
48  http://www.fao.org/DOCREP/003/R0395E/R0395E00.htm#TOC. 
49  The net lay on the beach with both wings on top of each other, and measured 245 metres. 
50  Fishing with a surf-beach seine was something I only came across in Half Assini.  
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net in, if the fishermen see that they have such a large catch (when they see an abun-
dance of fish swimming between the two wings) that the cod end will be too small. 
According to a former net owner in Akosua Village the nets in ‘the olden days’ were so 
large that they would not have the sac attached to the net when the net was cast. They 
would make a knot in the sac extension. A small canoe would then take the sac to the 
knot and attach it when the net approached the shore (field notes 29-6-2004).  

The nets are redone from time to time51. Every part of the beach seine will then be 
checked: the ropes, the cod end, the length of the net, the amount of lead and the 
position of the floaters. New ropes need to be stretched and this is a job for which you 
need plenty of manpower (field notes 29-6-2004). Putting the lead and floats back in a 
balanced position is a very precise job and is often supervised by a company specialist 
(see Figures 3.26 and 3.27). Amendments can also be made if changes occur on the 
ocean floor, for instance because of an increase of mud. 

 
 

Figures 3.26 & 3.27 The specialist redoing the leads and floats 

  
 
 
A beach seine net needs a lot of maintenance and these nets are continuously being re-
paired (after every day’s fishing) with sections being replaced as necessary (see the 
colour differences in Figure 3.24 between the old and new net). Mending the net is one 
of a fisherman’s intrinsic tasks. Small tears in a net can quickly become bigger due to 
fish passing through the holes if they are not mended immediately. One of the net 
owners in Akosua Village had the misfortune to tear his net in rocks under water (after 
his net had been dragged there by a change in current). He immediately went to buy 
new material in Accra. His net was spread out on the beach, out of his canoe, waiting 
for him to come back. However, it was laid out in such a way that the damaged part 
could not be seen otherwise people would have stolen it to use in their roofs (see Figure 
3.28) (field notes 27-11-2005).  
 

                                                 
51  Some fishermen told me that it was done every year. However, in the one and a half years I spent 

doing fieldwork I only came across two nets which were being redone.  
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Figure  3.28 Old net used for roof construction  
 in Akosua Village  

 
 
 
Because of their size, beach seines are expensive nets. In Woe a net owner made a list 
for me to show what it would cost to put together a new net, with detailed information 
on how much would be needed of each netting material with a particular mesh size, how 
many ropes, their sizes and how many floats and lead (see Box 3.1). All in all the net 
would cost (excluding lead and floats) about 8,000 euros. Another 11,000 euros would 
be needed for lead, floats, ropes, canoe and outboard motor. Beach seines are not always 
constructed from new and often fishermen inherit the net from their family. If, for 
instance, a son inherits a net, he will always refer to it as ‘my father’s net’, even though 
in the course of time no pieces of the old net remain.  

 
 

Box 3.1 Cost of fishing equipment of a beach seine company in cedis in 2004 
NET    
1. 3/8 x 9” net 200 yards (2 bundles @ 20,000,000) 40,000,000
2. ¾ x 9” net  50 yards (1/2 bundle) 10,000,000
3. ½ x 9” net  50 yards (1/2 bundle) 7,000,000
4. 1 x 9” net  200 yards (2 bundles @ 7,500,000) 15,000,000
5. 1 ½ x 9” net 100 yards (1 bundle) 7,000,000
6. 2 x 9” net  400 yards (4 bundles @ 3,00,000) 12,000,000
Subtotal   91,000,000
Subtotal in Euro   8,272 EUROS
FLOATING 2,000 pieces (40 sets @ 750,000) 30,000,000
LEADS 1500 pieces (30 sets @ 250.000) 7,500,000
ROPES   
20 mm 4 coils @ 600,000 (kahehe) 2,400,000
18 mm 30 coils @ 500,000 15,000,000
14 mm 20 coils @ 500,000 (doblaka) 10,000,000
CANOE   35,000,000
OUTBOARD MOTOR   25,000,000
Total   215,900,000
Total in euro   19,627 EUROS

Source: author   
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Figure  3.29 Beach seine in the surf in Half Assini  

 
 
 
As we have seen above, a lot of net owners started out with small nets and added to it 
over time when they had more money to invest. These new net owners often started 
fishing in a lagoon or in the surf before fishing at sea.52 You need to act quickly when 
fishing with a net in the surf and this work is often performed by boys and young men. 
It is a way for the boys to become acquainted with the principles of yevudor fishing 
(such as encircling fish, making sure the net hangs down properly, diving, pulling and 
stretching the net in the waves).  
 
• Mesh size 
Ghanaian regulations prescribe that nets may not have mesh sizes which are smaller 
than one inch. However, in practice a lot of nets have mesh sizes of 3/8 inches. ‘Across 
the countries [Ghana, Togo, Benin – mk], the mesh sizes of the cod end of the beach 
seine nets range between five and 25mm (25mm is rare)’ (Yeboah 2002: 20). The 
reason why beach seine fishermen are not easily convinced to comply is that they are 
mainly interested in catching anchovy, for which a small mesh size is needed. The 
SFLP, a programme of the FAO, tried to convince beach seine fishermen (as an 
experiment) to use a beach seine with a bunt mesh of twenty milimeters (instead of the 
more regular 10 milimeters). Although the new net gave a higher average monthly in-
come than the old net, it failed to produce enough in the high season (August – Decem-
ber) when sardinella, anchovy and shrimps come en masse (Gbaguidi 2003: 33). At 
least all the fish they catch are used because these fishermen waste nothing.  
 

                                                 
52  Once they become big net owners, they stop fishing in the lagoon (field notes Akosua Village 25-11-

2005). 
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The canoe 
Beach seines are cast into sea using a canoe, propelled by manpower (with paddles) or 
by outboard motor. Because of Ghana’s rough surf the canoes have to be very solid.53 
They are made from a single piece of wood and are carved out of the soft and large 
Wawa tree54 and then planked up at the front (see Figures 3.30 and 3.31).  

 
 

Figure 3.30 Planked up canoe 
Figure 3.31 Wawa tree in the Butterfly Reserve on the way to Kumasi 

  
The black is the single-piece hull while a star and a moon have been painted on the planks. 
 
 
Due to a high rate of deforestation (two percent per year) the trees needed for canoe-
making are getting scarce (Domson & Vlosky 2007: 5). Although there is no legislation 
yet against its use, it has now become more difficult to find large Wawa trees. Canoe 
carvers have to move deeper into the forest areas to find suitable trees (Satia & 
Horemans 1993: 4). Whereas the trees used to grow in the forests near the coast (Brown 
1947: 24), carvers now have to go to the areas of southern Brong Ahafo region, northern 
Western Region and western Ashanti region to spot, buy, fell and carve the trees 
(Sheeves 1991: 3 in Verrips 2002: 47). The carving work takes about 40 days. After that 
the canoe is strengthened, waterproofed and planked (Verrips 2002: 48-49). 

Canoe making is an activity steeped in all kinds of rituals:  
‘A canoe is a tree from the bush, big birds were living on that tree. Before a tree is cut one needs to go 
to a diviner because a lot of spiritual activity goes on around huge trees. Ask for that animal, that sat 
on it. The spirit then says what should be given. An owl for example. One needs to know which 
animals rested on that tree, and which land spirits are in the tree since the tree belongs to the land. 
Owls stay there. Owls settle there with the prey dead animal. They eat it up on the branches. Spirits of 
dead animals enter the wood. So that demands a sacrifice. Sometimes owls spiritually eat human 
beings – they are witches. If this canoe harbours a human spirit, a human being should be sacrificed. 
However a net owner will not do that. In the past they would have done because that spirit continues 
to claim human beings. You will see that someone drowns using that canoe every year. Wouldn’t the  
 

                                                 
53  See the departure of the canoe in the film ‘If you do good’ (Appendix 5). 
54  Its Latin name is: Triplochiton schleroxylon. The tree is widely distributed in tropical West Africa; to 

be found in the transition zone between the humid evergreen and semi deciduous forests. It is a large 
tree of between 150 and 180 ft in height. 
(www2.fpl.fs.fed.us/Techsheets/Chudnoff/African/htmlDocs_africa/Triplochitonscleroxylon.html). 
According to Odotei on the Nzema coast the Silk Cotton tree is also used (Odotei 2002: 45). 
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Figure 3.32 Large beach seine canoe  

 
Source: FAO catalogue of small-scale fishing gear of Ghana.55 
 
 

 
Figure 3.33  Canoe making in Elmina  

 

                                                 
55  http://www.fao.org/docrep/003/R0395E/R0395E00.HTM [Access date: February 2009]. 
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crew than desert the canoe? Before you fell a tree, libation is poured and a sacrifice is made. Other-
wise an accident can happen or what made of it will be unsuccessful.’ (interview 61, Woe, 17-08-
2004) 

Canoes under construction need to be watched carefully due to the growing pressure on 
scarce resources: ‘The dishonesty on the part of canoe makers and delays in working on 
orders has necessitated closer monitoring by the purchaser. The carvers sometimes sell a 
person’s ordered canoe to another person. In order to get one’s canoe done on time and 
according to specification, the potential owner needs to be physically present in the 
forest’(Tetteh 2007: 39). It is also becoming more and more difficult to acquire tree 
felling permits and there have been cases of ‘harassment and seizure of new canoes 
from the hinterland by security agencies of the Forestry Department (Ministry of Lands 
and Forestry) [that] plague most fishermen’ (Bannerman 1998).  

Ghanaian canoes are beautifully decorated. Verrips wrote an intriguing article several 
years ago which made clear that canoes are not merely fishing assets: ‘Fishermen speak 
about their canoes as male and female beings that are able to talk to them about the right 
time and place for fishing. (…) According to them male canoes moved differently, were 
stronger and more powerful. With them the catches were higher’ (Verrips 2002: 47-
48).The decorations and name are given according to the identity of the canoe, its 
gender but also its religion; Muslim, Christian or ‘heathen’. The taboos that need to be 
observed differ per canoe as the food that needs to be given to the canoe in repeated 
rituals.  
 

 Figure 3.34 One of the symbols on a canoe 

 
 
 

Fishermen carve all kinds of symbols into the hull and paint names, slogans, and images 
on the gunwale and topsides (Verrips 2002: 50). Verrips divides the pictograms into five 
categories: 1) Pictograms of things, such as stools, swords, hats, keys, flags, anchors, 
arrows, and crosses; 2) of (parts) of plants, and trees; 3) of insects, birds, fishes and land 
animals; 4) of human beings or body parts such as hearts, hands, arms, penises; and 5) 
pictograms of celestial bodies, such as stars and the moon (Ibid.: 51-52). The meaning 
of the pictograms is not always clear, on the contrary ‘they are read in many different 
ways’ which makes Verrips conclude that ‘sense is in the eye of the beholder’(Ibid.: 
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55). Besides this there are all sorts of texts such as proverbs, slogans and (biblical) 
names, abbreviations, numbers and references to passages in the Bible (see Box 3.2).  

 
 

Box 3.2: Texts on canoes 
 
Sea never dries 
We are also coming 
Travel and see 
One man no chop 
God never sleeps 
Let them say 
If there is something in the house it is good 
On character 
It is paining you 
Because of tomorrow’s case 
Father forgive us 
Think of whatever you do 
The boys are good 
Israel 
Behind them 
We are coming, we are going, is that it? 
Think before you say it 
 
 
Source: author 

 
 
God will do it 
Except God 
There is happiness in the world, but inside the 
coffin it is hot 
Money is a gentle man 
Dear Brother 
Thy Kingdom come 
Work and happiness 
Great wonders 
They act as lovers 
Wonders never end 
The truth gives peace 
God will do it 
God is the protector of my life 
Jezus thank you 
God gives 
They think 
It is not you who is God 
Peace FM 104.3 
 

 
 

The texts on the canoes are meant ‘to express particular identifications, relations or 
sympathies with clubs, companies, [political] parties, persons, places, religions and 
worldviews’ (Verrips 2002: 58). These texts nowadays function as names by which the 
canoes are registered by the Government. ‘Together with the other decorations they turn 
the canoe – this crucial means of production on which the existence and lives of the 
fishermen and their families depend – into a ‘speaking’ object, an entity with a ‘voice’, 
a ‘messenger’, or a vehicle of meaning with a particular identity’ (Ibid.: 59), not only 
communicating to humans but also to the gods (Ibid.).  

 
• Outboard motor 
If the canoe is motorised, the motor is attached to the right side of the canoe (see Figure 
3.35 for the construction). This change came about when the outboard motor was 
introduced in Ghana in the 1950s. Attaching the motor in this way prevents it being 
swamped by Ghana’s rough surf (Odotei 2002: 63).  

The first ten outboard motors were issued in 1959, with the first one being bought by 
the chief fisherman of Accra. A loan scheme was set up by the Fisheries Department 
whereby fishermen were required to pay 25 percent up front and the rest the following 
year (Odotei 2002: 63).  

The level of motorisation depends on the size of the canoe (the bigger the canoe the 
greater the likelihood that it is motorised) and on the gear operated. ‘For example the 
canoes that use purse nets are usually large and almost all of them are motorised’ 
(Ferraris, Koranteng & Samba 1995: 449).  
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Figure 3.35  Outboard engine movable mounting bracket 

 
Source: FAO catalogue of small-scale fishing gear of Ghana.56 

 
 

Table 3.22 Motorisation in Ghanaian artisanal fisheries 
Year No of canoes Motorised Percentage 
1941 8,990 -  
1954 8,000 -  
1962 8,956 1,700 / 1,950 19 / 22 
1963 10,212 3,122 31 
1966 10,359 4,988 48 
1967 10,212 5,135 50 
1968 10,212 5,916 58 
1969 8,728 6,732 77 
1973 8,238 -  
1977 8,472 -  
1981 6,938 3,698 53 
1986 8,214 4,250 52 
1989                              8,052 [of which 852 Beach Seine]  
1992                              8,688 [775]   
1995                              8,641 [790]   
1997                              8,610 [769]   
2000    
2001                              9,981[813] 5,256 53 
Source: Years 1941-1986 (Odotei 2002: 64), 1989-1997 FAO Country Profile,57 2001 (MFRD 2001). 

 
 

When an outboard motor is used with the beach seine the increased speed makes it 
essential for the net to be properly packed into the canoe so that it can be easily cast 
without it tearing. Even when a canoe is motorised, a net owner will always send 
enough men to sea to cast the net so that they can paddle back in the event of motor 
failure. The beach seine canoes are the least motorised compared to the other fishing 
gear types. In 1970, the number of motorised canoes was estimated to be between 20 

                                                 
56  http://www.fao.org/docrep/003/R0395E/R0395E00.HTM [Access date: February 2009]. 
57  http://www.fao.org/fishery/countrysector/FI-CP_GH/en [Access date: March 2009]. 
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and 25 percent and in 1989 more than 57 percent of the total canoe fleet had outboard 
motors (Overå 199558). In 1974, 87 percent of all canoes in Ghana were motorised.59 

Outboard motors were introduced in 1959. Twenty years later about 87 percent of the 
canoes were motorised. This amount dropped significantly after that and only 58 
percent of canoes were motorised in 1989. ‘The decline in the level of motorisation is 
due largely to the astronomical increases in the price of the outboard motor as well as 
the cost of maintaining and running it’ (Seini 1995: 382). In Senegal and Ghana it is 
estimated that outboard motors rarely last in an operational state for more than three 
years.60 These days one needs to pay at least 25 million cedis (2,273 euro) for an out-
board motor. Although this is the subsidised amount, net owners still complain that they 
have to pay the amount all at once. Another prerequisite is that they have to form a 
group in order to apply. A net owner in Woe commented on this by saying:  

‘Why do we need to form co-operatives? That does not fit the nature of our work. We already work 
together, many people live from my canoe. Many head of households earn their family income with 
me. We employ young men, who otherwise would go out and steel. Kuekpa fishermen can form co-
operatives, that fits their working system, but we the yevudor owners – why?’(Net owner Woe, met 
during household survey 20-8-2004) 

 

People – ‘the work is not for one person’ 
One of the net owners I spoke to in Akosua Village replied, when I asked him why his 
net was lying dormant, ‘the work is not for one person’ (household survey notes 2004, 
number nine). Without labourers (between 20-90 people) a net owner is unable to fish. 
The more hands a net owner has, the better because the sooner the net comes in, the 
fewer the fish that can escape. Although most of these hands are needed to do the 
pulling, some are also needed to perform other tasks, which require some additional 
skills. You would need paddlers and a helmsman who knew how to set the net, when to 
go and where to go. One would need experienced swimmers who can guide the net 
ashore and dive if the net gets stuck. One would need some supervisors who understand 
the movement of the net in the water, the habits of the fish and the effect of the ocean on 
the net, and who know when to pull and when not to pull, when to cross, close the net 
and tie it together. The next section examines in more detail what the fishing operations 
require in terms of human input. 

Getting people to work for and with you requires social capabilities and financial 
assets. Net owners in Ghana give out advance payments to workers prior to the season. 
As Mr Dawu in Woe explained to me:  

‘In Ningo the fishermen have to pay to join the boat to go fishing, here rather you get something if 
you come fishing. Here they pay 300,000 cedis (27 euros) for 1 year of fishing as an advance. That is 
because there is competition for workers here and you need a lot of people’ (Mr Dawu, 18-8-2004, 
notebook 13).  

This has a dual effect since the workers have access to money and having the worker 
sign a contract gives the net owner the assurance of available workers. Net owners are 
often more generous in the case of more specialised leading crews. For example, they 
may repair the roofs of their houses or give them some other gifts to cement the rela-
tionship. 

                                                 
58  http://www.fou.uib.no/fd/1996/f/712002/index.htm - Introduction. 
59  http://www.fao.org/DOCREP/003/K2415E/k2415e05.htm. 
60  http://www.fao.org/DOCREP/003/K2415E/k2415e05.htm. 

http://www.fou.uib.no/fd/1996/f/712002/index.htm
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Net owners often have crew members working for them that are related to them. 
However even if they are not related, the relationship between the net owner and the 
crew is often referred to in terms of ‘children’ or ‘boys’ and ‘master’ or ‘owner’. The 
oldest members of the crew are referred to as ‘uncle’. These words reflect the ex-
pectations associated with the relationship, namely that the ‘sons’ obey the net owner 
and the net owner takes care of his ‘sons’. Elders in the community are addressed as 
‘our father’ and people refer to co-companies as ‘our brothers’.  

 
• The crew’s perspective 
All of the required assets referred to above are based on the net owner’s perspective. 
However, not all fishermen have the ambition, the capability or assets to become net 
owners. It is also possible to become a crewmember working for a net owner. The assets 
needed to become a crewmember depend on the role one wants to play. However, 
basically any man capable of pulling can join a crew. Most of the special skills can be 
learnt on the job except that of clerk, the one who keeps the company’s records. This 
person needs to be able to read, write and calculate. These are basic skills taught at 
primary school. Once part of a company, crew members will often have some access to 
credit, to food, medicine and shelter. All of this naturally depends on arrangements 
made by the net owner. Finding a good net owner who will treat you honestly is one of 
the biggest worries that crew members have. Being able to trust the net owner and 
others in charge of the company is particularly important for those working under 
contract. Finding such a net owner depends on one’s social capabilities, who you know 
and how you relate.  

Conclusion 
This chapter began with a description of the livelihoods approach which is used for an 
understanding of how people make a living, based on their assets, in the context of 
certain trends and/or shocks. We argue that a thorough understanding of fisher liveli-
hoods is crucial for the improved governance of fisheries. The usefulness of the liveli-
hoods approach lies in the fact that it shows how all assets and capabilities, and the 
relationships between them, are potentially important. Whereby assets should not only 
be seen as means by which people make a living, they also give meaning to a person’s 
world and give people the power to act. In other words, access to assets is a political 
(and therefore not neutral) process. This has been given more weight in this research by 
using the concept of negotiation, which fishermen do amongst themselves as with 
(powerful) others (such as governing organisations).  

Using the entitlements debate clarified that even when people gain access to certain 
resources they may still be unable to capitalise their endowments by converting them 
into entitlements due to lack of access to other capitals. One example we observed was 
that of a net owner with a dormant net in his house which he was unable to use due to 
the (perceived) inability to find (the right) people to fish with.  

The concept of institution is central to the livelihoods debate, for institutions together 
with social relations and organisations mediate the access to the assets. Institutions lead 
to regularised practices (or patterns of behaviour) which have persistent and widespread 
use’ and have both a regulatory and normative nature (Giddens 1979). Institutions there-
by provide a logic of appropriateness to behaviour and function at different levels in 
society, with the local level often being embedded in broader levels.  
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A critique of the livelihoods framework was its material focus on livelihood activi-
ties and outcomes. Such a way of thinking could easily lead policymakers to adopt the 
idea that alternative livelihood programmes offer a solution to too many people fishing. 
Instead of fishing, they could also make batiks or bake bread. Whereas in reality a 
livelihood is more than just a random activity by which people earn their living (see 
Chapter 4).  

This study introduces the concept of livelihood space which reinforces the need to 
look beyond livelihood activities and outcomes. After all, there is always a certain 
place-boundedness that needs to be taken into account given that a livelihood is 
culturally, economically and socially embedded. Fishermen negotiate their livelihood 
space, that is space to live and work in (spatial) and space within the fishing sector. 
They create a certain (economic/sectoral) niche. They need to create space in which 
they are accepted, in which they find or have their place in society within the framework 
of the social and cultural relations.  

We saw how the Anlo-Ewe developed a maritime tradition as a previously non-
maritime people and became known and respected as sea fishermen. In the 16th century 
they migrated from Notsie (Togo) to the Anlo area where they now live. Their story of 
origin is important for an understanding of how the Anlo relate to other groups in 
society. Whilst reflecting on this issue it is important to keep Anderson’s point of 
imagined community in mind, namely that ‘the Anlo-Ewe’ is as ‘created’ as is ‘the 
Ghanaian’. Nevertheless, the story of origin functions as a binding force with the other 
Ewe. At the same time the word Nlo in Anlo-Ewe and Anloga is central to their identity 
and sets the Anlo-Ewe apart from the other Ewe (see Chapter 5). The story also shows 
the centrality of migration in their identity (they are new to their land). The organisation 
of society through clans and lineages is related to political organisation, land ownership, 
settlement organisation, to the environment and to their traditional religion. The Anlo-
Ewe perceive their livelihood space as an ecological, social and cosmological whole. 
Their traditional religion is more than a belief system and the dichotomy nature-culture 
makes no sense in Anlo. The fifteen clans, which share a common history, owned the 
land and waters and had legal and ritual powers vested in their leaders Although this 
still plays a role in Anlo as a system on which the traditional governance structure is 
built, under the influence of Christianity, formal education, the money economy and the 
establishment of formal courts the Anlo traditional authority eroded and changed Anlo 
society in a number of different ways into what it now has become.  

In terms of economical embedding we see that the Anlo managed to create a niche 
for themselves as the beach seine fishermen in the Ghanaian fishing sector. Creating 
that niche was not self evident since their way of fishing was opposed by the other 
fishermen when the Ewe started to migrate and use the yevudor outside their home area. 
The yevudor was said to be destructive fishing gear and the other gear users feared that 
the yevudor would be detrimental to their livelihoods. The fierce resistance to the 
yevudor by other gear users has been explained by Vercruijsse as undermining existing 
relations of production, with fishermen becoming wage earners and the sector being 
opened up to technically less-skilled fishermen. Although the net is still controversial 
today, seen from another perspective the Anlo-Ewe have successfully negotiated space 
for their activity.  

This research focuses on three fishing communities along the Ghanaian coast, where 
Anlo-Ewe beach seine fishermen are active. The first is Woe (8545 inhabitants), in the 
Anlo home area, the second is Akosua Village (630 inhabitants) and the third is Half 
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Assini (11,000 inhabitants). Both Woe and Akosua Village lie between a RAMSAR site 
lagoon and the ocean with the sandbar of Akosua Village being only a couple of 
hundred metres wide. Half Assini is also located in a water-rich environment albeit 
differently. Half Assini is also an urbanised town, and, although it is a long way away, 
its inhabitants have more access to certain facilities then those of Akosua Village and 
Woe. The fishermen in Woe live alongside their fellow Ewe (fishermen and farmers 
alike). Akosua Village is an all-Anlo-Ewe fishermen village (except for about ten to 
twenty Fanti). Half Assini is an Nzema town, with a Fanti fishermen neighbourhood in 
the East and an Ewe fishermen neighbourhood in the West. The Ewe in Akosua Village 
and Half Assini have more facilities nearby than those in Woe given that Half Assini is 
the district capital and Akosua Village is close to Winneba, which is also a district 
capital. Woe’s district capital Keta is half an hour away (by public transport). However, 
Keta can hardly be called urbanised mainly as a result of the detrimental effect of sea 
erosion (see Chapter 8).  

The household survey that we performed in the three research locations mainly re-
vealed information about human and physical assets at household and individual levels. 
Comparing the three research populations confirms general ideas about migration. First, 
the young and able men and women migrate and the elderly return home. This results in 
a higher percentage of elderly at home (Woe) although school-age children are often 
sent home as well (giving a higher percentage for the 11-20 age group). Households on 
migration are more mixed than households at home. This confirms the fact that migrants 
make use of networks. Thirdly, the people who have migrated are fisher migrants, they 
are active as fishermen (more than 90 percent) and processors (89 percent in Half Assini 
and a remarkably low percentage in Akosua Village for which reasons have been 
given). Woe has a much higher percentage of farmers (19 percent) and people on mi-
gration have no or less access to land. In terms of access to facilities such as electricity 
and water we could conclude that the more rural they are, the better their access to water 
(see Woe) and the more urban they are the better their access to electricity (see Half 
Assini). The figures on fishing gear produced quite a mixed pattern. It was difficult to 
come to conclusions because the surveys of Woe and Half Assini could not be 
‘checked’ to see whether the number of net owner households was representative. In 
Akosua Village we were able to do this since we surveyed almost all households and we 
found that 25 percent of the households was a net-owning household. 30 percent of the 
yevudors in the survey were lying dormant. If we cross check this information with the 
number of active companies in Akosua Village we see that the percentage of dormant 
nets is probably higher. All in all twenty percent of the households owned a yevudor, of 
which not all were actually used (between 56 and 70 percent). The reason why there are 
not many owned nets is that the nets are expensive. A yevudor owner needs an initial 
capital of about 20,000 euros for a large net, a canoe and outboard motor. This is a 
considerable amount in Ghana. This explains why new net owners often do not start out 
in this way, but slowly work on building a net, piece by piece. At a certain point they 
can start using their net in a lagoon or in the surf to start recouping some of their 
investment. Soon they need more people to perform the fishing activities. Finding 
enough, loyal and skilled people is apparently not an easy job and the same holds true 
for crew members Finding a trustworthy net owner is also important. Once they have 
really started, they have to continue investing in people, their net, in fuel and in buying 
a new motor every couple of years. Beach seine fishing is a costly enterprise.  
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Taking a closer look at the, often beautifully decorated, canoes shows us in another 
way that fishing is more than just a ‘bread’ earning activity. Fishermen carve all kinds 
of symbols into the hull and paint names, slogans, and images on the gunwale and 
topsides and, as a result, the canoes become a reflection of a particular identity (Verrips 
2002). This also underscores their view of the livelihood space in which they fish as an 
ecological, social and cosmological whole, in which the canoe communicates with the 
sea gods and leads the fishermen to the good catches.  




