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Overview: 
Gender barriers in aquaculture and fisheries 
 
By Fadhilah Trya Wulandari 
 
 

"We should have been born as men, and maybe we would be mighty men." 

Kartini, 1900 

 

Kartini was an Indonesian female hero who fought for women’s emancipation. Her writings 
were progressive and convinced readers of the pain and injustice of living in a patriarchal 
society that made women second-class citizens. 

A century later, there is still a long way to go for women to have equal rights, access to 
resources, and freedom of participation in all fields. Women, particularly those in 
marginalised communities, still struggle for equality in everything from government policies 
to the household level, where traditional cultures are often rooted in family practices that 
treat women as subordinate to men. 

This paper explains the struggles experienced by women’s groups when dealing with 
gender-biased policies, with a focus on the fisheries and aquaculture sectors in South 
Sulawesi, based on the assumption that women play vital roles in both but are still 
undervalued and unacknowledged in comparison with their male counterparts. 

There are four sections: 

 challenging the common perception that fisheries and aquacultures are male-
dominated sectors 

 shedding light on the women working in the seaweed value chain in South Sulawesi 
(the focus of the AIC’s PAIR Program) 

 highlighting gender-biased policy and regulations in the seaweed sectors 
 looking at government strategies to date for overcoming gender barriers and 

achieving gender equality for truly sustainable aquaculture and fisheries sectors. 
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Aquaculture and fisheries in Indonesia: female or male dominated? 

Indonesia is one of the top ten aquaculture producers globally. With more than 17,000 
islands, coastlines reaching 81,000 kilometres in length, and supported by a warm tropical 
climate, Indonesia is certainly a ‘paradise’ for aquaculture development. Through 
aquaculture, more than 1 million households contribute to the country's economy with total 
major commodities production from the sector reaching 14,521,349 tonnes in 2014 (Sari, et 
al. 2017: 12). Seaweed ranks first in terms of volume, while fish and other creatures from 
brackish waters (such as shrimp and milkfish) and freshwater (such as common carp, Nile 
tilapia and catfish) make significant contributions also (Sari, et al. 2017: 12). 

In Southeast Asia, Indonesia is one of the major fish-producing countries, with around 7 
million tonnes produced by capture fisheries annually according to the Ministry of Marine 
Affairs and Fisheries (or MMAF) in 2018. 

Situated in the tropics, a variety of species are found in Indonesia, including: demersal and 
pelagic species, including sweetlips, snapper, anchovies, grouper, mackerel, scads, shoots 
(largely skipjack, yellowfin, bigeye), squid and penaeid shrimp (FAO, 2014). 

Reflecting on considerable evidence of the importance of aquaculture and fisheries for 
Indonesia, it seems important to ask, “Who is behind those millions of tons of aquaculture 
and fisheries production?”. 

According to a report published by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (or FAO), women are involved with a range of activities in the aquaculture value 
chain, and are prominent in the areas of marketing and processing, where their involvement 
is estimated at 1.5 to 1.7 times greater than their male counterparts (Sari, et al. 2017: xii). 
Men contribute in catching or harvesting, while the rest of the production stages are mostly 
done by women. 

While for fisheries, Jakarta-based NGO the People's Coalition for Fisheries Justice (known 
as KIARA) noted in 2015 that at least 56 million people were involved in fisheries activities in 
Indonesia, ranging from catching and processing to marketing. Interestingly, 70 per cent or 
around 39 million of these people are women. 

The significance of women’s involvement is particularly due to the high number of small-
scale producers. Marine and fisheries in Indonesia (of which aquaculture is a subsector) are 
driven by two main segments: small scale (artisanal and commercial fisheries) and large 
scale (industrial fisheries). FAO recorded in 2014 that at least 95 per cent of fisheries 
production in Indonesia is driven by small-scale household operations, also called artisanal 
fisheries. These are classified as traditional fisheries run by households with relatively small 
amounts of capital and power consumption, dominated by small fleets, short catchment 
distances close to shore, with catches going to local or commercial consumption (FAO, 
2015). 

Of over six million people involved in processing and marketing for fisheries and 
aquaculture, women far outnumber men in all years listed in Table 1 below. In terms of 
scale of operation, the majority of workers are at the household level where family members 
are the primary labourers. Given this fact, it is important to see the gendered division of 
labour that takes place in those household operations, driving the aquacultures and fisheries 
value chain in Indonesia. 
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Table 1. Number of people involved in marketing and processing in Indonesia, in 
capture fisheries and aquaculture sectors.  

Source: MMAF, 2015 (as cited in Sari, et al., 2017: 14) 

South Sulawesi: The story of panyiko’ bibi’ 

South Sulawesi is the centre of seaweed production in Indonesia, producing almost two and 
a half million tonnes in 2013, when it and two other provinces combined produced 
approximately 4.7 million tonnes, or equal to the combined production of the rest of 
Indonesia, as presented in the table on the next page.  

The most commonly produced seaweed species in South Sulawesi are Eucheuma cottonii 
and Spinosium sp (cultivated at sea) and Glacilaria sp (cultivated in ponds). Data from the 
South Sulawesi Industry and Trade Office in 2017 shows a growth trend in seaweed 
production each year. In 2016, 3,409,048 tonnes were produced by at least 17 cities and 
districts. The district with highest production was Takalar (923,832 tonnes), followed by 
Luwu (244,945 tonnes), Wajo (237,900 tonnes) and Pangkep (202,552 tonnes). These are 
mainly small-scale household operations in coastal regions. 

Read: Seaweed Nation: Indonesia’s new growth sector 

Coastal communities are usually characterised by isolated economies and livelihoods, 
located away from regional economic centres and often impoverished. The Central Statistics 
Agency reported in 2008 that nearly 500,000 fisheries households were classified as poor, 
spread across 12,827 also poor villages (Solidaritas Perempuan, 2015). Poverty in 
traditional fishing households is exacerbated by the uncertainty of catches due to climate 
change, overfishing, scarcity of fish resources, and land reclamation that takes coastal 
fishing grounds. Most fishing households in coastal areas face difficulties when relying solely 
on fisheries-based activity (FAO, 2019a: 36). This leads them to diversify their economic 
strategies, including seaweed cultivation as an alternative to fishing. Besides helping 
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families to survive in times of shortage, seaweed also contributes positively to women’s 
economies in coastal communities. 

Table 2. Five biggest seaweed producers in Indonesia (2011-2013) 

 

Source: MMAF, 2014; Salim, 2015 (as cited in Waters, et al. 2019) 

Global environmental NGO The Nature Conservancy published observational data 
confirming that women play an important role in seaweed farming (Waters, et al. 2019). 
Although quantitative data on the number of women and men in South Sulawesi performing 
seaweed cultivation is scarce, as is data on the gendered division of labour in household 
operations, several academic studies have investigated these issues. 

A Sulawesi survey by The Nature Conservancy found that female relatives of seaweed 
farmers were instrumental in the seed tying process (Cai et al. 2013 as cited in Waters, et al. 
2019). In Jeneponto, these women are called ‘panyiko’ bibi’’ which means ‘tying the 
seaweed’ in the local Makassar language (Vidya, 2016). A study in Takalar also found 
women's involvement to be dominant, or even central, in tying the seeds (Astanty & Arief, 
2014: 152). 

In the pre-production stage in the table on the next page, it can be seen that women's 
involvement is mostly found in work that is rigid in terms of time and space, while men’s 
work is related to decisions and involves being more mobile. Men lead the decision-making 
process due to an embedded mindset and cultural values that suggest this must be the 
case. Decision making is also related to mobility, where men are responsible for traveling to 
the production centres to conduct transactions with seaweed seed sellers. This work is 
rarely done by women because of limitations in time and space due to domestic roles, which 
render them unable to leave the house for long. 

The division of labour is undeniably influenced by stereotypes rooted in society. Most of 
panyiko’ bibi’ are women (also some children). Women's work starts with the drying of 
stretched ropes, usually done collectively by a group of women, then continues with 
choosing and tying the seeds. Their involvement in tying the seeds is due to the embedded 
perception that women work more thoroughly, more neatly and faster than men. Cultivating 
the seeds is, meanwhile, mostly done by men. This is based on the perception that pulling a 
stretch rope requires muscular strength only possible in men. These visibly different roles 
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also reinforce a social construction that has determined that land is the realm of women and 
the sea is the realm of men. 

Table 3. Gendered division of labour in seaweed production in Takalar and Bantaeng 
districts, South Sulawesi 

Source: Astanty & Arief (2014: 152); Tahir (2012: 142) 

After the harvesting stage that is mostly done by men, processing of raw seaweed material 
into various products is often fully managed by women (FAO, 2019a: 36). Post-harvest 
activities include drying and processing before seaweed is sold in traditional markets. This 
must be carried out carefully, including checking product quality, and women are responsible 
for activities that require accuracy and neatness. Seeing the dominance of women in pre-
production and post-production stages, it is not surprising that the role of women is 
considered crucial, because the production outcomes depend on the way women manage 
seaweed at the beginning and the end. 

The role as panyiko’ bibi’ has implications for coastal women. A study undertaken in 
Bantaeng district found that women who have no land for cultivation act as labourers 
(panyiko’ bibi’) employed to tie seeds by households that do own and control their own 
production (Tahir, 2019: 139). This job allows them to earn income that can help with 
household needs. For instance, before Bantaeng entered the seaweed farming business, 
most women in Lamalaka village spent their time on domestic activities (cooking, washing, 
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managing household finances and taking care of children). However, after the seaweed 
farming began there, women started to have activities outside the home, working as panyiko’ 
bibi’. They are paid Rp.1500 (16 cents Australian) per stretch which is usually 25 to 30 
metres long. On average they are able to do 112 to 210 stretches per two-month production 
period, so earning between Rp.170,000 and Rp.315,000 (A$18 and A$32) for that period 
(Tahir, 2019: 144). This wage can then assist with household consumption or expenses 
related to children. 

 

Panyiko’ bibi’ and fisherwomen in Indonesia: a multi-layered struggle 

Panyiko’ bibi’ not only exist in South Sulawesi. This work can be found everywhere in 
coastal communities where seaweed forms a major household income source. Besides 
panyiko’ bibi’, there are predominantly female labourers elsewhere around Indonesia, who: 
peel the shells of green mussels (perna viridis) and process salted dry fish in North Jakarta 
(Wulandari, 2018: 27), de-bone milkfish in Sidoarjo (Sari, et al., 2017:53) or work as jibu-jibu 
or papalele (fish traders) in Maluku (FAO, 2019a: 36), to name just a few groups. 

However, women’s numbers in the field are not always recorded in statistics. They are either 
invisible or largely under-reported in the System of National Accounts because their 
monetary contributions are not classified as ‘employment’ as they are contributing as family 
labourers (FAO, 2019a: 28). They are often considered to be simply helping their husbands. 
This is also due to the part-time nature of women’s work: a result of their need to balance 
their work in aquaculture with domestic responsibilities. 

Therefore, the first layer of struggle faced by these women is how their vital roles and 
significant contributions are not sufficiently recognised and acknowledged. There is a lack of 
sex-disaggregated data which, if present, could enable development/empowerment 
programs to target the right groups and support policies based on their needs. 
Disaggregated data by sex will help close gender gaps by providing information on the 
gender-specific impacts of certain events such as climate change or policy interventions 
(FAO, 2019b). For that reason, statistical data collection should be done not only through 
nationally-representative households, but also through surveys of individuals in aquaculture, 
including a holistic study of household demographic and economic characteristics, land 
holdings, management, and production-related decision-making. This data could then inform 
regional and/or national policies. 

Political and policy recognition form another layer of struggle, as fisherwomen’s position in 
law and policy is often undermined. A 2015 policy paper issued by KIARA stated that the five 
legal foundations of aquaculture and fisheries in Indonesia are still not in favour of women. 

This absence of women's roles in foundational laws has resulted in the lack of protection and 
empowerment schemes for fisherwomen. However, another study highlights that Law No. 
7/2016 on the Protection and Empowerment of Fishermen, Fish Cultivators and Salt 
Farmers brings a fresh perspective on recognition of women (FAO, 2019a). For instance, 
Article 45 of the law specifies that empowerment activities should consider the role and 
involvement of women in fishing, fish farming and salt farming households. The Article 
affirms the state’s obligation to increase the role and involvement of women in all business 
activities across the marine and fisheries sector, right down to the smallest scale: family 
operations. 
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Table 4. Marine and fisheries policies in Indonesia 

 

Source: KIARA Data and Information Center (2015) 

So, this 2016 law can be used as a reference on the legal rights of fisherwomen, and its 
implementation in the field must be closely monitored. Because up to now, the issue of 
recognition still haunts fisherwomen and hinders their efforts to gain access to government 
assistance. In 2017 for example, out of around 1 million people, it was suspected that only 
two women managed to obtain a Fishery Card and work insurance (Doaly, 2017). 

Firstly, this is because women's involvement in capture fishing is rare and much less 
significant than men’s. Article 1 of the 2016 law tends to narrow the definition of fishers to 
only those who catch fish in the sea. As a result, women, who predominantly work on land to 
process the catch, tend to be excluded from being classified as fishers. 

Secondly, they remain unseen in national government census collections under fisheries-
related employment (even at the district administrative level) as their identity cards only 
mention “housewife” as occupation. As fisherwomen have rarely been formally 
acknowledged as fishers on their identification cards, they are not eligible to apply for a 
Fishery Card or work insurance. Without the insurance, they have to go fishing without any 
health or accident protection at sea. 

Susi Pudjiastituti, former minister of marine affairs and fisheries, wrote in The Jakarta Post 
that the identity problems faced by these women were not based on the narrow definition in 
the 2016 law but mostly due to cultural and religious perceptions that women do not fish but 
rather merely help their spouses (Pudjiastuti, 2019). Customary norms certainly do influence 
the struggle that women face in this sector. In coastal and indigenous communities, as in 
other rural areas, men are assumed to be the head of households and the main 
breadwinners. This widespread perception makes it quite difficult for women to be 
recognised as producers in most regions. Their role as the head of the family is recognised 
only when there is no male adult in the family. 

The challenges and obstacles in the struggle for political acknowledgement are caused in a 
large part by the triple role of women – productive, reproductive and social/community – 
which contribute to  ‘political marginality’. This ‘triple role’ keeps women too busy to take on 
(formal) leadership roles, leaving them with low representation and very little power in the 
political arena. The participation of women as community leaders is rare. Rocheleau et al. 
(1996, as cited in Wulandari, 2018) called this ‘political marginality’, where women often 
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exhibit the least participation in organised politics at every level due to their responsibilities 
in the private sphere. 

In many places, most community associations of farmers and fishers are led by men. A 
study conducted in the coastal communities in North Jakarta revealed that many 
consultation meetings held by local government or project planners and attended by 
representatives from fishers’ associations were dominated by men (Wulandari, 2018: 19). 
These men hold power through roles as leaders and representatives who are given the 
opportunity to convey the community’s needs at strategic meetings. The needs conveyed 
may be biased in favour of a certain group, as men cannot represent all women’s needs. 
Consequently, women encounter a problem where the system does not address their needs 
through, for example, political decisions regarding the environment and natural resources 
management (Moser 1993 as cited in Wulandari, 2018: 20). 

However, in a number of places, we can find several faces of women leading aquaculture 
groups, such as the Melati Seaweed Cultivation Group in Pitue village, Pangkep (where 
PAIR researchers visited in February 2020). On the fisheries side, some of them have 
established progressive fisher groups specifically for women, such as IPNeS, the 
Fisherwomen Association in Sikka, East Nusa Tenggara led by Margaretha Leny Riti (De 
Rosary, 2017). Fisherwomen in Demak, Central Java, have also moved to the next level of 
activism by forming a women's fishing group called Puspita Bahari chaired by a woman 
named Masnuah (KIARA, 2014a). Masnuah has been actively looking for empowerment 
programs and ensuring fisherwomen in the area receive training, including for skills such as 
making various snacks from seafood. She has also managed to mobilise at least 31 
fisherwomen to get Fishery Cards and work insurance (Nurhidayanto, 2019). 

So, women are often managing community work whilst doing regular work in aquaculture 
operations and also their endless domestic work. Al Jazeera described this triple burden as 
Indonesian women ‘doing it all’ (Walton, 2019). It is the workload of women who are not only 
involved in economic activity, but also burdened with an unequal share of unpaid domestic 
labour (Ban, 2018). We have evolved from the concept of men being the only breadwinners 
of a family and women being housewives and caregivers. Two-income families are common 
in this day and age. However, in a family where both the parents are employed, women 
more often spend a significant amount of time on household chores, child rearing, caring for 
sick family members, etc. If you include time spent doing unpaid work, married women in 
Indonesia spend, on average, more than twelve hours a day working. This figure is even 
higher in some industries. 

KIARA reports that, on average, women in aquaculture and fisheries work at least 17 hours 
per day, inclusive of hours spent on household chores, fisheries/aquaculture work, and 
community work (KIARA, 2014b). Some fisherwomen in Demak, Central Java also go out to 
sea with their husbands at 3am and return at 6 after the sun rises. This is repeated again in 
the afternoon before sunset. In the middle of the day they often go to the market to sell their 
catch (Nuswantoro, 2018). In the evening, their duties continue at home taking care of their 
husband and children. Still, many view it as normal that they help their husbands on the 
boats but undervalue the work this involves, considering it too insignificant to be recognised 
as ‘real’ work. 

Competing issues 

The aforementioned struggles are compounded by the reality on the ground that gender 
issues within the agricultural, aquaculture and fisheries, and rural development sectors are 
considered lower priority than issues such as gender-based violence, education, health, and 
skilled labour (FAO, 2019). For instance, reported cases of gender-based violence increase 
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from year to year, so this overshadows other issues. The national commission on violence 
against women in Indonesia recorded 259,150 cases in 2016 and a 25 per cent rise the 
following year with 348,446 reported cases (Fierdha and Vasandani, 2018). 

Education and labour participation are also crucial issues in Indonesia. Based on Women’s 
Health and Life Experiences Survey 2016, the level of male labour force participation 
(around 80 per cent) still far exceeds that of women, and Indonesian women’s participation 
is still lower than the average for countries at an equivalent stage of development (Equal 
Measure 2030, nd). A key driver of low participation of women workers in Indonesia is early 
marriage which causes them to drop out of school and have a low level of education (Equal 
Measure 2030, nd). In addition, structural changes in the economy are causing the 
agricultural sector to contract, in terms of workforce size, due to migration of rural 
communities to urban areas. This causes gender issues in agriculture and aquaculture are 
seen as less urgent. 

 

A strategy to overcome gender barriers in aquaculture and fisheries 

Given the multitude of obstacles encountered by women in fisheries and aquaculture, there 
is a clear need to understand and critique how the government is responding to this issue. 

Information disseminated by the Ministry for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries helps us to 
understand strategies adopted so far by the national government. In general, the MMAF 
adopted a ‘gender mainstreaming’ strategy in 2017 as a mechanism for addressing unequal 
access, participation, control and enjoyment of benefits from marine and fisheries (for both 
men and women) in order to eliminate gender inequality or at least lessen the gap. 
Implementation of a gender mainstreaming strategy was a follow-up to three events: 

 Presidential Regulation No.2/2015 concerning the 2015-2019 Medium-term 
Development Plan (RPJMN); 

 Presidential Instruction No.9/2000 on Gender Mainstreaming in National 
Development; and 

 collaboration between the Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child Protection, 
and the Ministry of Maritime Affairs and Fisheries. 

The collaboration resulted in a joint decree by the two ministries (KPPPA No.06 MEN-
KP/III/2011). In response, various strategies promoting gender equality have been integrated 
into several strategic programs, including: 

1. Technical guidance for the development of fisheries business diversification 
conducted in Tegal and Semarang. This program helps women to improve their 
ability to manage diversified fisheries businesses. 

2. Empowering women in seaweed cultivation activities in East Nusa Tenggara 
3. Empowerment of former Indonesian Women Workers (TKI) in catfish cultivation in 

Karawang Regency, West Java. The cultivation technology assistance here 
succeeded in fostering as many as six groups of fish farmers whose members were 
former migrant workers. 

4. Women's empowerment in shrimp farming in Tambak Pantai Utara, West Java. 
5. Increased access to capital specifically for women in coastal areas through the 

Grameen Bank by providing an understanding of financial planning, increasing 
product value, and setting business targets. 
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There are some success stories that have come from these programs and initiatives. A UN 
FAO report, for instance, asserted that the aforementioned joint decree was responsible for 
the establishment of the Sustainable Aquaculture Development for Food Security and 
Poverty Reduction (SAFVER) Project. This aided women’s groups in establishing household 
fish processing groups to develop business centers at micro, small, medium or large scale. 
Through the SAFVER program, women's groups succeeded in producing 4,000 tonnes of 
fish fillets per year in Tegalsari village, Central Java. Additionally, women’s groups in Jambi 
managed to produce 12 tonnes of fish chips and 15 tonnes of shrimp paste annually. 

Work to be done 

Despite the increasing attention from the government and new projects to enhance women’s 
participation in aquaculture, significant imbalances remain as the root issues have not been 
addressed. 

Firstly, there is still a dearth of empirical sex-disaggregated data; even the Gender 
Mainstreaming Report from MMAF did not acknowledge this. 

Secondly, although MMAF has been aware of the existing knowledge gaps and managed to 
partially overcome this through training programs, the issue of control over resources and 
assets has not been managed. Even when women have access enough to make tonnes of 
fish products, control of productive assets still tends to be male-dominated. Additionally, they 
are burdened by the fact that decision making is under men's control, where they have to 
ask permission from their husbands to utilise or manage resources (as mentioned in the 
previous section). This reflects the socio-cultural perception of men as the ‘head of the 
family’. Unfortunately, the MMAF gender mainstreaming document did not address these 
issues. 

Thirdly, there have been repeated reports from the government that it includes women in 
aquaculture farming training programs, however, the number of women that have attended 
the programs, and whether these measures have been declared successful, are not clear. 
This issue matters as there is a possibility that women’s ‘triple roles’ result in time 
constraints that impact on their participation in training programs which sometimes require 
hours of absence from their houses, children and domestic work. Therefore, a more 
inclusive, comprehensive and complete report will help us to understand the success of 
empowerment programs offered by policy makers. 

 

Conclusions 

Policy must be developed to ensure all actors involved in the aquaculture and fisheries value 
chain benefit equally, including women and men with their different but equally important 
roles. 

A crucial first step is a policy that acknowledges the key role emphasises the recognition of 
women in fisheries and aquaculture and enables them to have access to and control over 
resources. Multifaceted gender mainstreaming strategies are also urgently needed, that can 
be adopted for all levels of government in multi-scale governance, and which emphasise the 
interplay between national and local institutions when it comes to empowerment of women in 
coastal areas. Inclusive and gender-responsive policies will help bring about transformative 
change in these sectors. Indeed, fisherwomen have been eagerly awaiting commitment from 
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policy makers to closing gender gaps in an effort to achieve a truly sustainable aquaculture 
and fisheries sector. 
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