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ABSTRACT

This study analyzes changes in livelihood strategies and gender roles in a
fishery-dependent floating community in Tonle Sap Lake under the context of decline
in fish and aquatic resources and limited rights of access to and use of fisheries and
flooded forests. There were four research objectives: (1) to examine the historical
development and social-ecological context of fishery resource management in the
Tonle Sap Lake, (2) to investigate the implication of the state fishery management
policies and their effect on rights of access, use and control of resources by local
community, (3) to examine the processes that led to the transformation of gender
roles, work patterns, and attitudes as well as space, and in turn, how local people
respond to these changes and (4) to explore the strategies that women use in coping
and adapting to the change in order to sustain the household and empower themselves.
The conceptual framework were based on such concept as gender division of labor,
gendered space, nested resources tenure, and livelihood strategies.

The researcher carried out her field work in Chhnok Trou Village,
Kampong Chhnang Province, Cambodia. The research employed both qualitative and
quantitative methods. Primary data were collected using such techniques as household
survey, focus group discussion, interview, and observation. Secondary data were
collected from government and non-government agencies. This study found that
fishing tenure in Tonle Sap Lake has been changing in response to the Cambodian
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political and economic condition. Since the late 1980s, the Cambodian government
has adopted market-oriented economic development policies which have reintroduced
the privatization of fishery resources. Fishing lot owners have legitimized exclusive
rights to exploit fishery resources in their lots. Over-exploitation by using modern
fishing equipment to maximize the fish catch in the past decade has resulted in fishery
resource declines.

Since the mid 1990s, when the seine net (oun) was introduced, access to
fishery resources by medium and small-scale fishers in Chhnok Trou village has
become more contested and the fish stock has decreased. Because of the reduced fish
stock, both licensed and non-licensed fishers have competed for catches in open lake
waters. Fishers are intimately familiar with the diverse ecology of the lake and adapt
well to seasonal water level changes. They are knowledgeable about seasonal fish
migration, frequently apply local knowledge to their work, and have developed
appropriate fishing equipments to catch fish.

During the closed season, large and medium-scale fishers are prohibited
from fishing. While the fishing grounds in the lake are open to small-scale fishers at
this time, there are few fish to be caught. During the open season, access to fishing
grounds in the open lake is mostly controlled by seine net operators. Because of
corruption, they are able to use illegal fishing equipments. Small and medium-scale
fishers are afraid to use illegal fishing gear because numerous local agencies in the
village monitor for illegal fishing practice. In this sense, access and use of fishing
grounds of Chhnok Trou people can be seen through power relations, social relations
and capital investments.

Local livelihoods are diverse and flexible. Villagers adapt their means of
making a living according to the changing fishery policies, the scarcity of fishery
resources, the uncertainty of access to flooded forests and the seasonal change in
water level of the lake. Before 2000, fish cage culture and shellfish collection were
adaptive strategies which were practiced by many households to sustain their
livelihood. Nevertheless, after fish cage culture was prohibited in 2005, local people
have struggled to find livelihood alternatives such as spending long hours in fishing,
intensifying fishing gear, out-migration, and increased domestic animals’ raising. The

adaptation of local livelihood strategies differs depending on the household’s
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economic status and the strength of their social networks. At the household level, men
and women have different responsibilities for income generation and crisis
management. Although it is the men who catch the fish, it is the women who sell the
catch and manage the finances for the households. Women primarily handle food
shortage and economic crises for a family. To do so, good social relations are vital for
women.

Men and women acquire fishing knowledge differently based on the nature
of their work and the division of labor among family members. Although a couple
goes to fish together, they perform different tasks based on knowledge and physical
ability. However, gender division of work is not static year round because men and
women perform different tasks in different seasons. Tasks can also vary according to
economic status, age, and assets. Therefore, gender roles are not fixed and have been
influenced by the inconsistency of fishery policies and other resource constraints.
Likewise, gendered space is also dynamic. Men’s and women’s spaces differ
regarding to their division of labor, and it can be changed depending on the changes in
gender roles, responsibilities and interests. Though, women’s and men’s spaces are
sometimes overlapping and interdependent on each other, it can also differ according

to age and economic status.
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