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Abstract-Kerala is famous for its backwaters and 

the coastal areas which is the major source of 

livelihood for many economies even today. 

Fisheries sector is one among those growing 

sector that contributes a decent part of revenue 

for the State. But natural hazards, climate 

change etc are becoming a major cause of 

depletion in this sector. In this context this 

paper aims to find out the major challenges the 

fisher communities are facing by using 

systematic review of literature and some policy 

suggestions to improve the livelihood of the 

fisher communities. 
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1. Introduction 
  

Kerala state in South India has an 

elongated coastal line of 590 km on the western 

part of the state sharing the border with Arabian 

Sea and decorated with world famous beaches. This 

area, known as the low lying areas or coastal areas 

is situated 10 m below sea level. The coastal Kerala 

is gifted with a wide network of backwaters, ponds, 

natural lakes, streams, rivers and canals. Kerala has 
two separate monsoon seasons (rainfall seasons) 

ensuing in near waterlogged circumstances in 

nearly 20% of the whole geographic region of the 

state as wetlands. Kerala has an overall of 217 

wetland areas.  

The coastal areas are thoroughly known 

for growing of coconut trees in the farmhouse and 

paddy fields in the low-lying regions and 

customary fisheries and aquaculture are the major 

sources of livelihoods of the communities. The 

coastal waters have been well known for its fishery 

wealth, with a large mixture of fishes like pearl 
spot, shrimp, catla, mullet, catfish etc. They also 

maintain a variety of economic actions which in 

numerous places have led to an elevated rate of 

inhabitants’ growth and economic enlargement. 

However, despite the environmentally and 

economically rich as well as ecologically rich 

coastline, the coastal regions of Kerala face major 

problems as caused by high growth of population 

and the resultant development pressures, including 
roads, infrastructure, small-scale fish processing 

industries, etc. The coastal regions of Kerala are 

thickly populated with high density of population 

of 2362/ km2 as compared to the average 

population density of about 860 km2 at the state 

level as per the 2011 Census. A large segment of 

this population belongs to fishermen communities 

whose livelihoods are supported by the coastal 

resources. 

The natural hazards, including the 

increasing problems of coastal erosion, high power 
tides, cyclones, the climate change induced risks, 

especially, floods, tsunami, sea-wave formations, 

etc, seriously impact the livelihoods of the coastal 

communities in the state. Recently, the coastal 

regions of India, especially in the states of Kerala 

and Tamilnadu, have experienced the major 

problems caused by the devastating cyclone called 

Okhi during 2-4 December 2017, which had 

resulted in the loss of life of a large number of 

fishermen, destabilising their families and 

livelihoods. Media reports claim that more than 398 

people (fishermen) were found missing and mostly 
dead. The fishermen, who were  

In this backdrop, this paper examines the 

major livelihood challenges facing the fisher 

communities in the seaside regions of Kerala, with 

a case study. The paper is set in the larger context 

of the susceptibility facing the marshy regions and 

tries to discuss the impacts of the coastal problems 

on the socio-economic circumstances of the fisher 

communities and their livelihoods. The specific 

objectives of the study are to understand the major 

problems facing the coastal regions of Kerala. The 
major problems will be identified in terms of: (a) 

natural and human intervention induced 

environmental and ecological problems; (b) 

developmental problems; (c) socio-economic 

problems, etc. 

The paper is organised as follows. First, in 

Section 2, we discuss the important challenges 

being faced by the coastal regions in India, 
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including Kerala based on a systematic review of 

select literature. Section 3 examines the major 

livelihood challenges being reported by the coastal 

communities as emerge from a rapid survey in the 

coastal region of Kochi in Ernakulum district in 

Kerala. Section 4 concludes the paper with some 
policy suggestions for improving the livelihoods of 

the fishermen communities.  

 

2. Important challenges facing the coastal 

regions in India: a review 

 

There are innumerable evidences to suggest that the 

coastal regions of India have been facing serious 

developmental challenges arising from a host of 

factors, mostly classified as anthropogenic and 

natural hazards related factors. Invariably, these 

factors cause a major strain on the coastal economy 
and society in the form of decline in fishstock, 

degradation of the coastal/ marine ecosystems and 

the environment, with adverse effects on the 

livelihoods of the coastal communities, dominated 

by fishermen. In fact, the fishery resources face 

increasing scarcity due to declining stock of 

fisheries, arising from factors, such as: (a) 

increasing problems of climate related risks leading 

to a significant decline in fishstock across states 

with large population depending on the coastal 

areas for their survival; (b) increasing competition 
from private and commercial sectors with large and 

mechanised boats; and (c) the rising pollution 

levels in the seas/ marine ecosystems adversely 

affecting the fish stock.  

In what follows, we provide a brief review 

of the major challenges faced by the coastal 

regions/ communities in India, as emerge from 

studies undertaken by various scholars as well as 

the state level agencies and civil society 

organisations. The literature reviewed here cover a 

fairly longer period as the papers were published 

during the period 1983 to 2017. By and large, the 
literature discusses about the several problems 

faced by the coastal regions and communities in the 

event of the changes occurred due to the various 

factors as discussed above. The paper discusses 

about the coping strategies of the regions and 

communities; the alternative livelihoods evolved, 

etc. From a cross country and regional perspective, 

the papers show a diverse geographical coverage in 

terms of states in India, viz., Kerala, Gujarat, Tamil 

Nadu, Odisha and global locations covered from 

regions in the Asia Pacific, Bay of Bengal, Brazil, 
and Canada etc.  

 

2.1. Fish catch related challenges 

 

Kerala has a physical layout which is suitable for 

fishing. Kerala’s marine fish landings presently 

account for 30%of that for the country as a whole, 

though Kerala commands only 10% of the coastline 

and 7% of the continental shelf of India. There was 

a notable increase in the number of women 

engaged in the fisheries sector over the years. It 

was 4% of the population of 643 in 1953 and 

increased to 44% in population of 1330 in 1978. 

However, they are engaged in various related jobs 
like peeling the skin, cleaning, etc. However, this 

increased engagement of women in fishery 

activities is a major issue, as majority of the women 

are unable to make a living based on the sector, due 

to the decline in fishstock overtime. The various 

factors leading to the overuse, which in fishery 

parlance, called overfishing has been the major 

problem affecting the sector. The onset of 

globalisation has further augured the fishery sector 

crisis in India, including Kerala; whereby the 

marine sector is wide open for both traditional 

fishermen and commercial operators leading to 
tough competition between the two for the already 

shrunk fishery resources. In this regard, scholars 

observe that the process of globalisation has 

increased the vulnerability of the small-scale 

traditional fishery sector  (Kurien, Small Scale 

Fisheries in the Context of Globalisation , 1998). 

Small-scale fishermen, who are in majority, survive 

in all maritime nations including India and sum up 

for the major employment and an important share 

of the fishery production. So the expectations of 

this sector also depend on how the small scale 
fisheries charge in the future (Lavanya Ravikanth 

Anneboina, 2016). Small-scale fishermen 

community being the dominant community 

historically dependent on the fishery resources, it 

raises economic, social and cultural questions 

concerning the food and livelihood security issues 

(Kurien, Factoring Social and Cultural Dimensions 

into Food and Livelihood Issues of Marine 

Fisheries, 2000). 

The development of maritime fisheries in 

Gujarat showed an interesting boost to the 

economic development of the state. Gujarat, like 
any other fisheries sector based states, had 

promoted the marine fisheries sector. The state took 

initiative in the progress of this sector and 

promoted its growth and expansion especially in 

the arena of exports of fisheries and fishery 

products. However, the state also witnessed a 

significant decline in its fishery resources stock due 

to the ineffective interventions by the state in 

containing the over-fishing practices and the 

resultant risk to the sustainability of the source and 

livelihood of the dependent communities.  
 

2.2. Competition related challenges 

 

The reassess of fishing agreement with tropical 

developing countries says that many African, 

Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries vend 

fishing licenses to far-away water fleets. Many   

fishing agreements run a stern risk of declining 
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sustainable resource management. The outputs put 

forward that the once-promising idea of fishing 

agreements is slowly posing a hazard mutually to 

economic and environmental sustainability of ACP 

countries  (Antonius Gagern, 2012).International 

Maritime Organisation (IMO) has taken decisions 

to enhance the blue economy. The landmark 

resolutions taken by the IMO had condensed policy 

uncertainty and signals a transparent intent that the 

shipping business is committed to environmental 

protection. The   choices area unit possible to 

encourage investments, introduce new technology, 

generate jobs and encourage innovation thereby 

catalyzing the occurrence of the Blue Economy  

(Narula, 2016).  

The livelihood of fisher communities in Chilika 

Lagoon has undergone transition from year to year. 

Chilika fishers have resulted in higher levels of 

their disconnection from the Laguna and 

their social process. The multiplicity of how that 

fishers in Chilika understand their bread and butter 

council that bread and butter dependent 

communities, like Chilika small-scale fisheries is 

three-d and much a lot complicated and dynamic 

than usually perceived. More innovations and in 

approaches and tools can facilitate higher perceive 

bread and butter challenges and build connected 

outcomes property.  (Nayak, 2017) 

 

2.3. Pollution related challenges 

 

The threat of plastic is a big issue for the marine 

sector. The global production and consumption of 

plastics has continued to rise and it is estimated that 
nearly 269,000 tons of synthetic corresponding to 

5.25 trillion plastic particles is floating in the 

world’s oceans. It is now widely acknowledged that 

marine littering is a ‘common concern of 

humankind’ and the key to reducing future 

dumping of plastic into the sea can be achieved by 

raising awareness amongst the international 

community, fishermen and coastal communities. 

Bay of Bengal littoral states would have to institute 

measures to collect plastic litter from waterfronts, 

promote recycling and encourage use of 
biodegradable package 

 

 

2.4. Community and policy related challenges 
 

There are fishing community related policies which 

are developed so as to understand the fisheries 

managing policies in different places. A 

community development proportion program was 

developed to know the effectiveness of exact 

fisheries policy. It was found that relative place-

making will clarify native goals and needs and 

is so of nice effectiveness to the fisheries 

management decision-making method. Discussing 

on society property rights and coastal natural 

assets, describes the technology and institutional 

arrangements through that coastal communities 

interacted with these living resources, and therefore 

the political market of the movement from small-

scale to large-scale fishing operations and from 

community rights to open access. 

Considering the issue on capability of seas for 

fishing purposes, there raised the need for Marine 

Regulatory Act and it was enacted for each state 

between 1980 and 2008. This was made to take 

positive steps to create the kind of future fisheries 

we want. With strong marine policies and guarded 

search for fishes, our seas could be up for grabs. 

(Courtney Lyons C. C., 2016) 

 

In Brazilian Amazon, participatory progression of 

small scale fisheries was conducted using social 

ecological system framework (SEZ) and the user 

support in natural resources management and it was 

found that accepting an SES framework stationed 

on stakeholders’ scenario may be practical until 

entire interdisciplinary research become accessible 

so as to look for of sustainability in the extended 
term. (Antonio F.P.Oviedo, 2016) 

 

3. Challenges facing Kerala’s fisheries sector 

 

The problems of the coastal zone square 

measure distinctive as a result of the high density 

of population, loss of land as a result of coastal 

erosion, mining of beach sand for 

industrial functions, forceful morphological 

and bound changes as a result of shore structures 

like harbour break waters, destructions and 
reclamation of ground as well as mangroves, saline 

intrusion into the geological formation, decreasing 

fish catch, development connected degradation of 

the setting and violation of the provisions of CRZ 

(Coastal Regulation zone). The coastal 

community is that the solely sector 

that sporadically loses lodging places as a result 

of erosion. The destruction of natural 

habitats within the variety of reclamation of 

wetlands, cutting of mangroves and selling of 

business and concrete waste worsens the plight of 

the coastal communities. 

 

3.1. Coastal infrastructure deficiency 
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The coastal zone of Kerala has large number of 

structures such as seawalls, groyne and 

breakwaters. Seawalls have been constructed along 

more than 75% of the 590km shoreline. Along with 

the protection of the coast, this has caused loss of 

natural beaches and resulted in end erosion. 
Already 15 fishing harbors are completed or under 

construction. Another 5 is in line. The breakwaters 

of these harbors have induced drastic shoreline 

changes along many coastal stretches of the State. 

 

The coastal Kerala has been facing issues not just 

from the evolution factors, however additionally as 

a result of the terribly presence of the sea, by the 

connivance of domestic fowl Harbour. The ocean is 

still continuing the destruction. If this condition is 

allowed to continue, there's each probability of 

the sea reaching the Western Ghats in not - thus -
 way - off - future. Within eight - ten kilometres 

from the ocean, there are unit forty five lakes and 

lagoons, having complete length of440 kilometres. 

They are   inter-connected and additionally with the 

ocean. All of them are subject to tidal action and 

salinity. However the CESS (Centre for earth 

science Study) have skill fully exempted Kuttanad 

from the compass of CRZ rules. 

 

3.2. Sea-level rise and Climate Change Impacts 

on Coastal Regions 

 

A rise within the water level is probably going to 

have important implications on the coastal 

population and agricultural performance of Bharat. 

A one-meter rise in water is projected to displace 

lose to the varied impacts, expected as a results 7.1  

5764 sq.km area are lost together with 4200 km of 

road.  Regarding  of water level rise, embrace land 
loss and population 

displacement, redoubled flooding of low lying 

coastal areas and loss of yield and 

employment ensuing from inundation and 

salinization. Injury to coastal 

infrastructure, cultivation and coastal commercial 

enterprise, attributable to the erosion of sandy 

beaches, is additionally probably. The extent of 

vulnerability, however, depends not simply on the 

physical exposure to water level rise and therefore 

the population affected, however conjointly on the 
extent of economic activity of the areas 

and capability to deal with impacts (GOI, State of 

Environment Report, 2009). 

 

Future temperature change within the coastal 

zones is probably going to be manifested through 

worsening of a number of the prevailing coastal 

zone issues. A number of the 

most climate connected considerations within the 

context of Indian coastal zones square 

measure erosion, flooding, immersion and 

deterioration of coastal ecosystems like mangroves 

and salinization. In several cases, 

these issues square measure either caused by, or 

exacerbated by, water level rise and tropical 

cyclones. The key climate connected risks within 

the coastal zone embrace tropical cyclones, water 

level rise and changes in temperature and 

precipitation. 

3.3. Major problems reported by the coastal 

communities 

 

In order to examine the various vulnerability issues 

faced by the coastal communities, a small survey 

was undertaken among the coastal communities, 

covering a small sample size of 25 households. The 

major problems were identified based on a rapid 

assessment survey and included: (a) drinking water 

supply and availability problems; (b) health related 

problems caused by poor water supply provisions; 

(c) the amount spent for treatment during rainy 

season due to drinking contaminated or poor 
quality water; and (d) sanitation situation in the 

households, etc. The households were selected 

from three areas in the Kochi city suburbs, viz., 

Nayarambalam, Munbum and Vypeen. The major 

problems as reported by the households are 

presented in Figure 1. 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1: Major problems faced by the residents 

in coastal areas 

 

 

 
Figure 1 shows the major troubles faced by the 

inhabitants of coastal areas. From the figure it is 

seen that for Nayarambalam area the major struggle 

faced by the populace are from development 

related environment degradation and the least is 

from drinking water. For Munbum area the major 
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problems which affect the residents are from 

mining of beach sand and climate change which 

results in low tide and high tide.. For Vypeen area 

mining of beach sand and development related 

environment degradation are the major problems 

faced by residents especially due to the LNG 
terminal. 

 

All these problems have reportedly affected the 

livelihoods of the communities in several ways, 

including a decline in fish catch, loss of livelihood 

opportunities, etc as observed by 20 of the 25 

households surveyed. It has been reported by the 

sample households that developmental studies in 

the name of tourism are destructing the highly 

delicate ecosystem of the coasts. Developers are as 

well destroying the mangroves identified as 'tidal 

forests,’ which comprise the fascinating ecosystem. 
The impact of loss of fish stock on income and 

livelihoods of the households are presented in 

Figure 2. It is reported that almost 65-70% of the 

households in the study locations have lost their 

income opportunities, while larger proportions have 

lost their livelihood opportunities. Further, only a 

smaller proportion of these households could find 

alternative sources of livelihoods.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Impact of loss of fish stock on income 

and livelihoods 

 

 

4. Conclusions and policy suggestions 

 

Kerala is considered as one of the leading states in 

terms of growth of marine fisheries over the years.  

 

At the same time, the coastal areas in the state have 

been facing serious environmental challenges 

caused by development of coastal regions on the 

one hand and the climate change induced threats on 

the other. About 30 to70 Km of Kerala shore is 

area under discussion to coastal erosion of a range 

of magnitudes. The process of coastal erosion 

increased with human activities such as 

urbanization, building of dams, expansion of 

harbors etc. Hence, the coastal state has been facing 
serious issues and challenges in terms of declining 

fish stock along with various climate change 

related problems impacting the livelihoods of the 

coastal communities. This paper examines some of 

the important challenges afflicting the coastal 

communities in Kerala in the larger context of the 

depletion in the stock of fisheries resources 

alongside the threats emanating from climate 

change induced impacts. The paper suggests the 

importance of protecting the marine resources and 

the environment in order to sustain the economic 

and social well-being of the marine communities, 
besides protecting the fishery resources from the 

point of view of maintaining inter-generational 

equity in the access to the use of fishery resources. 

The climate change induced problems affecting the 

coastal regions of Kerala need to be addressed 

through undertaking various infrastructure 

development programmes for preventing coastal 

erosion, regulating high tides, mangrove restoration 

programmes, solid waste management 

programmes, etc. In the light of the declining/ 

depleting fishery resource stock, alternative 
livelihood opportunities need to be provided to the 

vulnerable groups, especially, women, who are 

affected most by the changing climate scenario, 

having a serious dent on the livelihoods of the 

communities. Fisheries sector if protected well is 

an ideal asset and sustainable source of income and 

livelihoods to any country in the world. Except for 

the natural calamities that are happening in sea, all 

the other threats could be eradicated if correct 

policies and rules are followed.  
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