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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The relationship between trade and gender is highly 
contextual and country-specific, as the gender effects 
of trade depend on the specificities of individual eco-
nomic sectors and countries. However, it is at times 
possible to extrapolate some general patterns that are 
likely to be found across countries. In general terms, 
The Gambian case study points to three critical di-
mensions that should be taken into account when 
promoting fish-export-oriented policies as a pro-poor 
strategy: i) the existence of gender-specific patterns 
in the processing and marketing of fresh and cured 
fish products; ii) the resultant, gender-differentiated 
impacts of a commercial, export-oriented strategy in 
the fisheries sector; and iii) the need for trade policy 
responses that are gender-specific and redistributive. 

The fisheries sector is a critical entry point for pov-
erty alleviation in The Gambia. It provides a source of 
revenue and foreign exchange earnings for the coun-
try; but also contributes importantly to food and liveli-
hood security, particularly for the poor. The sector is 
the third largest food provider - after agriculture and 
livestock - and plays a significant role from a nutritional 
standpoint, being the main supplier of animal protein 
in the diets of most Gambians. Fisheries and related 
activities (processing and marketing) also provide in-
come to the poor: fish-related activities represent the 
main source of income for coastal fishing communi-
ties, and are an important complement activity (and 
safety net) for rural communities inland. In The Gam-
bia, the artisanal subsector employs between 25,000 
and 30,000 people, while about 2,000 people work 
in the industrial sub-sector. The livelihoods of an es-
timated 200,000 people are indirectly dependent on 
fisheries and related activities. For women in particular, 
fish processing and marketing provide an important 
source of income and livelihood support: an estimated 
80 percent of fish processors and 50 percent of small-
scale fish traders are women. 

In the sector, men and women tend to produce rather 
distinctive products, operate on different scales, and 
serve different markets. This results in rather specific 
gender-based trade patterns throughout the chain. 
Women are the predominant dealers involved in the 
domestic marketing of fresh and cured fish products; 
while export of the frozen and smoked-dry products 
is mainly carried out by men. The operations of the 
women fish processors essentially involve small-scale 

direct marketing on a daily basis, and low profit mar-
gins. Women typically buy a few trays of fresh fish from 
large-scale mongers at land sites, and transport it to 
various urban markets where the fish is retailed. The 
operations of male fish processors and traders tend to 
be more capital-intensive and on a larger scale: their 
products are marketed to the inland and sub-regional 
markets, where the profit margins are higher. Some 
large-scale specialist fish dealers (usually men) export 
the fish to Senegal - or to Ghana, Guinea Conakry, 
Nigeria, etc. - in smoked or dried forms. Processing 
factories also procure their fresh fish supply for export 
to the EU from large-scale (men) fish suppliers. 

This division of labour reflects deeply embedded so-
cial roles: in The Gambian context, women look after 
the children, work on the family plot, tender small live-
stock, etc. and are less likely than men to be away 
from home. However, it is also a consequence of gen-
der disparities in access to productive assets. Obser-
vations at selected landing sites, for example, have 
evidenced women’s unequal access to community-
managed facilities: women tend to occupy units in 
need of rehabilitation, for which they pay a rent with 
virtually no service provided. As in other contexts, the 
overall tendency seems to be that women tend to re-
ceive “diminished” assets, while sectors that attract 
investment tend to “defeminise”. 

The acknowledgement of these gender dimensions is 
critical when designing policies geared towards up-
grading the fisheries sector in The Gambia. The ra-
tionale for gender-sensitive measures in this context 
is twofold. 

First, if the constraints affecting women’s ability to carry 
out their trade are not addressed, this may negatively 
affect the overall prospects for sector development, 
as women represent the majority of fish processors 
and about half of fish traders. Improving the overall ef-
ficiency of operations will largely depend on ensuring 
that women processors and traders - as well as men 
- have sufficient access to quality supplies, upgraded 
facilities, and credit and support services. 

Second, given women’s crucial roles in the domestic 
marketing chain, any efforts to reduce food insecu-
rity must take into consideration the constraints that 
women face in their trade. It is important to note, in 
this respect, that an expansion of the export-oriented 
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