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Veteran fishing rights campaigner ANDY JOHNSTON was not impressed with last month’s 

World Forum of Fisher Peoples conference in India.  He travelled across the world to speak 

for 62 seconds. Here’s what he had to say upon his return. 

Even though the Indian community gave us a memorable welcome and entertained us most 

marvelously my attendance at the World Forum of Fisher Peoples conference in New Delhi was 

the most heart-rending and disappointing meet ever in my life.  

It was not the cramped hostel living conditions, the lack of hot water, continuous curry menu, the 

viral infection I received via a tick bite, or even that this was to be my swansong conference after 

so many years. No, it was the fact that I was invited to participate in a conference where I could 

not participate, where cliques formed rather than camaraderie. 
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As a founding member I felt I had much to contribute to the new generation of members, but when 

I spoke I was cut short after 62 seconds — a most disrespectful action.  

I have always felt that a person who has the courage to say what he thinks and doesn’t think twice 

about it must be encouraged to participate – this is the genuine, democratic way. But five times in 

15 years I have tried and failed to have my changes to the new WFFP constitution adopted along 

with an ethics and code of conduct, even though the members voted me to do so. 

Proper representation 

This brings credence to the many resolutions that fisher folk are calling for, that small-scale fishers 

be given proper representation regarding policies and guidelines that have a significant impact on 

their livelihoods, food security, environment and communities. 

To those who are in the position to represent us, I ask for the opportunity for our own voices to 

make decisions, educate our communities, and provide a revolutionary education of our own.  

We, who actually harvest from the sea, are often used for the wrong purposes, because 

sophisticated educated people can be a danger when their ideology masks our ideals and objectives.  

The problem with this is the patronizing attitude of those with a mistaken belief  in their own 

bureaucratic efficiency above the efficiency of fish workers.  

We do not want just to want to be listened to by those who support us. We want to teach them 

about grass roots democracy, about traditions, about harvesting the sea sustainably, about beliefs 

and culture, about an entirely different world-view that cannot be classified in any rigidities of our 

modern day society. 

People, fishery officials and politicians interested in understanding the cultures and beliefs of 

fishing communities must learn not only what the prevailing social norms are, but also to 

understand how these interact with their outlook and behaviour. 

Transcript of speech 

Below is a transcript of the speech I wanted to present. The fact that it was curtailed angered me 

tremendously. 

I’m not going to go into detail of what is transpiring in South Africa.  I am going to talk about 

WFFP and the life of a fisher. I ask the question what has changed for the fisher folk since we first 

started attending all these international fishing conferences.  

In the global economic and political policies we are still witnessing our demise. The global market 

has gained momentum and power. Fishing policies are being geared towards industrialisation 

that leads to further resource depletion, environmental degradation and social inequality. The 

quest for markets is as relentless as the growth of private corporate power. The result is inequality, 

conflict and poverty. We see the accumulation of huge wealth and the emergence of the new super 



rich, wealthy elites, corrupt politicians and false undemocratic leadership. We must realise that 

any organisation that lacks a vision for the future will be unsuccessful and become nothing more 

than a talk shop. 

I believe the role of WFFP as a social movement, a Big International NGO (BINGO), is to 

represent the common interests and to reach out to its constituency through information, education 

campaigns, policy advocacy, lobbying campaigns and mass action.  

We must become a challenge to our enemies and a catalyst for system change; promote a 

groundswell for citizen actions locally as well as internationally.  

We need to enhance the understanding of fishing societies, community beliefs and cultures.  

We need to improve, educate and manage small-scale communities using this as a guidance tool.  

We need to protect small-scale fishing communities from external threats including internal 

corrupt practices and try to resolve conflicts between groups of different cultural orientations.  

We should be aware and focus on local and national governments’ unjust policies, high 

unemployment, social inequalities, excessive corporate power, corrupt political systems, and 

environmental and commercial issues that negatively affect fishing communities, including fishing 

agreements and unfair international trade that results in food insecurity. 

We must further engage in social and traditional knowledge, constructive discourse, and have 

critical debates.  

We should also seek points of agreements with other organised groups in order to foster a more 

comprehensive understanding and consensus on unjust policies and the system of marginalisation.  

We need to transform our vision to serve the broad and long term needs and interest of the vast 

disadvantaged majority of our fisher people. 

Society, ownership, and control of the fishing resources must be democratised and governed by 

the very fishing communities who derive their livelihood from harvesting the fishing resources.  

The policy of individual and property rights regimes must move decisively away from the 

overwhelming emphasis on privatization (ITQ) and capitalistic orientated fishing rights towards 

a more democratic and community-based form of ownership and management.  

This social system should be based on sustainability of the people and the resource in which the 

people’s needs are given priority, thereby ensuring well-being goes beyond production and 

provision of material welfare. 

We should struggle to lift ourselves out of poverty. The higher goal should be the overall 

development of the communities through alternative local projects, education and support.  



We must realize we cannot hope to transform the crises we are facing – of fish depletion, 

oppression, poverty and food insecurity – simply as we are now doing.  

We have to merge and scale up our efforts together – to become a force to be reckoned with. 

Thank you all here today. Ya Basta (enough is enough) 

                                                 …………………………. 

 


