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Hardships at work, a lack of support at home, and little 
or no social security combine to create a bleak future for 
women fi shsellers in Mangalore, India 

Hard days and nights

By Ellen Thorell 

(ellen.sigrid.thorell@

gmail.com), Graduate 

Student in Human 
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Mangalore is a port city situated in 
the west coast state of Karnataka 
in India. The city hosts both 

large-scale and small-scale fi sheries along its 
coastline. Traditionally, fi shermen catch the 
product and sell it at a daily auction in the 
harbour to women vendors, who thereafter 
transport the goods to the market for 
commercial sale. The trade starts early in 
the morning, when the fi shermen return to 
the harbour from their nightly fi shing. The 
women fi sh vendors therefore also start 
their day in the early morning and work 
through the day till their stocks are sold or 
the sun goes down. One woman described her 
working day: “I have to sit around a lot, and 
that makes my body ache. It’s also very hot in 
the sun and my eyes hurt. I have to take 
medicines for pain, and am often too unwell 
to work and am forced to stay at home for days 
in a row.”

The marketplace is very hot, humid and 
unhygienic, with mosquitoes everywhere. 
The women have to sit in uncomfortable 
positions all day, which is bad for their health. 
They also need to work long hours to make 
the work profi table. All the women said that 
they would generally be at work as long as 
the sun was up. They claimed that if the lights 

at the market had been functioning they 
would have worked even longer hours. They 
work through the year. One woman said 
that she sold fi sh on all except six days in a 
year. Older women vendors fi nd it diffi cult 
to sustain a reasonable income from the 
profession. 

On an average, a fi sh vendor makes 
around Rs 100 (USD 1.50) a day. There could 
be days when the market is slow, and she 
ends up with no profi t or even a loss for 
the day. This economic model has forced 
women into taking loans daily. Most fi sh 
vendors do not have any savings, and many 
have substantial debts. Given their fi nancial 
status the vendors cannot access banks, and 
are forced to borrow money from private 
lenders, very often at usurious rates 
of interest. 

The women have to pay a fee of Rs 10 
(USD 0.15) per day to the city corporation 
for their vendor space in the market. 
This works out to around a tenth of their 
daily income. For this payment, the vendors 
do not get any service from the corporation, 
beyond the use of the market space. The 
corporation does not feel obliged to arrange 
for waste removal, lighting, etc. Discontent 
with the way in which the marketplace is 
organized and the total lack of any facilities 
has provoked the vendors in the past to 
organize strikes and protests. However, 
these protest actions have not got them any 
real attention from the corporation, whose 
offi ce bearers add that such protests are not 
their concern but rather an issue for 
the police. 

The women get their livelihood from 
local fi sh stocks but have no control over how 
fi sh reserves are exploited. They therefore 
also face future declines in the amount of fi sh 
available for daily sales. 

After an entire day, from dawn to dusk, 
spent in procuring fi sh and selling it at the 
marketplace, the women return home to 
all the tasks of housework. The domestic 
sphere is their sole responsibility, and they get 
no support from husbands. This daily grind 
of sweaty work in extremely poor working 
conditions, followed by the total lack of support 
from husbands towards sustaining the family, 
leaves the women with very little energy to 
even think of changing their lives or destiny. 
It robs them of energy to stick up for 
their rights and protest against the daily 
oppression. Society also reinforces this view 
of them being relatively powerless. According 

Auction at Bund fi sh market, India. The women fi sh vendors start their 
day in the early morning and work through the day till their stocks are sold
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Defending a way of life— Sara García

Fisherwoman from Costa Rica

By Jesslyn Solano 
(jsolano@coopesolidar.
org). Member, 
CoopeSoliDar RL, 
Costa Rica

A fi sherwoman from Cabuya in Costa 
Rica, Sara García, is the fi rst to admit 
that fi shing is hard work. But she 

says: “I like the work. I like working with fi sh. 
I know how to prepare and sell it, and other 
women admire what I do.”

Sara García’s family, traditionally a 
small-scale fi shing family, migrated to Costa 
Rica from their home country, Nicaragua, 
when she was little. She and her siblings spent 
their early years in Guanacaste in northern 
Costa Rica, but the family moved to Cabuya 
in search of work when Sara was about 15. 
The constant search for work meant that 

Sara did not have formal schooling but that 
was hardly a handicap since Cabuya readily 
offered work to those who needed it. Not 
just work, but as it turned out, romance too!

“I met Olivier, my husband, also a fi sher, 
in the fi rst ten days of coming to Cabuya. 
He was 18 then. We married a year later and 
I had my fi rst son when I was 17 years old,” 
Sara reminisces.

Today, a mother of three sons, who have 
all turned to fi shing to support themselves, 
Sara cleans, prepares and sells the daily 
catch but, just as readily, she goes to the sea 
to fi sh whenever the need arises. “I pull the 
nets and it is a very nice experience,” she says.

Fishing has meant everything to Sara 
and her family. Rather than just a source of 
livelihood, it is a way of life. Blessed with a 

knack for empathy and solving problems, 
being in fi shing for Sara also means lending a 
sympathetic ear to her comrades. “I help the 
fi shers when they are upset and they listen 
to me. I can really support the fi shers’ 
organization because they listen to me. I am 
like a balance for them. More women need to 
get involved,” she adds.

Sara’s family is closely knit; her brother, 
also a fi sherman, and her sisters, married to 
fi shermen, live close by and are always there 
for each other. 

The year 2015 has been a special one for 
Sara. She was able to make a trip to 
Honduras—her fi rst trip out of her 
hometown. Another feather in her 
cap has been completing two courses 
with the National Women’s’ Institution 
(INAMU). 

Today Sara is both pleased with and 
astonished at herself: “I took a trip out of 
the country. I developed myself as a woman. 
And to think that earlier I could hardly say 
my name out loud!”

Known for her simplicity and 
straightforwardness, Sara enjoys the respect 
and trust of her community. Truly an 
inspiring person, she has many plans for the 
future. Recently, Sara invested in a 
shrimp packaging machine and did a 
trial sales run of mariscadas (assorted 
seafood) and shrimp packages at the 
local market, which went off very well. 
Boosted by this success, Sara says with all the 
simplicity and determination that are the 
hallmark of her personality, “My goal is to 
have my own business and I know that I will 
be successful very soon!” 

to a former union activist, women are neither 
viewed by society, nor even by themselves, 
as able to shape their own destinies. The 
social structures determined by poverty, 
gender and class that surround them, form 
their identities and deny them the spirit to 
try and change their circumstances.

What, then, are the possibilities for 
effecting improvement and benefi ting fi sh 
vendors? First, communication between 
the women and different local institutions 
must be improved. The women should be 
empowered to have greater infl uence in the 
decisions regarding the market structure, 
as this deeply affects their dignity and 
democratic rights. The corporation must also 
be prevailed upon to visit the market and 
gain more local knowledge. Today, they only 

get the information once a year, through a 
third party, and this is not suffi cient. The 
local community must also provide better 
legislation concerning the exploitation of 
the resource to avoid over-fi shing. On a 
socio-economic level, in order to increase 
the vendor’s level of agency, it would be 
benefi cial to provide better security such as 
sickness benefi ts. Thereby, women might not 
need to take daily loans and end up trapped 
in debt. The union’s solution is focused on 
providing more favourable loans. While 
benefi cial in the current circumstances, 
this might not help in the long run. Finally, 
opportunities for education for young women 
in the fi sheries sector will give them the 
opportunity to switch to other sectors if the fi sh 
sector breaks down.  




