














Traditional fishery of Kerala 

Table 5. Economic indicators (motorised units) 

Ring seine 
Large 

Average landings per 
day of operation 

Quantity(Kgs) 870 
Value(Rs) 6100 
No. of fishing 200 

da ys per year 
Value realised (Rs/Kg) 7.15 

Cost of production of fish 5.82 
(Rs/Kg) 
Operating cost (Rs/Kg) 4.70 

Returns to labour 90 
(Rs/labour day) 
Net profit (per day) 1032 

Rate of returns 43 
(returns to capital)(O/O) 

returns include wages nd net profit i.e., 
the amount left with owners after de
ducting all costs other than wages from 
the revenue received for the fish landed. 
Hence in a larger ring seine unit with 40 
share holders each share holder who is 
also worker in the unit gets Rs. 90 per 
day of operation after deducting all costs 
including interest and depreciation, 
smaller ring seines with 30 share hold
ers this comes about Rs. 1001- . In mini 
trawl with 5 share holders average re
turns worked out to Rs . 120 per da y of 
operation. But, for mini trawl, number 
of operating days is only around 120 
days, where as for ring seine it comes 
about 200 days so that the annual in
come for a ring seine share holder is 
much higher than that of a mini trawl. 
Even in gill net and hook & line units 
returns to labour worked out to about 
Rs.100 because the number of crew is 

Medium Mini Gill net Hook& 
trawlers lines 

730 27 68 80 
5119 964 1085 1188 
200 110 220 220 

7.00 36.00 16.5 14.85 
5.67 30.00 14.34 14.15 

4.70 25.80 11.86 11.81 
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100 120 100 100 

974 157 110 56 

51 44 31 23 

only 3 to 5. However, rate of return 
which indicates the profitability of the 
investment, is higher for ring seines, 
particularly for the average size ring 
seine unit and lowest for hook & line . 
The non-motorized sector is almost dis
appearing; its present level of contribu
tion to the total landings of sta te is only 
4%. At present about 2000 ring seines 
are under operation along Kerala coast. 

During the year 1993 the average 
price realized per kg of fish (catch as a 
whole) caught in 850 ring seiners worked 
out to abour Rs. 7/kg so that on an aver
age one ring seine unit should catch 
about 400 kgs. per day to cover the daily 
operating expenditure including wages. 
Hence for the subsistence level of opera
tion for 2000 units in a year of 200 oper
ating days should catch 1.6 lakh tonnes 
in a year. During 1993 the total effort 
expended by ring seine units was 



/ 

2,74,000 unit days. For 2000 units the 
average number of days operated in the 
year was only 135 days and total ring 
seine catch was 1.6 lakh tonnes. During 
1994 the total ring seine catch reduced 
to 1.55 lakh and the effort also reduced 
to 220000 unit days. Thus the catch per
unit per day of operation is about 770 
kgs. By reducing the effort the uneco
nomic fishing days could be avoided and 
thereby the total cost of operation could 
be reduced. The fishermen themselves 
have realized the situation which reflected 
not only in the reduced tempo of expan
sion of ring seine operation but also in 
the attempts to reduce the size of units 
(length of gear, size of craft and HP of 
engine) for cutting down the operating 
costs. With the present level of catch and 
the prevailing prices, the 2000 ring seine 
units should control the fishing days so 
as to maintain 110 days of operation for 
each unit. 

Indebtedness 
One major criticism raised against 

the Motoization programme was that it 
increased the capital requirements of the 
traditional fishermen and thereby en
hanced their burden of debt. It is true 
that the credit requirement increased 
but regarding the burden of debt there 
was no corresponding increase. With the 
advent of motorization even the outlook 
of traditional fishermen especially the 
new generation who were really respon
sible for the speed y development of mo
torization programme, had undergone a 
drastic change. They have become very 
much conscious about the profitability 
of the fishing unit they operate and have 
shown more responsibility for repayment 
of the loan taken for investment. Some of 
the studies conducted by CMFRI on the 
indebtedness among fishermen indicate 
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that earlier, loan taken for production 
purposes was only 20% of the total debts 
which increased to 55% in the early 
nineties . During seventies 80% of the 
credit needs of the traditonal sector was 
catered by private money lender, that 
has now reduced to less than 40%. Insti
tutional financing has been considerably 
increased not only because of some of 
the developmental schemes but also due 
to the improved credit worthiness of this 
sector. 

Fish marketing 

Before the motorization phase par
ticularly before the introductionof ring 
seine operation, many of the rural fish 
landing centres which are the primary 
markets for the fish landings of the tra
ditional sector, were mostly under the 
control of few traders. Thes.e traders used 
to play the role of money lenders also. 
There were a number of centres where a 
near monopsonic situation of marketing 
system was prevailing having only one 
or two traders to purchase the entire 
landings at that centre. But with the 
dominance of ring seine operation with 
its comparatively huge landings many 
traditional landing centres attracted 
more and more traders and the bargain
ing capacity of the traditional sector has 
been accelerated and it helped them to 
get better prices. With the result the share 
of fishermen in consumer rupee has been 
considerably increased as compared to 
that of early eighties for almost all com
mercially important varieties of fish. 

Problem of Conservation 

Motorization provided the facility 
of auto propulsion to the traditional fish
ing craft and consequently the tradi
tional sector almost entirely shifted to 
the operation of ring seine (mini purse 
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seine) and mini trawlers, the gears so far 
used on ly by mechanized sectors. These 
gears as compared to traditional nets are 
highly efficient. Any type of fishing gear, 
mOTe efficient means more destructive 
and so this is the first time that the prob
lem of conservation has come up in the 
traditional sector. It is argued that the 
indiscriminate operation by these nets 
would definitely lead to depletion of 
some of the fishes of commercial impor
tance . Because of the better economic 
performance, the size of craft and net as 
well as the HP of engines have been 
gradually increasing leading to higher 
investment as well as operating cost. Oil 
sa rdine is the major component of ring 
seine catch. The sharp decline in oil sar
dine catch in 1989 onwards very severely 
affected the income of ring seine units . 
By 1993-94 the operation of bigger units 
has become uneconomic and craze for 
bigger units in the hope of getting more 
fish and more income has disappeared . 
This ind icates that, when fishing be
comes uneconomic either due to the low 
level of landings or due to reduction in 
price the fishermen themselves will ad
just to the new situation for their sur
vival. They continue the operation of any 
fishing unit only till the operating cost 
can be covered by the value of fish caught. 

Actually fishermen do not produce 
fish, they produce only effort . So when 
the reutrn from a unit effort is less than 
the cost to produce it they will try to 
reduce the production of effort and so 
biological over fishing will not continue 
to reach the level of depletion. But in the 
case of those fishes for which there is 
continuously increasing demand with 
spiraling price trend , in the pursuit of 
trying to meet the demand, the fishermen 
may indiscriminately increase the effort 

which will lead to the depletion of target 
species . Any sort of restriction is required 
only in such cases. Usually the exploita
tion of such resources will be dominated 
by the mechanized sector. Hence the re
striction of the traditional sector in the 
name of conservation does not have 
much relevance. 

Policy Implications 
The advent of motorization and sub

sequently the introduction of ring seine 
operation in the traditional marine fish
e ry sector of Kerala brought about far 
reaching changes in the various facets 
of marine fishery sector. Even though 
these changes appear to be economically 
beneficial to the traditional sector and 
also help to improve the quality of life of 
OUT fishermen, a number of issues ha ve 
come up which demand immediate at
tention to maintain the sustainability of 
the benefits of these changes. 

At present the traditional sector con
tributes 30% of the fishery exports of our 
state, with a lower import component as 
compared to mechanized sector. In the 
pursuit of increasing our exports Union 
Government is providing huge subsidies 
to many other sectors. Such encourage
ment for traditional marine fishery sec
tor wou ld not only increase our export 
earnings, but also for the socio-economic 
improvement of this sector, which is 
considered as most backward in our 
country. 

The traditional sector required about 
30 crores liters of kerosene oil for its 
fishing opera tion in a yea r . This is to be 
supplied to them at subsidized rates . 
Utilization of fuel energy for productive 
purposes is maximum in marine fisher
ies sector as compared to any other sec
tor. Because of the technological devel
opments recently taken place in the tradi-
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tional sector, their credit requirement for 
investment purposes has been very much 
increased. It should be given due consid
eration and a viable credit policy should 
be formulated to create an adequate credit 
basis through institutional financing with 
easy terms and conditions. 

The present fish marketing system 
and price structure do not provide any 
inducement to the traditional fishermen 
to increase fish production. Usually an 
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increase in the production some times 
due to abundance in the availability of 
one or the other species, do not help the 
fishermen increase his income. In such 
cases since the supply at any landing 
centre is highly ineleastic there will be 
glut in the market which will slash down 
the prices. This can be rectified only by 
providing adequate storage, processing 
and distribution facilities. 
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