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Sylvia is a fisherwoman. For close on twenty years she has been carrying catch from Anjuthengu to Varkala or Kadakkavoor (all coastal towns in south Kerala). She either vends it or sells it in the marketplace. Now, severe urinary tract disease has rendered her unfit for work. Despite being eligible for any of the fifty-odd welfare schemes on paper, she has run up a debt of rupees seven and a half lakh. 

Gloria, who auctions fish in adjoining Chirayankeezhu beach, is similarly in debt to the tune of rupees five lakh. She also falls within the ambit of the welfare schemes of the Fisheries Department, Fisheries Board and Matsyafed.

R Peethambaran of Puthiyappa, in Malabar has debts of rupee two lakh. His woes started with the purchase of a boat on a rupee two-lakh loan. Forced to sell it off due to mounting losses, now he labours for another boat-owner. Though haunted by compounding debt, he too is eligible for the various welfare schemes.  

These debts were not incurred on construction of double-storied houses or purchase of automobiles, but from spending on treatment for diseases or taking loans to marry off daughters. Though the Central and State governments splurge crores of rupees, both by way of budgetary allocations and outside of it, on fishermen’s welfare, these lives are tragic witness to the truth that an enormous chunk of this amount, does not reach the intended beneficiaries. When we probe the pattern of this leakage the question arises as to who qualifies as fisher folk, since the answer to this question is inextricably intertwined with the sqaundering of funds.

Who are fisher folk? 

According to the Fishermen’s Welfare Board act of 1980, all those whose livelihoods depend on catching fish, those who vend fish as head load or on two-wheelers, or by hawking, and their families qualify as fisher folk. Widows of fishermen too come under this definition. The law stipulates that on the first of every September, this list has to be renewed and published. From this time onwards the travails of actual fisher folk begin. The fisheries department entrusts this responsibility to the fisheries board, which is a political entity, holding allegiance to the party in power that constituted it. In such a scenario, out of political compulsions anybody can be designated as fisher folk and genuine ones kept out of the net.

“All the boards are political in nature. When Congress rules, their followers become members. Similarly for communists. There are fisherfolk who are not a member of any board. Differences come to the fore when benefits are disbursed. Still the situation is somewhat better compared to earlier times,” says Carmaly John of Poonthura, in Thiruvananthapuram district. 

Over the past two decades, the board has listed 230,000 people as fisher folk, as compared to 1,43,000 designated by the fisheries department. In other words, over forty percent of undeserving people have qualified because of political interference.

Central and State government employees, police, social workers, party cadre, those connected with religious outfits, among others from the wider society, fall in this category. Touts, who enroll people from outside in this list, prowl the villages. The officials of the fisheries department are under tremendous political pressure not to weed out false enrolments. Moreover, the department has no powers to review the list prepared by the fisheries board.

Mad scramble

An eye on the fifty odd welfare schemes of Central and State governments precipitates this intense scramble to qualify as fisher folk. The benefits that accrue to the fishing community are unparalleled. For example, children of fisher folk are entitled to free education from pre-primary to professional courses. Given the current cost of higher education anybody would wish to be counted as from the fishing community, on this ground alone. Apart from this, mess fees, pocket and special allowances are also provided. Relief schemes, assistance for marriages, schemes for construction of houses, electricity-potable water-rations and insurance assistance – the list goes on. Moreover, fisher folk are enumerated as BPL, en masse.

Compared to the 246,800 counted as fisher folk by the board currently, the department has designated only 140,222 as eking a livelihood out of fishing and related activities, as per census details released in 2005. Dr. D Sanjeev Ghosh, former Additional Director of Fisheries, reveals how such imposters impact the prospects of actual fisher folk: “Such frauds snatch away the benefits that should actually provide relief to fisher folk. In effect, it creates a situation in which rupees hundred, which should be divided among fifteen, are split across twenty-five people. Moreover, it leads to a backlog in disbursements of Provident Fund and other welfare schemes. Due to inflated enrolment the amount the government spends end up as being inadequate. Because of the preponderance of politics, the entire fishing community is not captured in the enumeration. These spurious elements play a significant role in making life hell for the real fisher folk.” Fisheries department employees aver that under present circumstances, it is impossible to cast them out, since certain officials and political-religious-worker organisations lend them protection.

Hegemony of intermediaries

Apart from bogus enrolment, causative factors towards the debt-trap faced by fisher folk and impeding their progress are the depleting catch and various forms of exploitation that they are subjected to by middlemen. The intermediaries who stalk the coast in the guise of being their representatives first filch the sweat of their brows. Known in local parlance as Tharakans, over time though these tharakans may change, there is no escape for the toilers of the sea from the perpetual clutches of these brokers. As per custom, these middlemen who broker the deal between those who brave the waves and hawkers, appropriate ten percent of the value of the catch as commission. “Such middlemen make more profits than the actual catchers of fish. Even on days of bounteous catch, the toiling fishermen do not realize the full value of their labours. The reason being that on getting this information over mobiles from the fishermen themselves, the tharakans in turn inform the ice lobby, who hoard all supplies of ice. Those in with the catch first get a good price. Afterwards, the demand is not for fish, but for ice. The prices of fish plummet. Ordinary fishermen use boats with low-powered engines. By the time these reach the coast, it will be late. The price would have crashed by half. The cost of being in the open sea for two days, petrol for engine, oil, kerosene, food would come to about rupee three thousand. Compared to this the earnings for their catch, would be just rupee thousand, leading to a loss of rupee two thousand. Having no other recourse, they will borrow from somebody and venture into the sea next day also, only for the same scenario of loss to repeat it,” says Gloria, the auctioneer. She adds that this is a traditional method of how fishermen fall into the debt trap. According to her, it is extremely rare for a good catch and attractive price to go together.

When fishing becomes unviable, the propensity to migrate to the Gulf is on the increase. The Gulf honey pot is what has enticed the fishermen of Anjuthengu, Chirayankeezhu and Varkala. Sylvia, who is crippled by the financial burden of attempting to send her husband to the Gulf, reveals:  “Stocks of fish in the sea are on the wane. It is with the help of agents that I sent my husband to the Gulf. One trip costs rupee one lakh. They are taken there to catch fish for the Arabs. But by the time he reaches there will no job. After whiling away five to six months there, they return. The debts run up in sending him there and the money spent on stay, are the net result.”

These women are forced to take loans, paying an interest of rupee five hundred on the principal amount of rupee five thousand. As compared to Malabar, the incidences of such dept traps are more in southern regions of Kerala. The gender vulnerability of women trapped in debt also come to the fore here. “More than half of the women are debtors. Moneylenders dodge the footsteps of indebted women. Even at the cost of kitchen fires not burning, interest had better be meticulously paid. Otherwise they make certain other demands of us. Two women have thus committed suicide in Anjuthengu. If this trend prevails, the dimensions of the cemetery will have to be expanded. Hawking fish as head load we earn in the rupee fifty-to-hundred range. It is from this that we have to run the household and repay loans.”

To bring the women of the coastal belt into the mainstream, there are voluntary organizations and neighbourhood associations working in this area. According to the survey conducted as part of Tsunami Emergency Assistance Project (TEAP), there are 12,452 such organizations in coastal Kerala, out of which 12,294 are active (see table1). Despite such a surfeit of succor, the prevalence of high incidence of diseases and indebtedness among fisherwomen needs to be specifically probed. 

	Voluntary organisations in Kerala

	District
	Number of organisations
	Inactive

	Thiruvananthapuram
	 2076
	 36

	Kollam
	 2265
	 35

	Alappuzha
	 2529
	  6

	Ernakulam
	 1241
	  2

	Thrissur
	 1540
	 13

	Malappuram
	  559 
	 15

	Kozhikode
	  818
	 31

	Kannur
	  489
	 14

	Kasarkkode
	  777
	  6

	Total
	12294
	158


Table 1

The crisis in Malabar

The phenomenon of fisher folk losing the southern coasts and the sea has spread to Malabar only of late. “Till a couple of years back, most were owner-boats. Now, big-time businessmen and politicians are launching boats through proxy-owners. This benami would be a local, who would also be the licencee. Fishermen have the misfortune to be engaged by these proxies. The reason is that our smaller boats can’t compete with more powerful boats owned by them. They are fast in hauling in the catch and reaching back to coast. These boats spend up to a week at sea at a cost of rupee thirty thousand. They will trawl anything in their wake, including eggs and spawn. Lured by promises, fishermen flock to these boats, abandoning our smaller ones,” says Peethambaran of Puthiyappa.

“They have snatched away our sea from us. On sea and on land we are aliens,” says Ismail of Mukkaddar beach, Kozhikode. The yield has significantly dropped over the last decade due to indiscriminate trawling and pollution by the huge boats, now anchored in Puthiyappa harbour for past three months, according to fishermen. “It is after the launch of Yamaha-engine equipped boats that the catch has dwindled. To know the extent of pollution, it’s enough to watch the slipstream. You will find a long oil slick in the wake of the boat. The noise from the engines also agitates the fish. Blacktip Sea Catfish - Plicofollis dussumier - (etta in Malayalam) has disappeared because of these engines. It is a species that likes tranquility. Occasionally we net one or two, nowadays. Similarly, Common Toothed Ponyfish - Gazza minuta - (mullan in Malayalam) and Broad-Banded Silverside - Atherinomorus lacunosus - (tholiyan in Malayalam) have also dwindled rapidly,” laments Ismail.

Ousted from the coast

Of the 30,000 fishing-related units in Kerala, fishermen families, according to a study by CMFRI, own only twenty percent. This statistic is a stark reminder of the scale of alienation of the community from this sector. Moreover, it also reveals the abject failure of the government in its efforts to make fishermen owners of fishing implements.

Due to these various factors, fisher folk who have lost the sea are also being ousted from the coast. According to the NGO, Centre for Resource Management Studies, seventy five percent of Kerala’s coastline has been alienated from the community. Their Coastal Land Use Survey of 2008 reveals that a 438 kilometer stretch of Kerala’s 590 kilometer coastline has become out of bounds to fisher folk, due to tourism & real estate and zoning regulations.  Apart from hampering coastal fishing activities, they are denied their traditional rights of constructing huts and storing implements on the coast.

The survey reports an enormous erosion of coastal rights in nine districts. Thiruvananthapuram and Alappuzha account for the most. Tourism projects and private individuals, accounting for 26.48% of coastline, have encroached a ninety-five kilometer stretch. SEZs and industries have claimed a forty-seven kilometer strip. The report says that another twenty-four kilometer sliver would have to be vacated for the greening activities planned by the Ministry of Forests.

The land mafia began large-scale purchases of land from 2006-07, onwards. Despite the sluggish market conditions, buying up of land is continuing. It was in the period when Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) was frozen at the expense of Coastal Zone Management, 2007, that there was a surge of mafias on land. The land use survey, which had Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka in its first stage, has warned that similar encroachments would jeopardize the lives of the community along the 8,129-kilometer coastline of India. This will have far-reaching environmental and social impacts.

Though there are thirteen organisations affiliated to political parties working among the fisher folk in Kerala itself, the community is increasingly getting alienated from both the sea and the coast. The irony is that concurrently, the amount being spent on their behalf goes up exponentially.
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