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Abstract: A study was conducted to determine the challenges that were faced by female fish traders, identify 

possible ways in which fish trade could contribute to sustainable livelihood of female-headed households, 

investigate measures that could be taken to improve the contribution of fish trade to sustainable livelihood of 

female-headed households and assess the extent to which female-headed households benefited from fish trade. 

The study was conducted at three major markets (Kitwe, Ndola and Luanshya) of the Copperbelt Province. A 

sample of 45 female fish traders were randomly selected for the study. Data was collected using both interviews 

and semi-structured questionnaires. Secondary data was collected by reviewing related literature from various 

institutions. Statistical package for social sciences alongside Microsoft Excel were used to analyse the data. 

Results showed that fish trade contributed to the sustainable livelihood of female-headed households despite 

economical and domestic challenges faced by many women, such as lack of finance, lack of support and poor 

supply of power. A significant number of these fish traders had their livelihood improved for the better. Most of 

them were capable of: affording three square meals per day; changing for the better in terms of diet diversity, 

paying children’s school fees on time and acquiring various household assets. On the other hand, most of them 

indicated that healthcare remained a major challenge even after venturing into fish trade.  

Keywords: Fish Trade, Sustainable Livelihood, Female Headed, House-Holds, Markets. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In the absence of financial input by husbands or other relatives, women work tirelessly to make ends 

meet. Most of these women have opted to venture into fish trade in order to take care of their 

households and in some instances end up being the main bread winner. Fish has been the world‘s 

major commodity traded for more than a thousand years and has influenced living conditions for just 

as long (Kaplinsky, 2000). Fish trade is one of the few livelihood activities that hold great potential 

for income generation and poverty reduction especially among communities or households living in 

rural and urban areas (Onoja, et al., 2012). 

Generally speaking, men‘s activities dominate extractive processes and women are often responsible 

for post-harvest activities, such as processing and trading, which frequently earn a narrower profit 

margin than that made by fish catchers (Béné and Merten, 2008). Women represent 47% of the 

fisheries workforce, mostly in the processing and trading sectors, who lead single-headed households 

and often in low-income (Hall, 2005; Matthews, et al., 2012).  

In some fishery areas women are not allowed access to fishing grounds as a fishery management 

practice. However, women have roles even in fishery areas as food providers; vegetable producers, 

producers of poultry for household consumption and carers of children (Muvwende, 2004). Women 

also fish throughout the world, generally with basic gear and operating from non-mechanized boats. 

For them, fish is the primary and sometimes the only source of income to support their livelihood and 

their children. Women make over 80% of all purchases in the developed world and perform a number 

of informal roles despite being excluded in other fisheries activities (Matthews, et al., 2012). World 

Fish Centre (2005) maintained that the contributions of fisheries to the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDG‘s) of reducing hunger and poverty by half in 2015 are of two kinds: direct contribution 

to specific goals and indirect support to all the goals through enhanced livelihoods. 
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A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and 

activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover 

from stresses and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, while not undermining the 

natural resource base (Scoones, 1998). In the most general terms, livelihoods can be described as 

peoples means to secure the necessities of life. They are highly dynamic and shaped by a variety of 

different factors and forces that are themselves shifting constantly. The improvement of livelihoods of 

people in developing countries is the mission of many public and governmental institutions, and is 

successful when communities experience increased well-being and reduced vulnerability through 

higher incomes, improved food security and the more sustainable use of natural resources (DFID, 

1999). 

Sustainability can mean different things to different people, though most would agree that it involves 

three elements of futurity, equity and the environment (Pearce, 1993). In simple terms, sustainability 

may be taken to mean that, a specific activity can continue or a resource can be available for at least 

the medium, and it is not associated with or dependent upon rapidly depleting inputs (Reinertsen and 

Haaland, 1995).  

In Zambia, it is estimated that 19 percent of households are female headed (Simona, et al., 2014). The 

authors further reported that the head of the household is usually the provider of all requirements of 

the household and normally makes day-to-day decisions pertaining to the running of the household 

(Simona, et al., 2014). However, Sakala (2006) reported that females constitute a major segment of 

the poorest of the poor. For instance, in 1998 Living Conditions Monitoring Survey showed that food 

insecurity was more prevalent among female headed households (61%) compared to the male-headed 

households (52%) in Zambia (CSO, 2003). The contribution of fish trade to livelihood of female 

headed households is not systematically assessed and addressed although the government has put up 

many projects in older to remedy the situation. This research, therefore, focussed on the contribution 

of fish trade to sustainable livelihood of female headed households operating in three major markets 

of Kitwe, Ndola and Luanshya. 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

2.1. Description of Study Areas 

Ndola is the Provincial headquarters and also the industrial and commercial centre of the Copperbelt 

province. It lies just 10 km from the border with Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Its 

geographic coordinates are 12
0
58‘00‖S 28

0
38‘00‖E. Ndola is the third largest city in Zambia with a 

population of 455,194 people (CSO, 2010).  

Luanshya is a mining town in Zambia, in the Copperbelt province near Ndola. It was founded in the 

early part of 20
th
 century by an explorer, William Collier who shot and killed a Roan Antelope on the 

banks of the Luanshya River, discovering copper deposit in the process. The geographic coordinates 

are 13
0
08‘S 28

0
24‘E and it has a population of 153,117 people (CSO, 2010). 

Kitwe is located in the heart of the Copperbelt. The geographic coordinate are 12
0 

25‘40‖S, 

49
o
16‘23‖W. It is one of the nation's largest urban communities and a leading copper-mining and 

processing centre. The population of Kitwe is 504, 194 people (CSO, 2010).  

 

Fig1. Map of the Copperbelt Province, Zambia showing the study sites. 
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Source: http://maps.google.co.zm/maps 

3. RESEARCH DESIGN  

3.1. Sampling 

Simple random sampling was used in this research to select forty-five (45) female headed households 

operating as fish traders, 20 from Chisokone market in Kitwe, 15 from Masala market in Ndola and 

10 from Roan market in Luanshya.  

3.2. Data Collection 

 Primary Data  

The survey involved interviewing women using semi-structured questionnaires on the contribution of 

fish trade to sustainable livelihood of female headed households. Observations were made to 

supplement data that was collected through questionnaires such as the influx of buyers, type of fish 

bought and why they did so. 

 Secondary Data 

Secondary data was collected by reading and reviewing publications, journals articles, books and the 

internet. In addition, a number of documents, including annual reports from FAO, Department of 

Fisheries and international and local publications related to aquaculture and fisheries were reviewed. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

The collected data was analysed using the statistical package for social sciences (SPSS version 15.0). 

Each response was given a numerical code to enable data to be standardized and processed using 

statistical methods. After variables were made, data on each variable was entered then analyzed in 

form of frequency tables according to Sarantakos (2004).  Microsoft Excel 2010 was also used in the 

explorative analysis of data as well as to come up with graphs and charts.  

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This survey focussed only on female fish traders and the results obtained, indicate that 48.9% of the 

respondents were married, 28.9% were widowed, 15.6% single, while 4.4% were divorced and 2.2% 

were on separation (Figure 2).  

 

Figure2. Marital status of the respondents 

In the case of the married, two husband types existed; those who partially contributed to the welfare 

of the home and the ones who never did anything.  In households where the husband did not 

contribute anything, it became a challenge for the wife to provide for the family despite assuming the 

role of breadwinners, which made it difficult for them to grow their businesses. Most of their profit 

went to taking care of the household instead of re-investing in fish trade. According to Firebaugh 

(1994) and Niehof (2004), a female-headed household may either be ‗de jure‘ or ‗de facto‘. In ‗de 

jure‘ female headed households a female person is the breadwinner and legally owns the household 

resources. These women are usually widowed, abandoned or divorced (Horrell and Krishnan, 2006). 

Female headship results from a variety of causes: widowhood, divorce and de facto headship, arising, 

for instance, from the illness of a spouse or in the case of temporary migration to an urban area to find 

work: and consequently does not map directly into poverty and deprivation or a polygamous 

relationship where the male rotates between the households of his wives (Safilios-Rothschild, 1985; 
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Horrell and Krishnan, 2006). The ‗de facto‘ female-headed households, are regarded as not as 

vulnerable as the former as they may be economically better off due to regular remittances from their 

migrant husbands. However, the economic activities of ‗de facto‘ female headed households are more 

often constrained by their lack of access to resources (land) that are still formally owned by the 

husbands (Firebaugh, 1994; Niehof, 2004).  

Most of the respondents were very mature individuals, falling in the age groups of between 25 and 50 

years (Figure 3). Women are key players throughout the fisheries value chain from extraction through 

consumption, but they are marginalized from decision-making and resource management processes 

(Matthews, et al., 2012). Fish trading was therefore, one of the few areas where women easily 

ventured into as a form of livelihood in which they put in the best to earn a decent life. 

 

Figure3. The age ranges of the respondents 

Furthermore, the study revealed that a larger proportion of the traders had been in business for 6 to 10 

years, whilst those who had been in fish trade for over 20 years recorded the lowest percentages 

(Figure 4). According to Be´ne´ and Merten (2008), small-scale fisheries and related activities  such 

as fish processing and trading have long been recognized to provide a safety net for the ‗‗poorest of 

the poor‘‘ in rural communities in developing countries. Similarly, Onoja, et al., (2012) reported that 

fish marketing is one of the few livelihood activities that hold great potential for income generation 

and poverty reduction especially among communities or households living near water resources. In 

their quest to provide for their households, women engaged in various businesses (Babb 2001; Clark 

2001; Lessinger 2001). Women who were widowed or divorced were often forced to take up fish 

processing because of lack of alternatives available to support themselves or their families (Mathews 

et al., 2012). These women frequently enter the market as an extension of household tasks they 

perform as well as to make possible the economic survival of those households and, particularly, to 

secure the survival of their children. As such, women played a pivotal role in their households; they 

made sure food was made available to their dependants.   

 

Figure4. How long female fish traders have been selling fish 

However, no one was willing to answer the question regarding ―fish-for-sex‖ if at all vice existed. 

Recently, however, an increasing number of documents— essentially, but not exclusively, from non-

governmental organizations—have been drawing attention to a ‗‗new‘‘ phenomenon: the occurrence 

within these small-scale fishing communities of what has been termed ‗‗fish-for-sex‘‘ transactions. 

The term refers to particular ‗‗arrangements‘‘ between female fish traders and fishermen, in which the 

fish traders engage in sexual relationships with the male fishers to secure their supply of fish, which 
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they then process and sell to support their families. In a large number of fishing communities where 

these fish-for-sex practices occur, and more widely in the surrounding societies, this type of 

transactional sex is frequently compared to prostitution (Be´ne´ and Merten, 2008). The authors 

further reported that ―in the camps it is known that traders, be it male or female, have to wait for many 

long hours if fish is scarce, sometimes for days, and that female traders who do get sexually involved 

with a fisher have a much better opportunity to get hold of a good catch. Most of the time it is elder 

women, either divorced or widowed, who get engaged with fishers, although unmarried younger 

women with children might do the same (Be´ne´ and Merten, 2008). 

Although a lot of women in this study had attained some form of education, 64.9% went up to 

primary level, 24.3% up to secondary school, 10.8% reached college and none attained university 

level (Figure 5). With such level of qualifications, women had challenges to find jobs in the province 

where the major source of employment was the mining sector and other related male dominated 

industries. Women found it very difficult to penetrate in the mentioned industries because of their 

demand for higher qualification and high literacy levels, thus reducing women to trading, which 

required little start-up capital and low literacy levels. According to De Silva (2011), women hold less 

lucrative positions, whereas males mainly fill the supervisory roles in companies. Similarly, GRZ 

(2004) reported that female-headed households experienced great labour shortage compared to male-

headed households.  

 

Figure5.  Education status of the respondents 

5. SOURCES OF CAPITAL 

The study revealed that the respondents obtained their capital from friends and family members 

(Figure 6).  

 

Figure6. Sources of capital for respondents 

From this study, 64.4% of the traders obtained capital from friends and 35.6% from their family 

members. None of them indicated that government, NGOs or banks were their source of capital. 

Although loans were important for them in the absence of easy access to other sources of capital, 

financial institutions hardly played a role in facilitating loan disbursement to the traders in Kitwe, 

Luanshya and Ndola. Hence, none of them indicated that government/NGO or banks were their main 

source of capital probably because they lacked collateral since they were generally considered not 

―bankable.‖ When traders did not have enough capacity to realise capital, they resorted to borrowing 

from family members, friends and other associates on the basis of trust, so as to remedy the situation. 

Capital was one of the factors of production; which was very cardinal in fish trade and other 
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businesses. Financial capital was the most versatile kind of asset because it could easily be used to 

acquire other types of assets such as fish for processing and trade, equipment, land, houses, access to 

education or vocational training, and to support diversification efforts or alternative sources of income 

(Kleih et al., 2003). The amount used as capital determined the success or failure of fish trade.   

5.1. Household size and number of school going children 

The majority of the fish traders had at least a house hold size of 7-9 people (Figure 7), most of whom 

were children of school going age.  

 

Figure7.  Respondents’ Household size 

One of the reasons for their engagement in fish trade had to do with the aspect of wanting to generate 

income to meet children‘s school fees and other educational requirements (Figures 8 and 9).  

 

Figure8. Who paid for school needs of children 

 

 

Figure9. School going children/household 

Results of the survey showed that school fees were mostly the responsibility of the respondents and 

other family members because they valued education very much and encouraged their children to 

pursue that direction. They sent their children to school so that they would not end up as fish traders 

like them, a thing they disliked but got into it as a last resort. The respondents believed that if children 

went far in school and completed university level, chances were that they would get better jobs to 

support themselves and their children.  

This was a clear indication that money realised from fish trade was put into good use and contributed 

to sustainable livelihood of their households. It was further noted that these women had the ability to 

maintain children in school and pay their school fees for them.  In addition they provided for feeding 
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and upkeep of their children, an indication of success both in the household and in the fish trade 

business, because without adequate income from the trade, it was impossible to achieve both. 

Those who faced challenges in realising more money failed to send their children to school although 

some children were not interested in going to school due to lack of motivation from parents.  Parents 

revealed that the children who did not go to school opted to do other things, some were working, a 

thing their parents applauded as they considered it a far much better prospect than being in school and 

become jobless after completing the same. Figure 10 shows what roles the out of school children 

played in society. About 55.6% worked elsewhere, 22.2% helped in fish trade and the rest were 

unable to take up jobs they had no interest in. 

 

Figure10.  Activities for non-school going children 

5.2. Food Provision 

Despite the many challenges they faced, female headed households managed to provide up to three 

meals to their families per day (58%), while most of them indicated that they ate at least twice per day 

(35%) (Figures 11 and 12).  

 

Figure11.  How often children took their food 

 

Figure12.  How often female fish traders ate food 
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In this study fish trade contributed directly and indirectly to food security. In terms of direct 

contribution, some of the fish was taken home for family consumption, thus providing the much 

required main source of protein. Most of them (57.8%) consumed fish, 24.4% chicken and none of 

them mentioned beans and meat as their most preferred sources of protein (Figure 13).  

 

 

Figure13. The most consumed protein sources 

When the traders had realised alot of money from fish trade, they tended to buy other food stuffs such 

as chicken and vegetables, thus significantly contributing to food security in the household. Income 

generating opportunities are necessary because cash is the basis of food security within households. 

However, access to cash and the manner in which it is distributed in a household is the single most 

important aspect of securing food; food availability is the second most important (World Fish Centre, 

2005).  To maintain household food security, it is just as important to manage fisheries for income 

generation as it is for productive capacity. Fisheries generate income for poor households in multiple 

ways such as catch sales, fish processing and trading (FAO, 2004).  

5.3. Major Assets Acquired 

The study revealed that the women‘s livelihoods had changed for the better since they started fish 

trading. The traders acquired a number of assets from fish trading, an indicator of wealthy in the 

society. Most of them, acquired assets such as stoves, furniture, radios, television sets and 

refrigerators, which they did not have before (Figure 14).  

 

Figure14. Major assets acquired as a result of fish trading 

This was contrary to FAO (2004) findings, which established that female headed households (in 

general) experienced a sharp decline in economic assets. 

5.4. House Ownership/Rentals 

Payment of house rentals and other utility bills, which was previously perceived to be the sole 

responsibility of a man, was no longer the case. In this study, it was established that in fact some 

traders owned houses while, others managed to pay rentals for houses they occupied using the money 

they realised from fish trade (Figure 15).   

 

Figure15.  House ownership/Rental Payment 
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Of course, for some traders who were married, their husbands helped in paying house rentals. Others 

were assisted in paying rentals by friends and relatives.  

5.5. Time Spent Selling Fish 

The study has also shown that the fish traders devoted most of their working hours (9 hours per day) 

to their economic activities, with little time left to do house chores (Figure 16). That kind of freedom 

enjoyed by children was usually the cause of teenage pregnancy and immoral behaviour by young 

boys and girls who lacked parental guidance. 

 

Figure16. The amount of time spent on fish trading 

5.6. Savings 

Although financial institutions were important in safe guarding and increasing the investment 

portfolio for traders, this study revealed that only few women took their money to the bank for safe 

keeping because most of them alleged that they were not making enough money (Figure 17).  The fish 

traders failed to keep some of their profits at the bank where it could earn interest but instead opted to 

keep it home.  

 

Figure17.  Where traders kept their money 

5.7. Other Businesses 

This study has clearly demonstrated that other businesses which were owned by fish traders were 

mostly funded by the profits realized from fish trade (Figure 18).  

 

Figure18.  The source of capital for other businesses 
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Through diversification in other businesses such as selling vegetables, chicken, eggs and other 

essential goods, enabled them to earn more income. Those who did not want to re-invest in other 

businesses expanded their fish trade by buying more fish and increasing the number of fish species 

offered to the public, thereby expanding their operation.  

5.8. Healthcare Issues 

Although healthcare remained the same as before venturing into fish trade (Figure 19), their overall 

welfare improved as they ate more fish and other food stuffs thereby contributing to the dietary health 

of their households.  

 

Figure19.  Livelihood quality change on healthcare 

The improvement in the health status of their households was reflected in the ability of the fish traders 

to afford better medical care and transport fare to ferry their sick relatives to the hospital. 

5.9. Major Challenges Faced by the Traders 

Despite the contribution of fish trade to livelihood of female headed households, a number of 

constraints were revealed in this study. The major problem (75.6%) faced by fish traders was shortage 

of electricity Frequent power cuts by ZESCO affected ice production which in turn affected the 

storage of fresh fish. That made the traders to sell fish at lower prices in the evening to prevent it from 

going over night and to prevent it from going bad. This is in agreement with Kolawole et al., (2010) 

whose study, revealed that a high degree of fish spoilage occurred due to the absence of storage 

facilities, which experts described as a major constraint to the development of the fishing industry. 

Volkman (1994) also reported of a similar situation of fish sellers in Indonesia selling their fish below 

market value to ensure sales before the product spoils. These findings indicated that lack of proper 

storage facilities may be a widespread problem. 

 About 68.9% of the respondents considered lack of finance as a major hindrance in their business. 

Most of the women fish traders did not have enough working capital to grow their business. The 

largest portion of the profit realised was used to support the livelihood of their household. Women 

fish traders had also difficulties in renting a shop or a stand for selling fish from stand owners who 

acquired them from council.  

Other problems they faced included lack of support from their spouse and children, long distance 

between the point of sale and their homes, higher transport costs, insufficient supply of ice, 

unhygienic conditions in the market, which to some extent led to disease out breaks.  

6. CONCLUSION 

It was evident that fish trade contributed to the sustainable livelihood of female-headed households 

whose livelihood qualities were worse off before venturing into the business. Overall, those who 

flourished in fish trade were single women, who had few responsibilities and people to take care of.  

However, almost all of the fish traders had their livelihood quality changed for the better in terms of 

diet diversity, payment of school fees and possession of household assets. Despite fish trading in 

Kitwe, Luanshya and Ndola being very competitive in view of the huge gap between demand and 

supply, women fish traders did grow their business to a large extent. Lack of support, difficulties in 

renting a shop/stand, poor supply of electricity and lack of storage places, made women to struggle for 

them to grow their businesses. Regardless of many challenges they faced, fish trading was still 

lucrative and enabled them to provide for their households.  
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