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Abstract 
Community-based fisheries management (CBFM) is a standard management framework in Melanesia. Yet, there is increasing 
evidence that women, among other marginalised groups, experience barriers to inclusion in decision-making processes. 
Through a case study in three communities in Marovo Lagoon, Solomon Islands, we adapted Agarwal’s 2001 participation 
typology for a Melanesian CBFM context to present a participation model for assessing gender inclusivity in CBFM. We 
defined six levels of women’s participation, including, (1) no participation, (2) nominal, (3) passive, (4) consultive, (5) active, 
and (6) interactive (empowering) participation, defined as actively participating in all aspects of the decision-making process, 
and holding leadership roles that increase women’s influence and power across the community. The model should be broadly 
useful throughout Melanesia across many different cultural contexts, though we anticipate that aspects will need adaptation 
in different contexts, both within and beyond Solomon Islands. We found that the three study communities respectively fell 
within the passive, consultive, and active levels. Our results show that gender parity, that is equal representation of women 
and men, is not a reliable indicator of gender equity. The utility of the model lies in its implementation, which requires 
engagement with gender power structures. This work contributes to the gender, small-scale fisheries, and community-based 
management literature by assessing women’s participation in CBFM decision-making processes through use of a participation 
model, and providing recommendations to fisheries practitioners on implementation of the model to assess gender equity 
in a community’s CBFM structures.
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Introduction 

Fisheries are social‑ecological systems

Small-scale fisheries (SSFs) play a key role in the livelihoods 
of rural communities around the globe and contribute 
significantly to nutrition, with estimates indicating that 
between 90 and 95% of SSF catch is consumed locally 

(World Bank, 2012). Despite increasing recognition of the 
importance of SSFs to livelihoods and local economies, we 
still lack reliable data on SSFs which provides a challenge 
to fisheries managers. It is important to consider fisheries 
as both social and ecological systems (Bennett, 2019), 
recognising that fishers are critical to addressing fishery 
collapse (Barclay et  al., 2017; Coulthard et  al., 2011). 
Increasingly, the human dimension of fisheries and marine 
resource management more broadly is referenced in the 
academic literature (Albert et al, 2015; Coulthard et al., 2011; 
Fabinyi et al., 2013; Kleiber et al., 2018; Mascia, 2003), in 
directives from the UN FAO (FAO, 2003, 2015, 2017), and 
by regional organisations such as the Pacific Community 
(SPC) (SPC, 2015). Despite these efforts, we currently lack 
data on how individuals and communities are dealing with 
environmental crises, making it difficult to offer any informed 
predictions about how people will respond to policies that 
aim to address overfishing (Coulthard et al., 2011). The 
ability and willingness of individuals and communities 
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to follow management directives is largely driven by 
social, cultural, and economic factors including financial 
status, gender, and power relations, which are regularly 
overlooked or inadequately incorporated in management 
(Tilley & López-Angarita, 2016; Walter & Hamilton, 2014). 
Understanding how people engage with marine resources and 
with ocean ecosystems is necessary for decision-making to 
be grounded in evidence (Bennett, 2019).

In the past three decades, there has been an increas-
ing emphasis on inclusion of resource users in manage-
ment decision-making processes to address this issue. Yet, 
this community focus often overlooks the fact that not all 
resource users are able to participate equally. Gender, age, 
insider/outsider dynamics, and religion, among other factors, 
influence power relations and individual agency, impacting 
how individuals and groups are able to participate in natu-
ral resource management (NRM) decision-making (Asher 
& Shattuck, 2017; FAO 2017; Fajber & Vernooy, 2006; 
Lawless et al., 2019). The intersectionality of these factors 
often sees women, youth, those with disabilities and other 
marginalised groups excluded from participating fully in 
NRM (World Bank, 2013). The exclusion of women in par-
ticular from NRM is well documented (Fajber & Vernooy, 
2006; Kleiber et al., 2018; Leisher et al., 2018; Rohe et al., 
2018; Vunisea, 2008; Westerman & Benbow, 2013), and 
is exacerbated in fisheries management by the persistent 
myth that fisheries is a male domain despite a significant 
effort in recent years to highlight the many and diverse 
roles women play in fisheries (Bradford & Katikiro, 2019; 
Chapman, 1987; Harper et al., 2013, 2020; Kleiber et al., 
2014; Lambeth et al., 2002; Weeratunge et al., 2010; World 
Bank, 2012). Research has highlighted the importance of 
including women in NRM; Farnworth and Jiggins (2003, 
p. 5) highlighted this for crop management, stating that “…
[women and men] relate to the food chain in different ways, 
and often at different times and places”. Climate change lit-
erature highlights the need to involve all groups in decision-
making, including women and youth, to effectively build 
resilience to the impacts of climate change in coastal com-
munities (Ravera et al., 2016). In many cases, women and 
men fish using different gear have spatially different fishing 
patterns, target different species, and fish for different pur-
poses (De la Torre-Castro et al., 2017; Kleiber et al., 2015; 
Kronen & Vunisea, 2009; Lambeth et al., 2002; Lentisco 
& Lee, 2015; Mangubhai et al., 2019; Rabbitt et al., 2019; 
Ram-Bidesi, 2015). Studies in the Pacific have demonstrated 
that women can be disproportionately impacted by fisheries 
management decisions if they are not adequately consulted 
(Vunisea, 2008), with examples of marine protected areas 
being established in women’s fishing grounds (Rohe et al., 
2018). Women play important roles in poverty reduction and 
nutrition outcomes (Harper et al., 2013; Smith & Haddad, 
2000) and are generally in charge of food production and 

provision within the household (Randolph & Sanders, 1988). 
Women have different knowledge from men of both marine 
and terrestrial ecosystems, owing to their different patterns 
of resource use and knowledge transfer (De la Torre-Castro 
et al., 2017; Kleiber et al., 2015; Rohe et al., 2018). Thus, the 
inclusion of women in NRM is critical for both health and 
environmental outcomes (Harper et al., 2013), and necessary 
to achieve sustainable and equitable marine management 
that addresses the dual challenges of overfishing and food 
security. Thus, as a large resource-user group, women must 
be involved in the full management process from consulta-
tion to implementation and enforcement.

Women in fisheries in the Pacific

Women are a critical part of the fisheries value chain in the 
Pacific, engaging in a diverse array of activities across the 
full chain. Women are directly involved in the harvest of fish 
and invertebrates, processing of seafood products, marketing, 
and in fishery-adjacent activities. They account for half of 
the subsistence coastal fisheries supply chain, through both 
their role as fishers and their support for fisheries, under-
taking activities such as net-mending and fish processing 
(Kronen & Vunisea, 2009; Krushelnytska, 2015). Estimates 
suggest that women account for at least half of the annual 
catch recorded in small-scale fisheries in the Pacific (Harper 
et al., 2013), and are prominent in the marketing sector, 
making up between 75 and 90% of all market vendors (UN 
Women, 2018). In Melanesia, women are heavily involved 
in subsistence fishing, with estimates suggesting women 
contribute around 80% of seafood caught for communities’ 
subsistence needs (Kronen & Vunisea, 2009). In Solomon 
Islands, women are also increasingly involved in fishing for 
cash income (Krushelnytska, 2015). Several studies have 
shown that many women now fish at rates far higher than 
has been seen in the past, and sell their catch in village mar-
kets, highlighting the increasingly visible role of women in 
fisheries in Solomon Islands (Agassi, 2005; Duke et al., 2007; 
Krushelnytska, 2015; Rabbitt et al., 2019). Despite targeted 
efforts, it is difficult to get reliable data on the role of women 
in the subsistence fisheries sector, partly owing to the lack of 
renumeration for their work (Lambeth et al., 2014).

Women are often more visible in the commercial sector 
than the informal sphere, as they are reflected in employ-
ment statistics. In Solomon Islands, women play a signifi-
cant role in tuna value chains, including in the commercial 
tuna industry. Solomon Islands has only one tuna cannery, 
SolTuna, linked to National Fisheries Development fleets. 
Women account for two thirds of SolTuna’s total workforce 
are prominent in administrative and technical roles, and 
make up most of the processing department (Barclay et al., 
2020; Harper et al., 2013; Lambeth et al., 2002). Few women 
have held senior managerial roles, although this is changing 
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(Barclay et al., 2020). These gender dynamics are similar 
across tuna industries in other Pacific nations (Barclay et al., 
2020; Sullivan & Ram-Bidesi, 2008), and reflect regional 
gender norms as well as the constraints faced by women 
owing to their greater domestic and reproductive workloads 
(Barclay et al., 2020; Lawless et al., 2019).

Women often experience greater demands on their time 
than men, with domestic duties still generally considered 
to be “women’s work” (Lawless et al., 2019). In Solomon 
Islands, the arrival of Christian missionaries in the 1900s 
further limited women’s opportunities, constraining them to 
the domestic sphere (McDougall, 2014; Scheyvens, 2003), 
though such gender norms are increasingly being challenged 
and dismantled, including through the work of various exter-
nal organisations (Lawless et al., 2019). Historically, the dif-
ferences between men’s and women’s workloads have not 
been adequately considered by facilitators aiming to engage 
women in development initiatives, further reinforcing gen-
der norms that place men in positions of power and women 
on the outer (WorldFish Center, 2010; Lawless et al., 2019). 
Although many island groups in Solomon Islands are histori-
cally matrilineal societies (Maezama, 2015), it is a predomi-
nantly patriarchal country with entrenched gender norms that 
facilitate hierarchies of power that elevate the position of men 
over women (Corrin, 2008; Dyer, 2017; Homan et al., 2019). 
This disparity impacts upon NRM, particularly at the com-
munity level where most decision-making is undertaken by 
men, with men occupying most positions of power, including 
management committee and ranger roles (Amos, 2014; Law-
less et al., 2019; Rohe et al., 2017, 2018). Despite acknowl-
edgement of women’s many and varied roles within the sec-
tor, gender-sensitive approaches to fisheries management are 
still not widely employed, particularly at the community level 
(Hilly et al., 2012). This is often compounded by a narrow 
view of fisheries that usually excludes invertebrate gleaning 
and does not adequately consider the pre- and post-harvesting 
sectors, which are traditionally female-dominated workforces 
(Kleiber et al., 2014; Kruijssen et al., 2013; Schwarz et al., 
2014; Weeratunge et al., 2010; Zhao et al., 2013).

Community‑based fisheries management (CBFM) 
in Solomon Islands

Most coastal fisheries in Solomon Islands are under cus-
tomary marine tenure and managed at the community level 
through community-based fisheries management (CBFM) 
tools (MFMR, 2019). The Solomon Islands National Fish-
eries Policy 2019–2029 states that over 300 communi-
ties within Solomon Islands are engaged in some form 
of CBFM, many in partnership with external organisa-
tions (Govan, 2015; MFMR 2019). As part of their CBFM 
strategies, many communities have active committees, 
which make decisions about resource management and 

conservation actions, often in conjunction with the com-
munity’s Council of Elders or chiefs. Some communi-
ties also have teams of rangers that enforce these actions 
and monitor their efficacy. One of the most frequently 
employed management strategies is the use of protected 
areas, locally referred to as tabu sites. Tabu sites are a 
common form of traditional management in the Pacific 
for both marine and terrestrial areas and are usually a 
type of periodically harvested closure. Tabu sites may be 
areas that are closed for cultural or environmental reasons, 
and the length of such closures varies markedly. Reasons 
for opening a tabu site may include allowing harvest for 
celebrations such as weddings, and historically they have 
been used to manage social relations (Foale et al., 2010). 
Decision-making around the creation and maintenance of 
tabu sites is usually undertaken by a community’s manage-
ment committee in consultation with the community, and 
increasingly under the guidance of external organisations. 
However, community consultation does not mean that all 
voices within the community are heard (Vunisea, 2008), 
and the authors note that the use of processes such as com-
mittees are often a way to give credibility to those with 
power whilst marginalising others (Resurreccion, 2008).

The Solomon Islands government has stated its commit-
ment to fulfilling Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 14 
(Life Under Water), which advocates sustainable marine 
management, through strengthening CBFM initiatives 
(MFMR, 2019). The government has also recognised the 
important roles women play in fisheries, with targets for 
gender-equitable fisheries management mentioned in its 
National Fisheries Policy (MFMR, 2019) and goals of gen-
der mainstreaming in fisheries through “improv[ing] access 
to and ownership of resources… by women in the productive 
sectors of fisheries” outlined in its National Strategy for the 
Economic Empowerment of Women and Girls (MWYCFA, 
2020). If these goals are to be realised, it is critical to under-
stand women’s current involvement in CBFM for fisheries, 
to identify barriers to women’s participation, and find ways 
to address these hurdles. A recent analysis of gendered 
approaches to CBFM employed by government fisheries 
staff in Solomon Islands found that approaches to ‘reach’ 
women (such as aiming for more women attending com-
munity meetings) were common, but approaches that were 
designed to empower women and challenge gender norms 
were not used (Mangubhai & Lawless, 2021).

The processes that drive decision-making in CBFM are 
often considered to be participatory and inclusive; that is, 
because they usually involve community consultation, it is 
often assumed that all groups participate within the process. 
Yet as we have outlined, women often do not participate 
equally in these processes owing to prevailing gender norms.

The exclusion of particular groups, in this case women, 
from processes considered to be participatory is defined 
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as participatory exclusions (Agarwal, 2001). This study 
assesses women’s participation in community-based 
marine resource management in three communities in 
Marovo Lagoon, Solomon Islands through the use of 
a participation model. Our model is based on the par-
ticipation typology developed by Bina Agarwal (2001) 
which described levels of women’s participation in com-
munity forestry groups in South Asia. We have adapted 
this typology for a Melanesian CBFM context, including 
addition of a base level of no participation and removal 
of the ‘activity-specific participation’ level, to generate a 
participation model that is relevant to this context.

In this study, we used two methods to examine CBFM 
gender dynamics in the study communities. First, we used 
focus group discussions with women to understand their 
experiences with, and attitudes towards, marine resource 
management within their communities and specifically 
within decision-making structures (CBFM committees). 
Second, we recorded details of the CBFM committee mem-
bership in each community. The findings presented here 
are useful for understanding gender dynamics in CBFM in 
Solomon Islands, and for highlighting how women them-
selves want to be involved in CBFM in future.

Methods

We summarise below the site characteristics of the three 
study communities and why they were selected for inclu-
sion in this study. We also outline the focus group discus-
sions (FGDs) we conducted, and detail the application of a 

participation model adapted from Bina Agarwal’s partici-
pation typology (2001) to assess women’s participation in 
CBFM in these three communities.

Study site selection and description

Marovo Lagoon is one of the largest saltwater lagoons in the 
world, and home to over 50 communities (Hviding, 2005). 
For this case study, we selected three communities with differ-
ent demographic and geographic features that could influence 
gender and CBFM engagement (Fig. 1; Table 1). The three 
communities were selected to be representative of these dif-
ferent factors, and because of their existing relationships with 
the research team and their active CBFM programs. Com-
munities located on the “Weather Coast” are subject to high 
wave exposure, and communities living along these coastlines 
have access to only a few marine habitats, mostly deep sea 
and narrow coastal reef, with very limited access to man-
grove habitats. This contrasts with “Lagoon” communities 
sheltered within a barrier reef system that can exploit a large 
diversity of habitats, including seagrass beds, mangroves, 
sheltered reef, and deep sea. Because these geographic dif-
ferences impact fishing behaviours, particularly women’s fish-
ing behaviours, we included communities from both areas in 
this study; Communities One and Two are on the “Weather 
Coast” and Community Three is lagoonal. Religious affilia-
tion can also impact fishing behaviours. For example, Sev-
enth Day Adventists (SDA) only consume fish with scales 
(finfish) and prohibit as a matter of faith the consumption of 
shellfish, molluscs, crabs, sharks and rays, and sea turtles. 
Therefore, they harvest comparatively more finfish per capita, 

Fig. 1   Map showing location 
of Solomon Islands, and three 
study communities within 
Marovo Lagoon
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and non-targeted species within their traditional areas of gov-
ernance are relatively protected in comparison to those man-
aged by non-SDA communities. Accordingly, we included 
communities that are predominantly followers of the major 
denominations in Marovo Lagoon, United Church and SDA, 
to reflect these differences; Communities One and Three are 
United Church while Community Two is SDA.

All communities had active conservation (CBFM) commit-
tees and ranger groups at the time of this study. In all study 
communities, CBFM committees were the leading body for 
resource management, but often met with the village chief(s), 
and Council of Elders, when making important decisions regard-
ing resource use and protection. The ranger groups were separate 
from the CBFM committees but played an important role in the 
decision-making processes as they undertook the monitoring 
and evaluation of management, thus making them an important 
part of the iterative management process. Ranger groups in the 
study communities acted as the monitoring and enforcement 
arm of the CBFM committees, monitoring protected areas for 
poachers, undertaking surveys to gauge biomass of important 
species and recovery following periods of closure, and enforcing 
rules introduced by the committee to manage resources. Many 
rangers were registered with the Solomon Islands Ranger Asso-
ciation, though not all. All three communities have established 
research partnerships with the University of Queensland, and 
open lines of communication which facilitated research plan-
ning. Community chiefs and elders were consulted prior to com-
mencement of the study and gave approvals.

Focus group discussion structure

Focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted in the study 
communities in May 2017. Adult women over the age of 18 
participated in the FGDs, and written consent was given. Two 

FGDs were conducted in each community. The size of each 
group varied between five and thirteen women, with similar 
numbers between the first and second FGDs in each commu-
nity. In total, there were 25 participants in Community One 
(C1), 12 in Community Two (C2), 11 in Community Three 
(C3). All women were from different households. Although 
work in this space is now moving towards inclusion of both 
men’s and women’s voices (Williams et al., 2002), for the 
present study we were specifically interested in how women 
viewed their own involvement in CBFM and how they would 
like to be involved, and therefore men were not included.

FGDs were announced within each community through 
church and community meetings and spread through word 
of mouth. Local research assistants also identified specific 
‘fisherwomen’, who were invited directly, with at least one 
known ‘fisherwoman’ per community attending a FGD. The 
term ‘fisherwoman’ was directly used by people in the com-
munities to refer to women that fished often (several times a 
week) and were usually very successful in their fishing efforts.

The primary objective of the focus groups was to gain 
insight into women’s attitudes towards fisheries manage-
ment and conservation decision-making processes within 
their communities, including their thoughts on how gender-
inclusive current structures are. The process was semi-struc-
tured, with questions put to the groups to guide the conversa-
tion, but response formats left open to facilitate discussion. 
The lead researcher posed key questions to the participants 
in the FGDs in Pijin, which were then translated into local 
language (either Marovo or Vangunu) by a local research 
assistant. The participants discussed the topics in their local 
language/s, and responses were relayed to the research assis-
tant who translated these into Pijin for the lead researcher 
(see Methodological Challenges for further detail). FGDs 
lasted between half an hour and 2 h.

Table 1   Community characteristics

C1 (Vangunu Island) C2 (Gatokae Island) C3 (Marovo Island)

Geographical setting Weather coast Weather coast Lagoon
Telephone connection No No Yes
Reliable maritime transport 

services
No No Yes

Religion United Church Seventh Day Adventist United Church
Number of households  ~ 20 to 30  ~ 20 to 25  ~ 40 to 50
Access to the community Difficult in rough sea Difficult in rough sea Consistent
Access to markets Limited Limited Reliable; regular trade to Honiara 

and provincial town markets
Community-managed area(s) Coastal. A large stretch of beach 

forms a periodically harvested 
closure (usually opened once 
a year), where all harvest is 
prohibited from the high tide 
mark out past the edge of the reef 
when closed

Ridge-to-reef. Extractive activities 
prohibited from the top of the 
mountains through to the outer 
edge of the reef

Marine. Extractive activities 
prohibited around four small 
islands and surrounding 
reef, mangrove, and seagrass 
habitats. Entry requires prior 
permission from the chair of the 
conservation committee
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We asked the participants in the FGDs about three dif-
ferent distinct types of engagement that were relevant to the 
local context, which were later used to distinguish between 
different scales of participation. These were:

1.	 The number of women in CBFM leadership positions
2.	 The gender ratio of CBFM committees
3.	 The number of women rangers.

We also asked about how CBFM structures operated in 
their communities, marine resources that were important to 
them, and gender roles and responsibilities in the household. 
A full list of topics addressed in the FGDs can be found in 
the Supplementary Information.

Participation model

Using the information from the FGDs in three communities, 
we adapted Bina Agarwal’s participatory exclusions typol-
ogy (2001), designed for a South Asian community forestry 
context, to suit a Melanesian CBFM context. As with Agar-
wal’s participation typology, the model we use outlined six 
levels of women’s participation in CBFM; however, we have 
modified the levels from Agarwal’s typology to include a 
base level of ‘No participation’ and remove Agarwal’s fourth 
level of ‘Activity-specific’ participation to suit the local con-
text. Our model of women’s participation in CBFM moves 
from no participation, to nominal participation, such as 
being a member of a group, through to interactive (empow-
ering) participation, defined as actively participating in all 
aspects of the decision-making process, and holding leader-
ship roles that increase women’s influence and power in the 
community more broadly (Fig. 2).

The model should be broadly relevant throughout Mela-
nesia across many different cultural contexts, though we 
acknowledge that specific aspects will need adaptation in 
different contexts, including outside of Solomon Islands. 
Although not seen in the communities included in this study, 
the model begins from a place of complete exclusion, where 
there is no participation of women in CBFM. This is seen 
in some communities, such as in parts of Malaita Province 
where cultural norms prevent women from even entering 
the buildings where decision-making occurs (Faye Siota, 
WorldFish, pers. comm.); see Wate (2020) for a descrip-
tion of ongoing gender avoidance in Malaita Province). The 
nominal stage of the model was also not seen in the study 
communities, but nonetheless we consider it an important 
stage. Research in Vanuatu has shown that social norms 
can discriminate against women and prevent them from 
engaging in CBFM (SPC, 2018a). Most communities are 
first introduced to CBFM through research institutions, non-
government organisations, or government programs. Many 
of these programs now push for ‘inclusion’ of women in 

CBFM (Mangubhai & Lawless, 2021), and NGO programs 
are considered a significant driver of gender parity, though 
not necessarily gender equity, in decision-making in Mela-
nesia (Mangubhai & Lawless, 2021; Wallace, 2011). In our 
observations, the appointment of women to management 
committees is often done to tick a box on a development 
agenda and women do not participate in the committee 
beyond having their names on the membership list.

Participant responses and language used in focus group 
discussions were used to further contextualize the descrip-
tions of the different levels of participation, as outlined in 
Fig. 2. The participation model was shared with the com-
munity-based resource management division of the Solo-
mon Islands Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources 
(MFMR). In June 2020, the lead researcher held a meeting 
with the then Deputy Director of the Inshore Fisheries Divi-
sion of the Ministry to present an early version of the model 
and discuss how it could be used by the team, including any 
necessary revisions to the model. This intentional step was 
used to improve the validity and applicability of the research 
findings. The model was well-received and appreciated, but 
it was requested that we present some suggestions of how 
to move communities through the model towards active or 
interactive participation. We consider these further in the 
discussion, but also recommend that existing guidelines for 
facilitating gender-inclusive meetings (Kleiber et al., 2019) 
are utilised.

Research team

The research team for this study included all authors on this 
paper and three local research assistants. None of the authors 
are from the Solomon Islands, but senior members of the 
research team have had working relationships with the study 
communities for approximately 10 years. All fieldwork was 
conducted by the lead researcher, the first author on this 
paper, who is female. The lead researcher worked with a 
different research assistant in each community, and in each 
case the research assistants were women from the commu-
nity who assisted with translation and facilitated access to 
households. The data included in this study were collected in 
a single fieldtrip in 2017, as part of a larger research project. 
The lead researcher spent one to two weeks in each com-
munity during this fieldtrip and had been working in these 
communities since 2016.

Methodological challenges

Language barriers created limitations to data collection and 
analysis. Previous case studies in Solomon Islands have con-
ducted research in Pijin, the national lingua franca (Cohen 
et al., 2016). However, there were a few reasons why this 
was not appropriate in this case study. The communities 
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included in this study are remote, and Pijin is used less fre-
quently, particularly by many of the elderly women who 
only communicate in their local language(s). Furthermore, 
the complexity of the topics covered and the conversational 
nature of the focus groups meant that the ease of the partici-
pants was the highest priority. To facilitate this, there were 
multiple points of translation between the lead researcher 
(conversant in English and Pijin), and the local research 
assistant (conversant in Pijin and in the local language, either 
Marovo or Vangunu). First, the lead researcher would ask 
the questions in Pijin, and these were then translated for the 
focus group participants into local dialect by a local research 
assistant. The focus group discussion was in the local lan-
guage and the collective response/s to each question was 
then summarised by the local research assistant and relayed 
to the lead researcher to Pijin. This summary was then 

translated to English by the lead researcher and transcribed 
onto butcher’s paper. Following completion of the field trip, 
all responses were then typed electronically. Through this 
process of translation, we compared the responses from the 
three communities and grouped them into themes that were 
common across all communities, shared by some commu-
nities, and unique to each of the communities. These data 
were then used in conjunction with the baseline data col-
lected to inform the development of the model. Owing to 
the complexity of translating through three languages, and 
the lead researcher not speaking the local dialect, we were 
unable to transcribe the focus groups verbatim or analyse 
the conversations in greater detail. The data presented here 
are summaries of the key points raised by the participants 
in the focus groups across the three communities, exam-
ined along the continuum of participation, adapted from that 

Fig. 2   A six-stage participa-
tion model developed to assess 
women’s engagement in com-
munity-based fisheries manage-
ment committees (adapted from 
Agarwal, 2001)

1Holding a specific role on a committee, such as treasurer or secretary, does not necessarily facilitate any greater involvement in the 
decision-making process than holding general committee membership. However, holding a specific role does often lead to a person being 
held in higher esteem within their community. Therefore, an increase in women holding specific roles within CBFM committees is likely to 
lead to a higher level of empowerment for women and may have broader implications for the inclusion of women in community decision-
making more broadly, beyond natural resource decision-making. We note, however, that women holding positions within a committee is not
in itself interactive participation. The other conditions outlined in the active and interactive participation stages must also be met for this to 
be seen. 

None

Interactive
(Empowering)

Active

Consultative

Passive

Nominal

Women are excluded from par�cipa�ng in  CBFM commi	ees 
and from a	ending mee�ngs.

Women  are members of the CBFM commi	ee and/or ranger 
group but do not necessarily a	end mee�ngs.

Women  are members of the CBFM commi	ee and/or ranger 
group, regularly a	end mee�ngs but do not contribute to 
mee�ng discussions

Women  are members of the CBFM commi	ee and/or ranger 
group, regularly a	end mee�ngs and contribute to mee�ng 
discussions, but are largely ignored.

Women  are members of the CBFM commi	ee and/or ranger 
group, and regularly a	end mee�ngs where their ideas are  
valued and discussed. They are ac�vely involved in all stages of 
resource management, from ini�al  consulta�ons and decision-
making, through to ongoing monitoring and evalua�on. 

Women are members of the CBFM commi	ee and/or ranger 
group, a	end and contribute to mee�ngs where their ideas are 
valued and discussed, and they are involved in all stages of 
management.  Women hold specific roles within the commi	ee 
or ranger group that influence women’s power more broadly 1
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outlined by Agarwal (Agarwal, 2001). We believe these data 
are important, as the perspectives of non-English speakers 
in remote communities are often missing from the literature 
owing to issues of translation.

Results

Participants in all FGDs expressed a desire to see a greater 
inclusion of women in CBFM. These sentiments were 
echoed by MFMR staff, who supported the model and 
were interested in how it could be used as a management 
tool for assessing how women are engaging in CBFM 
across different communities. The communities included 
within this study are best described as falling between the 
passive, consultative, and active stages of the model (Fig. 1). 
Interactive (empowering) participation was not seen in any 
of the communities.

We have used this model to characterize women’s 
participation in CBFM in each of the three study 
communities. Finally, we report on women’s management 
recommendations, which may have been missed in previous 
CBFM meetings owing to such exclusions.

Community 1—active participation

The CBFM committee in C1 consisted of 15 members, 
four of whom were women (27%). Of the three leadership 
positions within the committee, one (treasurer) was held 
by a woman. The community had nine male and three 
female rangers registered (Table 2). We note that all three 
leadership positions in the committee are held by members 
of the chiefly family, with the chief holding the position of 
committee chairperson.

Women attending the FGDs in this community were 
enthusiastic about their role(s) in resource management 
within the community, and stated they were included in 
management decision-making. To support this, participants 
listed a range of activities they took part in, along with 
men, to support community resource management. Activi-
ties listed included contributing to management efforts for 
marine species by undertaking monitoring of reef and sea-
grass areas, turtle monitoring, and recording fish catch data 
(catch per unit effort). Some participants indicated they 
would like to be more involved in generating reports on fish-
ery status, and actively contribute to conservation meetings. 
The participants stated that the community was informed 
about, and participated in, management with information 
concerning management decisions, such as changes to fish-
ing regulations, passed on adequately and everyone involved 
in activities pertaining to the community’s protected area.

There are several demographic and ecological factors that 
may combine to influence women’s involvement in marine 
resource decision-making. These include religion, availabil-
ity of coastal resources, and women’s involvement in coastal 
resource harvest. Unlike other religions, the United Church, 
the dominant religion in this community (Table 2), poses 
no restrictions on eating marine invertebrates, so gleaning 
is actively undertaken by women in this community. This is 
further reinforced by the fact that the location of this com-
munity on the weather coast means women are largely con-
fined to onshore and nearshore activities. There are fewer 
barriers to women’s involvement in decision-making in this 
community. Unlike in some communities, women are not 
excluded from the decision-making process by not being 
resource users, though there may be other mechanisms 
affecting their inclusion. The interaction between religion 
and the fisheries that women are permitted to participate in 

Table 2   Women’s participation 
in CBFM in the three 
communities

a For this community, there are six committee members; however, one or two members of the Council of 
Elders are required to attend all committee meetings and participate in decision-making. We have included 
the members of the Council of Elders as committee members in our calculations as they heavily involved in 
the decision-making process. We used the average of 7.5 members to calculate the percentage of women on 
the committee
b At least two female rangers were identified in this community; however, as the community could not pro-
vide a list of all active rangers in the community, we were unable to calculate the percentage of female 
rangers for this community

C1 (Vangunu Island) C2 (Gatokae Island) C3 (Marovo Island)

% of CBFM leadership roles held 
by women (N = total number of 
positions)

33.3% (N = 3) 0% (N = 1) 25% (N = 4)

% total CBFM committee member 
positions held by women (incl. 
leadership roles)

(N = total number of positions)

27% (N = 15) 43% (N = 21) 40% (N = 7.5a)

% of ranger roles held by women
(N = total number of positions)

25% (N = 12) Unknown—no defined 
team of rangersb

5.9% (N = 17)
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is a positive interaction in this community, and support from 
village leaders, including traditional and religious leaders, 
for the inclusion of women facilitates a greater involvement 
of women in decision-making processes in this community.

Based on the information offered during the FGDs and 
the involvement of women in formal management structures, 
we consider women in this community to be actively partici-
pating in CBFM. Women had joined both the committee and 
ranger team, attended meetings on a regular basis, and were 
involved in the decision-making process as well as ongoing 
monitoring and evaluation. Although one of the leadership 
positions in the community was held by a woman, we do not 
believe the criteria for interactive participation were met. 
Interactive participation in CBFM would mean that women’s 
engagement in CBFM was the catalyst for broader gender 
change, improving gender equity and women’s empower-
ment in the community more broadly, beyond just CBFM 
issues.

During the FGDs, the women made the following recom-
mendations for improving resource management within their 
community:

1.	 Current tabu site [periodically harvested closure] to be 
opened once a year only (no additional openings for 
Church events)

2.	 Ban fishing in the pool at the end of the community [an 
easily accessed and popular site]

3.	 Change permitted harvest times and species for shell 
harvest, as different shells are available in different num-
bers in different seasons

4.	 Shift fishing grounds each year (to allow areas to 
recover) (cropping rotation)

5.	 Implement strategies to minimise overharvest, including 
minimum size limits for deo [mangrove clams—Poly-
mesoda spp.], reef fish, and hulumu [boring clams—
Tridacna crocea]

6.	 Restrict allowed fishing gear types to those that are least 
destructive, for example banning of gillnets

7.	 Ban smaller hooks, with only sizes from #1/0 to 8/0 
allowed, and use lighter lines, test #30–50 lb allowed.

Community 2—passive participation

At the time of the study, C2’s CBFM committee comprised 
12 men and 9 women (43% female; Table 2). No leadership 
positions were held by women. We were unable to obtain 
firm numbers of rangers in the village but were informed 
that there were at least two female rangers.

From the near-equal representation of men and women 
in the committee membership, it is tempting to assume that 
women’s perspectives are likely to be voiced and heard in the 
decision-making process. However, while initial responses 
offered up by the women in the FGDs were that women 

felt they were included in management as several women 
had joined the committee and ranger team, further probing 
indicated that decisions were made by the lead (male) rang-
ers, and the women, “agree to conserve [close] areas for the 
next harvest”. This is another indicator of women’s limited 
involvement; although there were women rangers, they were 
not involved in the leadership.

The interaction between religion and ecological factors 
combines to limit women’s involvement in decision-making 
in this community. The dominant religion in this community 
is Seventh Day Adventist (SDA) (Table 2), and so the com-
munity is prohibited from consuming shellfish. Combined 
with the location of this community on the weather coast 
where wave action is strong and often unsuitable for fishing 
from dugout canoes, women in the community are limited 
to onshore or nearshore fishing (for finfish), and seaweed 
harvesting. Women in both FGDs agreed that although (fin)
fish were the most important resource to the community 
at large, seaweed was the important resource to women as 
it was an important source of their income. Seaweed, pre-
dominantly Caulerpa spp., is a common food source in the 
region and is predominantly harvested for consumption or 
sale to local food markets. Seaweed harvesting is almost 
exclusively conducted by women in Solomon Islands (SPC, 
2018b; Vunisea, 2016), and is not often given consideration 
in resource management plans. For this community, moni-
toring programs were in place for some fish populations, 
but there was no monitoring or active management of sea-
weed, despite its importance to the women. This highlights 
the need for gender-equitable CBFM to ensure sustainable 
management of all resources, not just those targeted by men.

Considering both the involvement of women in the com-
munity’s formal management structures and the descriptions 
of engagement provided in the FGDs, women’s engagement 
in CBFM in C2 can best be described as passive participa-
tion. Although women were on the committee and ranger 
team, responses indicated decisions were mostly made by 
men, with women consulted for support after decisions had 
already been made. The women in this village were reluctant 
to speak or offer any opinions during the FGDs, even though 
committee members were in attendance. Not long after the 
completion of this study, this village overturned its manage-
ment efforts and allowed logging in its previously protected 
areas. It may be that CBFM was experiencing a downturn in 
support at the time of this study.

The women in the FGDs offered the following manage-
ment measures that they would like to see implemented in 
their community:

1.	 Restrict allowed fishing gear types to those that are least 
destructive, for example ban gillnets

2.	 Ban smaller hooks, only size #1/0–8/0 allowed, and use 
lighter lines, only test size #30–50 lb allowed.

473Maritime Studies (2022) 21:465–483



1 3

3.	 Ban harvest of small fish for bait [usually undertaken by 
children]

4.	 Control night diving [where men dive at night using 
snorkel gear, torches, and spears to target sleeping fish] 
and limit this to once a month

5.	 Implement strategies to minimise overharvest, including 
minimum size limits for reef fish

Community 3—passive and consultative 
participation

The CBFM committee in C3 consisted of six permanent 
members, with an additional one to two representatives from 
the Council of Elders (not fixed) taking part in committee 
meetings. Three of the six committee members were female, 
and the representatives of the Council of Elders were always 
male (40% female representation in committee meetings). 
Of the four leadership positions within the committee, only 
the vice chairperson was a woman. Eighteen rangers were 
registered, only one of whom was a woman (Table 2).

During the FGDs, participants said that they did not 
feel their voices were being heard by current management 
processes, with all indicating they would like to be more 
involved but felt there was little opportunity to do so. One 
woman noted that she would, “prefer to join the rangers [over 
the committee]… I wasn’t here. It started before I came back 
[or I would have joined]”. Another noted that, “everyone 
[here] would like to join fisheries management… looking 
forward to future generations, people [here] are increasing 
so it is a good idea to look after our sea resources”.

Discussing their experiences with management structures 
in their community, the participants stated that there had not 
been enough awareness and education about management 
decisions. Discussions touched on the community’s tabu site, 
with participants indicating they did not feel they had been 
adequately consulted in the decision to close this area to har-
vesting. In relation to the decision to create the tabu site, one 
woman stated, “[there are] only conversations in the kitchen 
or talking in the kitchen, [that is how] people know about 
this [tabu site]. But not the whole community too… [just] sit 
down underneath the tree and talk only… men understand 
because they join the business types”. During the second 
focus group, attended mostly by younger women, one woman 
stated that she had attended an awareness meeting held about 
the tabu site (facilitated by an NGO), but not many people 
had attended. Other women stated they had fished in the tabu 
site since its closure, as they did not understand its purpose, 
and were not satisfied with the limited consultation during 
its inception. Participants indicated that the decision to close 
the area had been made by the Council of Elders and CBFM 
committee, with limited community consultation. The tabu 
site was located close to the community; as women are usu-
ally responsible for household duties, including child rearing 

and cooking, they often focus their fishing efforts closer to 
shore than men (Kleiber et al., 2014, 2015). The participants 
stated that women fished more often than men in their com-
munity, and owing to the location of this tabu site, it is likely 
that its implementation affected women more than men.

Although the women in this community expressed their 
dissatisfaction with the location of the tabu site, they also 
expressed their desire to increase protection for the site (see 
below). Whilst the women in our FGDs were unhappy with 
the consultation process for the establishment of the site, 
they also understood the need for a tabu site to safeguard 
fish populations and were aware that the location of the tabu 
site would not be changed. They were therefore interested in 
increasing protection for the tabu site, to maintain fish stocks 
for future generations.

The interaction between ecological factors, including 
availability of coastal resources, and demographic factors, 
primarily religion, should provide increased opportunity 
for women’s involvement in this community. The dominant 
religion is United Church (Table 1), and thus, unlike SDA 
communities, this community was not limited by their 
faith in the range of marine resources they could eat. The 
geographic location of the community within a lagoonal 
area where conditions are generally favourable for fishing 
from dugout canoes, with easy access to mangrove, reef, 
and sandy bottom lagoonal habitats, likely contributes to 
an increased visibility of women’s participation in fisheries 
harvest in this community. Women in this community glean 
and fish extensively in the surrounding areas and are a large 
resource-user group.

Despite their high participation in marine resource 
harvest within this community, the narrative provided during 
the FGDs combined with the committee and ranger team 
profiles indicates that women’s participation in CBFM in 
this community is best described as a mix of passive and 
consultative participation. Although women are on the 
committee, they rarely contribute their perspectives to 
decision-making, and the perspectives and needs of women 
in the community more broadly have not been adequately 
considered in decision-making processes, leading to the 
implementation of management decisions that have likely 
impacted women more than men, such as the location of the 
current tabu site.

A number of management measures were offered by the 
women in the FGDs that they would like implemented in 
their community. Most women suggested various forms of 
harvest and gear restrictions, with discussions highlighting 
that women were concerned about the current state of 
resources. One woman said, “When I was a small girl… 
[there were] lots of fish at this island here. You throw your 
line, you will catch a big fish. This time, no. Now, too many 
people and [we are] overharvesting so it’s not the case”. The 
suggestions are summarised below:
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1.	 Implement strategies to minimise overharvest, including 
minimum size limits for deo [mangrove clams—Poly-
mesoda spp.], reef fish, and hulumu [boring clams—
Tridacna crocea]

2.	 Control night diving [where men dive at night using 
snorkel gear, torches, and spears to target sleeping fish] 
and limit this to once a month

3.	 Female rangers on separate shifts to male rangers, check-
ing the tabu site at night for poachers. Male rangers 
checking day and night*

4.	 No engine [outboard motors] in the tabu site—no oil to 
enter the site

5.	 Increase the number of female rangers
6.	 Check the tabu site regularly for illegal poachers
7.	 Increase community awareness and education about con-

servation and management decisions

*Women are generally unavailable during the day owing 
to their domestic responsibilities but expressed a desire to be 
involved in monitoring the tabu site. Working a ‘night shift’ 
monitoring the tabu site was suggested by the women as a 
way of facilitating their greater participation in management.

Discussion

Sustainable resource use cannot be achieved without the 
inclusion of all resource users in management decisions and 
planning. This is particularly true for small-scale fisheries, 
owing to strong traditionally ascribed gender roles within 
many coastal communities and fisheries value chains 
(Barclay et al., 2018; Kleiber et al., 2015; Kruijssen et al., 
2013; Pollard, 2000; Rohe et al., 2018). As well as issues 
of equity and fairness in management, women use different 
spaces in coastal and marine environments than men (De 
la Torre-Castro et al., 2017), and engage with different 
parts of the value chain, such as processing and marketing 
(Harper et al., 2013). Thus, exclusion of women from marine 
resource management leads to an incomplete picture of 
the spatial distribution of fishing activities, and a lack of 
consideration of sectors which tend to be female-dominated, 
such as processing and marketing (Harper et al., 2020).

In a case study of three communities in Solomon Islands, 
we found that women were involved, in different ways, with 
CBFM, but that there was desire, and room for improvement. 
We discuss below women’s participation in the two decision-
making mechanisms pertinent to this study, participation in 
CBFM committees and holding leadership roles, as well as 
their participation in ranger groups, and the implications 
of our findings for work on gender in the CBFM space in 
Melanesia. We provide some recommendations for fisheries 
practitioners intending to use our model to assess women’s 
participation in CBFM.

Leadership roles

Few women held leadership positions in CBFM 
committees in the communities included in this study. This 
is consistent with findings of other studies, which point to 
cultural norms (kastom) as a barrier to women’s leadership 
in Solomon Islands, and in the Pacific more broadly. There 
is a strong ‘culture of silence’ in fisheries management in 
Melanesia, which discourages women from speaking out 
in management settings (Vunisea, 2008). Studies of how 
female political leaders are perceived in Solomon Islands 
highlights another barrier, with many men indicating 
that women should remain firmly in the domestic sphere 
rather than engage in politics if they want to be respected 
(Batalibasi et al., 2019). Other research highlights that 
female political candidates are treated more harshly than 
their male counterparts, with similar views held by both 
women and men (Wiltshire et al., 2019). These attitudes 
likely apply beyond politics to other forms of leadership 
as well. Cultural norms in many parts of Solomon Islands 
dictate that in a group setting, men will lead discussion 
and women should only speak when spoken to (Dyer, 
2018), making it challenging for women to rise to and 
maintain leadership positions. Although not specifically 
mentioned by participants in this study, other research has 
indicated that women prefer women-only spaces (Lawless 
et al., 2017), or clear establishment that the meeting space 
is a ‘women’s meeting space’ (Dyer, 2018). Creating 
women-only spaces that are equal to men-only spaces, 
and then bringing these two sets of ideas together with 
equal value can assist in increasing women’s voices in 
the decision-making space. In Rwanda, gender quotas 
were an effective mechanism for increasing the number of 
women in politics, but the interaction between gender and 
ethnicity had significant implications for power relations 
(Guariso et al., 2018), while a recent review paper found 
the use of quotas in decision-making processes was 
unlikely to produce gender-equitable outcomes in isolation 
(Lau et al., 2021). There is no single model that will work 
in every community to guarantee women’s full and equal 
participation, hence the need to work closely with local 
communities.

Committee participation

Many women in this study felt that resource management 
was the domain of rangers and CBFM committee members 
and not something in which they could participate, 
suggesting that women felt these formal structures 
were created for men. Women stated that although they 
could join the committee or rangers (and indeed some 
women had), they did not really feel they could (actively) 
participate. This suggests that women feel the CBFM 
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committees and ranger groups are not very welcoming 
for women, and that they do not feel that there is a way 
to take part in resource management without being in 
these committees, indicating a lack of consultation with 
women in the broader community in decision-making. It 
is possible that the limited numbers of women on CBFM 
committees have led to less opportunity for facilitating a 
space for women in the broader community to voice their 
opinions. Increasing the number of women on committees 
is necessary to create a platform for championing all 
women’s voices in management discussions. However, 
from our results, we do not believe setting quotas would 
be a useful measure as the intersectionality of factors 
other than a person’s sex, and local contextual factors, 
play a greater role in determining how women’s voices are 
included. If quotas were to be used, careful consideration 
of the barriers to meaningful participation should be 
considered, as well as how equitable distribution of 
benefits is defined (Lau et al., 2021).

While it is remains important to increase the numbers 
of women on committees, fishery managers should work 
towards improving women’s meaningful engagement on 
CBFM committees, beyond just targeting gender parity in 
committee membership. Women’s voices need to be heard, 
and their ideas valued and debated equally without their 
communities to see fisheries resources managed in a way 
that is fair and equitable for all community members. This 
will necessitate challenging the underlying gender norms 
that see women’s voices marginalised in management 
discourse, through the use of gender-transformative 
approaches. Such approaches remain uncommon, but 
practical guidelines on their implementation for aquatic 
agricultural systems exist (Promundo—US & CGIAR, 
2016), and there are some examples of their successful 
application (Cole et  al., 2015). Specific guidelines for 
employing more gender-inclusive approaches to CBFM in 
the Pacific have also been developed (Barclay et al., 2019; 
Kleiber et  al., 2019), and training has been developed 
for some regional organisations on how to employ them 
(Makhoul & Morris, 2019; Makhoul, 2020).

Gender parity

From our results, we find that gender parity, that is equal 
representation of women and men on a committee, is not 
a reliable indicator of gender equity. This has important 
ramifications for how government and non-government 
organisations deal with gender in CBFM in Solomon 
Islands, as gender parity is widely used as a marker for 
gender equity, with recent research finding most gendered 
approaches to fisheries management in Solomon Islands 
only aim to reach women, with increasing the number of 
women attending meetings and sitting on committees a 

common goal (Mangubhai & Lawless, 2021). This form 
of ‘participation’ has been criticised for the tendency to 
view women as objects, and their attendance a form of 
box-ticking exercise to increase legitimacy (Cornwall, 
2003).

Although some work has suggested that there is a “critical 
mass” of women required to see increased participation of 
women (Agarwal, 2010; Leisher et al., 2018), our findings 
contradict this. One study proposed a “critical mass” of 
women holding 25–33% of CBFM committee memberships 
would lead to their increased participation (Leisher et al., 
2018), while another found a gender quota of 50% women 
led to more equitable sharing of conservation benefits (Cook 
et al., 2019). However, our results show that even when 
these gender quotas are met, it does not necessarily lead to 
increased participation of women. Near-equal representation 
of women and men was seen within the committee in 
Community 2, but this community only saw women 
passively participating in management. In contrast, women 
held just over a quarter of all committee membership within 
Community 1 but were actively participating in management. 
The proposed “critical mass” thus seems somewhat arbitrary, 
with cultural norms that dictate how women should act and 
engage in decision-making, combined with the intersection 
of gender and age, marital status, links to chiefly families and 
many other factors driving how women are able to engage 
in CBFM. Another research in Solomon Islands has also 
challenged the “critical mass” notion, showing that cultural 
norms and power relations drive how women are able to 
engage in decision-making processes such that even in 
instances where women dominate meeting attendance, they 
do not actively participate in discussion in mixed-gender 
meetings, though have robust discussions in women-only 
meetings (Dyer, 2018).

The complexities of gendered interactions are hidden 
by simply recording gender parity within committees, 
as noted above. Although some research has found 
that compliance and enforcement of regulations tends 
to be higher and access to resources more equitable in 
communities where management groups have increased 
gender parity (Leisher et al., 2018), it is important to note 
that looking only at gender parity obscures the impact of 
other interacting factors. The intersectionality of other 
factors likely plays an important role; in Community 1 in 
this study, two of the four women on the committee were 
members of the chiefly family, including the only woman 
in the committee leadership (though we note that all three 
committee leadership roles were held by members of the 
chiefly family). As marine resources are under customary 
tenure with chiefs acting as custodians for these resources 
(Hviding, 1998), relatives of the chief, including women, 
are afforded a higher social status and may therefore 
be more likely to have the opportunity to engage in the 
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management of these resources. However, caution must 
be exercised not to assume that women of higher social 
status necessarily represent the views of all women; 
including only ‘elite’ women can widen the equity gap 
and further marginalise less well-off women, and men 
(Cornwall, 2003; Resurreccion, 2008). It is important 
to note, though, that many studies have shown that the 
best-maintained ecosystems are generally under strong 
customary marine tenure, and this includes strong respect 
within the community for traditional leaders (Costello 
et al., 2016; Herrera et al., 2016; Walter & Hamilton, 
2014; Warren-Rhodes et  al., 2011; Weeks & Jupiter, 
2013). For this study, we also note that those communities 
which saw lower levels of engagement in marine resource 
management were those that had the greatest divisions 
within the community, and the weakest governance, 
particularly Community 2.

Implications of limited consultation

Many of the women who took part in this study felt that 
their voices were not being heard, and that fisheries man-
agement structures in their communities did not include 
them, a trend common across Melanesia (Bennett et al., 
2014; Kruijssen et al., 2013; Macintyre, 2008). In Solo-
mon Islands, as throughout most of the Pacific, decisions 
are generally reached through communal consensus, but 
not all opinions within the community are valued equally, 
with women and youth voices often absent or undervalued 
(Vunisea, 2008). Fewer women than men attending meetings 
regarding marine management, and voicing less opinions 
within those meetings, has been documented in Polynesia 
(Walker & Robinson, 2009) and Solomon Islands (SPC, 
2018b; Lawless & Teioli, 2015). This ‘culture of silence’ 
(Vunisea, 2008) is a significant barrier to women’s effective 
engagement in management.

During the focus groups in Community 3, some women 
stated that they had fished in the community’s tabu site 
since its closure. Women were dissatisfied with the limited 
consultation during the inception of the tabu site, leading 
to a feeling of exclusion and some confusion around the 
purpose of the site and reasons for its closure to all harvest, 
which drove their non-compliance. A previous study in 
neighbouring Roviana Lagoon (Rohe et al., 2018) found 
a similar management failure where women (and some 
men) continued fishing in a protected (tabu) site after its 
designation. The site had been an important fishing ground 
for women, and this lack of compliance was attributed to 
a lack of consultation and distrust of managers. Other 
studies (Ogden, 2017; Westerman & Benbow, 2013) 
have also reported on the greater impacts on women of 
protected areas, highlighting a common issue of protected 
areas being established in fishing grounds that are easily 

accessible and important to women, stemming from 
inadequate consideration of women’s fishing and needs. 
Restricting women’s access to fishing grounds can have 
flow-on effects for household food security and nutrition 
(Vunisea, 2008), as women primarily fish to feed their 
families (Kronen & Vunisea, 2009). Changes in women’s 
access to fishing grounds can therefore impact the type 
and quantity of fish that women are able to provide for 
their families.

Local context

The women in our focus groups all noted they would like 
to see increased implementation of management actions to 
improve resource management, and a greater community 
resolve to work together towards improved management. 
Management suggestions were broadly similar across the 
communities, with fish size and catch limits mentioned in 
all communities, but many responses were community-
specific, relating to the unique set of challenges each faced. 
This highlights that although there are many similarities 
in the way communities may manage their resources, it 
is imperative to consult each community and understand 
their specific concerns and needs for management actions 
to be effective. In addition, community-specific gender 
considerations should also be considered including the 
impact that demographic factors, such as religion, and 
ecological factors, such as access to coastal resources, 
can have on creating barriers to women’s involvement 
in marine resource management. This is an excellent 
argument for the inclusion and engagement of all resource 
users in the decision-making process from conception 
to develop resource management plans that are locally 
appropriate and balance trade-offs between human need and 
conservation, or ecosystem function (Bozec et al., 2016). 
Our study highlighted the impact that demographic and 
ecological factors can have on how women engage with 
fisheries, and therefore with CBFM. Communities 1 and 
2, both located on the weather coast, saw generally less 
favourable conditions for fishing from dugout canoes, which 
are commonly used by women when fishing, and access 
to fewer habitats. In comparison, Community 3, located 
within the calm lagoonal system had more favourable 
conditions for fishing from dugout canoes and access to a 
greater variety of habitats, leading to increased women’s 
fishing in this community. Religion was also seen to have 
an impact, as those communities that are predominantly 
Seventh Day Adventist are prevented from harvesting 
shellfish, an activity generally dominated by women. In 
these communities, such as in Community 2, women will 
engage differently with fisheries and may be more heavily 
involved in the harvest of finfish or may be less involved in 
fishing overall. How women engage with the fisheries value 
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chain will impact how they engage in CBFM and changes 
the value they place on different habitats and species, such 
that women’s priorities and aspirations for management 
will differ between even closely located communities. 
This highlights the importance of meeting with local 
communities to understand the local context, including 
barriers to women’s inclusion in CBFM.

Ranger groups

Ranger groups in the three communities had even fewer 
female members that the CBFM committees. As the remit 
of rangers is more time-intensive, dealing primarily with 
monitoring and compliance with management decisions, the 
low numbers of women rangers may reflect women’s higher 
domestic workload impacting their ability to take part in 
these more time-intensive activities. The interplay between 
gender and other factors such as age, religion, and inequita-
ble distribution of reproductive work impacts upon women’s 
ability to participate in meetings and discussions (Albert & 
Bogard, 2015; Bennett et al., 2014; Vunisea, 2008), such 
that merely extending an invitation to women to participate 
is not enough (Lawless et al., 2017). This may also reflect 
gender norms around what is and is not appropriate work 
for women—even within fisheries organisations in Solomon 
Islands, female staff have reported being told that activities 
such as enforcement and diving were “men’s work” owing to 
the physicality of the work (reported in Mangubhai & Law-
less, 2021), reflecting the dominance of patriarchal attitudes 
in Solomon Islands society. The role of NGOs working in 
these communities often further reinforces these problematic 
attitudes. There is a large push for NGOs to work within 
local traditional management structures, and to some extent 
this is understandable, but this does little to push against 
gender norms that continue to exclude women. The lead 
researcher notes that during her time working in these com-
munities, a number of NGOs were active in assisting the 
communities to manage their marine resources. As an exam-
ple, there were several observations of NGOs training local 
community members to monitor their reefs, but only men 
and male youth took part in the monitoring activities.

In Community 3, women indicated that they would like to 
see more female rangers in their community and specifically 
mentioned posting female rangers on separate monitoring 
shifts of their tabu site to men, with women monitoring dur-
ing the night, and men monitoring both day and night. Women 
tend to be unavailable during the day owing to their domestic 
and reproductive responsibilities, but still want to be involved 
in CBFM and having women rangers work night shifts to 
monitor a protected area is one way to increase women’s 
involvement. This is an example of a gender accommodation 
framework, working within gender norms to find ways to allow 
women to participate as fully as possible.

Utility of the model and recommendations 
for fisheries practitioners

We believe the process of determining where a commu-
nity sits on this model is a useful tool for assessing gender 
equity within CBFM processes in Solomon Islands, and in 
other Melanesian contexts, and can assist fisheries prac-
titioners, and government agencies in particular, to move 
beyond using gender parity as a measure of gender equity. 
The model would be best deployed in tandem with exist-
ing recommendations on how to best mainstream gender 
in fisheries in Melanesia (SPC, 2018a,b), and guidelines 
on how to facilitate gender-inclusive meetings in CBFM 
(Kleiber et al., 2019). Although we believe the model pro-
vides a useful scaffolding to consider gender-inclusive 
approaches to CBFM, the real utility of the model is in 
the process users must go through to determine where a 
community fits within the model. Fisheries practitioners, 
particularly in government agencies, must develop a deeper 
understanding of gender, beyond being able to facilitate 
greater inclusion of women in CBFM. Gender inclusivity 
needs to be considered within these agencies themselves, to 
improve gender inclusivity and attitudes internally, as noted 
by Mangubhai and Lawless (2021). We hope that the under-
taking the process we have outlined in the present study 
to improve gender inclusivity within CBFM may prompt 
broader reflection on gender inclusivity within agencies 
themselves.

The process of determining where a community lies along 
the continuum of participation we outline in our model neces-
sitates that external actors working in the community meet 
with women to discuss their needs, priorities, concerns, and 
aspirations for their engagement in CBFM within their com-
munities. From these conversations, data can be gathered on 
how women are currently engaged in CBFM, where the gaps 
lie, what their aspirations for change are, and what they per-
ceive the barriers to greater engagement to be. Practitioners 
should be looking to collect a suite of data, including com-
munity profiles, monitoring trip reports, and focus group dis-
cussions, that when assessed together will paint a picture of 
women’s engagement in CBFM within a given community.

Community profiles will provide baseline data at a com-
munity scale such as: the gender ratio of (1) the CBFM com-
mittee, (2) leadership positions with the CBFM committee, 
and (3) rangers (in communities that have active ranger groups 
working in enforcement of and compliance with manage-
ment). Other important information that can be included in 
these reports include site geography and dominant religion in 
the community, as these often affect how women engage with 
fisheries, as we have demonstrated above. These indicators of 
women’s participation and inclusion are not universally appli-
cable; however, they include things are already being collected 
by many agencies. Trip reports can be used to record meeting 
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specific information such as the number of women present in 
CBFM meetings and the number of times women speak in 
the meetings. These data are already being incorporated into 
field trip reports in this study system, for example the field trip 
reports developed for WorldFish Center (Gomese et al., 2020). 
These reports were developed to provide consistent data for 
monitoring and evaluation. For more in depth understanding 
of the women’s participation in a specific community CBFM 
process, focus group discussion with women-only should be 
held. Ideally these focus groups would comprise a mix of 
women who are on the CBFM committee and women who are 
not, asking questions designed to understand how women are 
included in CBFM, how they would like to participate more, 
and what they perceive are barriers to increased participation 
and inclusion. Conducting focus groups or interviews with 
individual women is necessary to undertake a deeper assess-
ment of their feelings of inclusion.

It is important that practitioners record the language and 
tone used in these discussions, which can be used in conjunc-
tion with the baseline data to interpret women’s engagement. 
For example, if women share that they feel included in CBFM, 
but later indicate that it is men who make the decisions and 
women simply agree with those decisions, this indicates a very 
low level of participation by women, even if there is gender 
parity on the committee. We believe the use of the model we 
present here by state and non-state actors across Melanesia will 
strengthen practitioners’ engagement with gender in CBFM and 
promote gender-equitable management practices.

Conclusion

In many cases, the failure of management actions can be attrib-
uted to a failure to involve all stakeholders in the decision-mak-
ing process, leading to ill-fitting management plans. By not 
actively seeking to engage women in all stages of decision-
making, a key group of resource users with important skills and 
knowledge is being left out of fisheries management.

As many marine resources in the Pacific are under custom-
ary marine tenure, community-based resource management 
continues to be an important part of maintaining and sustain-
ing marine resources. However, given the gendered differences 
in the way women and men engage in resource management 
(Kleiber et al., 2014, 2015; Kruijssen et al., 2013; Lawless et al., 
2017; Rohe et al., 2018; Vunisea, 2008), and the positive out-
comes seen when women and men are jointly engaged in man-
agement (Leisher et al., 2018), it is imperative that women are 
equally involved if management is to be successful in securing 
the sustainability of resources into the future.

We recommend all organisations working with communities 
on CBFM take the time to understand how the many facets of 
gender and associated power relations impact on how men and 
women can engage with management at the local level, and 

employ gender-inclusive approaches to CBFM that are aimed 
at addressing some of the underlying gender norms that prevent 
women from engaging fully in CBFM. This paper is an exam-
ple of the process of assessing women’s engagement. While 
the model provides a useful assessment metric, it is the process 
of collecting data to make the assessment that provides value, 
because that process includes listening to women, and under-
standing their roles in management, and their priorities and 
aspirations for themselves and their communities. We intend 
to work with the Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources 
to develop guidelines for the specific study system in this paper, 
noting that there is no “one size fits all” approach to increasing 
women’s participation and inclusion in CBFM.
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