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World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) 
Zambia commissioned a Situational 
Analysis of the Kafue Flats Fish and 

Fisheries in 2017 in order to consolidate and review existing data 
on the Kafue Flats. Based on this review, new fisheries-dependent 
and fisheries-independent surveys were designed and conducted to 
produce an update of the fish and fisheries activities of the Kafue 
Flats.

INTRODUCTION

The Kafue Flats fishery is of national importance with an estimated 
value of US$30 million.annum-1. The Flats account for between 15% 
and 22% of the total Zambian fish harvest. The contribution of the 
fishery to food security has previously been acknowledged, but its 
importance as a source of income to many actors in the Kafue Flats 
and further afield has been underestimated. This fishery contributes 
significantly to the regional economy and requires intervention to 
ensure its long-term viability.

Figure 1: Overview 
of the study area 

illustrating national 
parks (NP), game 

management 
areas (GMA), 

forest reserves, 
Department of 

Fisheries sampling 
strata, lakes, 

wetlands, rivers and 
dams. 

The THREE CORE 
OBJECTIVES of 

the project: 

A fisheries-independent analysis which aimed to 
characterise the biodiversity of the Kafue Flats, 
conduct data, trend and invasive species analyses, 
and provide future monitoring opportunities.

A fisheries-dependent assessment to provide 
information on catch rates, gear use and catch 
composition, as well as household demographic and 
economic data, and seasonality in the fishery.  

A stakeholder engagement component which 
aimed to identify, engage with, map and prioritise 
key stakeholders in order to enhance future co-
management efforts of the fishery.
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THE FLATS 
ARE ROUGHLY The Kafue Flats are situated on the lower section of the Kafue River 

and comprise a low-lying floodplain system. The area experiences two 
distinct seasons: a rainy season extending from November to April; 
and a dry season from May to October. Seasonal flooding drives the 
productivity and biodiversity of the Kafue Flats. The Flats are roughly 
240 km long and 50 km wide, and are bounded by man-made dams 
used for hydroelectric power generation. The Kafue Gorge Dam, 
constructed in 1972, is located at the lower end and regulates the 
release of water flowing from the Flats. The Itezhi Tezhi Dam, built in 
1977, regulates the flow of water into the Kafue Flats wetland from the 
upper Kafue system. The impoundment of the Kafue River through 
the construction of these dams has changed the seasonal timing, 
duration and magnitude of flooding on the Flats. The Kafue Flats were 
identified as an internationally important Ramsar wetland due to the 
biodiversity that this complex habitat supports.1 

CHANGING BIO-PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

Hydrological 
Change

Vegetation 
Impacts 

Ichthyofauna 
Impacts

The Kafue Flats have 
experienced a clear 
hydrological shift 
since the construction 
of the Itezhi Tezhi and 
Kafue Gorge dams: 
lower wet season peak 
flows have reduced 
the flood extent2, and 
year-round releases 
from Itezhi Tezhi have 
resulted in permanent 
inundation of parts of 
the floodplain.

Many indigenous 
plants of the Kafue 
Flats, such as 
abundant wild rice 
(Oryza barthii), 
rely on the natural 
flooding regime. Both 
alien and indigenous 
plants may become 
widespread as a 
result of changes to 
the flooding regime.3 
The extensive spread 
of the alien plant 
Mimosa pigra and 
the increased spread 
of indigenous plants 
such as Dichrostachys 
cinerea4, Phragmites 
mauritanus and 
Typha domingensis5  
has resulted from 
human-induced 
hydrological changes.

The Kafue River 
ichthyofauna is 
largely of Upper 
Zambezian origin.6  
Of the 77 species 
recorded in the 
Kafue River system7, 
23 are considered 
commercially 
important8. At least 
five historically 
important 
commercial species 
were uncommon 
or rarely captured 
in the 2017 
study indicating 
commercial 
extinction. 
Furthermore, 
there has been a 
decrease in fish size, 
maximum length, 
and proportion of 
mature fish in the 
fishery since 1980.

240 KM 
LONG  

AND 50 KM 
WIDE

The Kafue Flats were identified 
as an internationally important 

Ramsar wetland due to the 
biodiversity that this complex 

habitat supports 
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Nile Tilapia
The introduction of Nile tilapia (Oreochromis niloticus) in the early 
1980s has had both positive and negative impacts. Nile tilapia now 
form a dominant component of the Kafue Flats fishery, comprising 
50% of the total catch.9 In addition to wild harvests, the introduction 
of Nile tilapia precipitated the formation of a successful aquaculture 
industry and is now a popular table fish throughout Zambia. Their 
introduction has resulted in hybridisation with native Oreochromis 
leading to the loss of two genetically distinct species in the Kafue 
Flats.10 

Redclaw Crayfish
The redclaw crayfish (Cherax quadricarinatus) was accidently 
introduced into the Kafue Flats from fish farm escapees in the 1990s.11  
By 2009 they were considered an established population. Potential 
impacts include competition with other crustacea; the transfer of 
parasites and diseases; predation on fish eggs and larvae; alteration 
of habitat due to burrowing habits; and cropping of macrophytes. 
Crayfish cause considerable damage to fishers’ nets and catches12, 
increase processing time and servicing costs, and reduce the value of 
their harvest due to damage. Entanglement of crayfish in nets often 
leads fishers to abandon them resulting in increased ghost fishing 
gear. No mitigation or control measures have been implemented.

Water Hyacinth
Water hyacinth has been in the upper part of the Kafue Gorge since 
1966. It is well established on the Kafue Flats13 and has the potential to 
reduce areas open for fishing, interfere with fishing activities, hinder 
the navigation of clogged waterways14, as well as reduce dissolved 
oxygen levels which may impact on aquatic biodiversity.  

Summary Report: Situational Analysis of Fish and Fisheries of the Kafue Flats Wetland Ecosystem

INTRODUCTION & SPREAD OF 
NON-NATIVE SPECIES
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Figure 2: A 
comparison of three 

indices of effort 
for the Kafue Flats 
fishery from 1995-

2015 (Data source: 
DoF 1993, 2006, 

2015).

OVERVIEW OF SOCIO-ECONOMIC CONTEXT
The number of fishers15 on the Kafue Flats increased significantly 
between 2006 and 2015 (Figure 2), suggesting substantial recruitment 
into the fishery over this period.  

Catch Assessment Surveys undertaken by Department of Fisheries 
(DoF) in 2011 determined that 93% of fishers were selling their catch 
for cash, while only 3% fished for home consumption. Most of the 
value-adding (salting and smoking fish) was performed by female 
traders rather than fishers. Most trading took place at harbours and 
landing beaches.

State of the Fishery: Open-Access, 
Unsustainable Methods and Overfishing 
The Kafue Flats is a diverse floodplain fishery characterised by 
multiple user groups applying a multi-method, multi-species approach 
to the fishery that contributes significantly to livelihoods as a source of 
protein, income, or supplementary income.17 

The fishery developed rapidly in the 1950s due to the introduction 
of cheap nylon gillnets and an increase in market demand for fish.18 
Between 1954 and 1958, the number of gillnets in the fishery increased 
by more than 400%, causing a large rise in annual harvests from 
2,000 to 10,000 tonnes. The increase came at a significant cost to 
both fish stocks and fishers, and catch rates (Catch CPUE) for both 
the gillnet and seine-net fishers subsequently plummeted. The gillnet 
fishery catch rate dropped by 50% from >40 kg.net-1 in 1954 to 20kg.
net-1 in 1958. For the next four decades, gillnet effort continued to rise 
and catch rates continued to decline. 

Almost 1,000,000 
people reside in the 

Kafue Flats area16 
with many relying 

on the wetlands for 
their livelihood

Numerous 
fishers rely on the 
fish resources for 

protein and income
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The Kafue Flats fishery has been officially estimated to produce 
between 3,000 and 11,000 tonnes.year-1 and is a significant 
contributor to overall fish production in Zambia.19 However, accurate 
estimates are lacking and this number is likely an underestimate, and 
the fishery may actually yield up to 20,000 tonnes.year-1.20 

Fisheries Governance
Due to the challenges faced by both traditional and contemporary 
management regimes, the Kafue Flats fishery exists as an open-access 
resource. A lack of regulation has resulted in the fishery displaying all 
the classic signs of overfishing.

Despite the Fisheries Act being comprehensive and providing good 
regulations for management of fisheries, compliance remains weak 
due to a lack of enforcement, and the use of illegal nets and methods 
is widespread.21 The Chunga and Lwato lagoons are proclaimed 
closed areas which serve as refuges for breeding fish populations, but 
limited policing has resulted in frequent illegal fishing.22 Fishers are 
required to have a licence to fish, but there are no limits to the number 
of licences issued, and minimal compliance monitoring. Fishing 
illegally is commonplace.23 Through the Act, an annual closed season 
is currently declared across Zambia during the wet season, from 1 
December to 28 February, in order to protect vulnerable spawning 
stocks.24 However, enforcement is poor and the 2015 Frame Survey 
results suggested more than 30% of fishers did not respect the ban.

The Kafue Flats are primarily managed by the DoF, with only the 
portions that fall within Lochinvar National Park, the Blue Lagoon 
National and the GMAs (Figure 1) being managed by the Department 
of National Parks and Wildlife (DNPW). Additionally, communities 
in the Kafue Flats are governed by traditional leaders who are the 
custodians of customary land and responsible for the allocation of 
land under their control. The extent to which this custodianship is 
applied to fishing areas is unclear.

A comprehensive Fisheries Management Plan for the Kafue 
Fishery was developed in 2011 for the Kafue Flats, but is yet to be 
implemented.25

Fisheries in Zambia are managed through the Fisheries Act 
(Act No. 22 of 2011). The Act provides for the appointment of 
the Director of Fisheries and Fisheries Officers and contains 
regulations pertaining to permitted fishing gear, the declaration 
of closed areas and seasons, and the management of fisheries 
and waterways. 

SIGNS OF 
OVERFISHING

Fishers are required to have a licence to fish, but there are no limits to 
the number of licences issued, and minimal compliance monitoring.

Increasingly 
smaller mesh 
sizes outside 
of legal sizes 
to maintain 
catch rates

Decreasing 
catch rates 
over time

A decrease in 
the average 

size of fishery 
species 

An increase 
in the use of 
active fishing 

methods

Absence of 
previously 
abundant 

fishery 
species from 
present day 

catches

Summary Report: Situational Analysis of Fish and Fisheries of the Kafue Flats Wetland Ecosystem
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APPROACH FOR THE 2017 SURVEYS
Fisheries-independent data collection was aligned with previous 
surveys conducted by the DoF to ensure standardization of fishing 
methods and comparability of data. The key gear type used by 
the DoF is a gillnet fleet, and consists of one 585 m long gillnet 
comprised of 13 panels of different mesh sizes. The gillnet was set 
for three nights in each stratum during high flow (April 2017) and 
low flow (October 2017) surveys. Gillnet surveys were supplemented 
through the use of fyke nets, electrofishing and crayfish traps to 
gather data on biodiversity and invasive species.

The fisheries-dependent survey used structured interviews with 
fishers and fishing communities to characterise the fishery. Three 
types of surveys were run concurrently: (1) A detailed household 
level Socio-Economic/Livelihood Survey; (2) A Market Survey 
undertaken opportunistically at landing sites and markets; and (3) A 
Catch Assessment Survey aligned with previous surveys conducted 
by DoF. Ten field workers were appointed during both low and high 
flow surveys and were trained to conduct interviews over a 20-day 
period during each survey. 

Major role players in fisheries governance of the Kafue Flats were 
identified and analysed in order to determine each stakeholder’s 
key attributes (for example expertise, willingness to engage, 
perceived legitimacy). This was achieved through an initial literature 
review, expert input from DoF and WWF, and two weeks of direct 
engagement with national and regional stakeholders, traditional 
leaders and community organisations. Following this, a mapping 
and prioritisation exercise was then undertaken to link and rank 
stakeholders in relation to WWF’s. 

Fisheries-
Independent 

Data 
Collection

Fisheries-
Dependent 

Data 
Collection

Stakeholder 
Governance & 

Engagement

The Kafue Flats comprises four major sampling strata as delineated 
by DoF (Figure 1), namely:

• Stratum I    From Kafue Gorge Dam to upstream of Chanyanya  
                    Lagoon
• Stratum II   From Chanyanya Lagoon to Chunga Lagoon (in  
                Lochinvar National Park)
• Stratum III From Chunga Lagoon to Namwala

• Stratum IV From Namwala to the Itezhi Tezhi Dam

Study
 Area
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Fisheries-Independent Sampling Results
Twenty-four gillnet nights, 48 fyke net nights, 363 crayfish trap nights, 
and 30 electrofishing sites were completed during seasonal surveys, 
with the focus divided equally between high and low flow periods. In 
total, 49 species of fish representing 13 families were recorded using 
these four sampling methods.

Thirty-one species from eight families were captured during the gillnet 
surveys. Both biomass (amount of fish in kilograms, CPUE kg) and 
relative abundance (number of individual fish caught, CPUE n) were 
highest in the smaller mesh sizes in all strata. In other words, many 
more small fish than large individual fish were caught. Species richness 
(the number of species caught) was highest in Stratum IV (13.3±2.5 
species) and lowest in Stratum I (3.4±1.1 species). Relative biomass 
decreased from 5.8±2.1 kg.net-night-1 to 0.2±0.1 kg.net-night-1, and 
relative abundance decreased from 189.8±63.5 fish.net-night-1 to 7.8±4.1 
fish.net-night-1 from Stratum IV to Stratum I respectively. 

Comparison with earlier DoF data shows a notable decline in the 
relative abundance, biomass and average size of fish in the Kafue Flats 
from the late 1980s to the current survey. Relative abundance peaked 
in 1988 at 283.7±20.3 fish.net-night-1 and deteriorated during the 
1990s. The current survey results are less than half (38%) of the peak 
value at 108.5±49.3 fish.net-night-1. Relative biomass shows a similar 
trend with a peak in 1986 at 44.5±5.6 kg.net-night-1 dramatically 
decreasing to 2.8±1.3 kg.net-night-1 in the most recent survey in 2017 
(Figure 3). A coarse indicator of fish quality is the average biomass 
of individual fish (CPUE kg/CPUE n). This indicator demonstrates a 
significant decline in mean fish weight from 0.44kg in 1983 to 0.03kg 
in 2017.

Comparison with 
Historical Data

Figure 3: Temporal 
trends in relative 
biomass (kg.net-
night-1) from the 

DoF Fisheries 
Independent 

Surveys. 
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The invasive redclaw crayfish (C.  quadricarinatus) was captured in 
crayfish traps in all four strata during both high and low flow surveys. 
The relative abundance differed significantly by stratum, with Stratum 
IV having much higher catches.

Four key species were chosen as indicators of temporal change in 
size structure in the broader Kafue Flats area: the sharptooth catfish 
(Clarias gariepinus); the thinface largemouth (Serranochromis. 
angusticeps); the silver catfish (Schilbe intermedius); and the bulldog 
(Marcusenius macrolepidotus). Historically, other species were 
important in the fishery, but their disappearance in recent surveys 
has prevented their use as indicators and highlights the commercial 
extinction of these species from the Kafue Flats fishery. A long-term 
decline in a proportion of mature individuals, mean length, size range, 
and maximum size for all indicator species is evident on the Kafue 
Flats.

Fisheries-Dependent Sampling Results

Household Socio-Economic Survey Results
A total of 1,329 respondents were interviewed for the Socio-Economic 
Survey during the high and low flow periods across the four strata. 
The results suggest the distinction between permanent and migrant 
residents no longer applies and that most fishers on the Kafue Flats 
are now year-round residents. Despite differing origins and histories, 
the residents are not distinct in their level of involvement in all 
aspects of the fishery (fishing, processing, trading, and participatory 
management).

The average household size was similar across strata ranging from 
5.6 to 5.9 people, with the number of household members formally 
employed being low, particularly in Stratum IV. Fish protein was most 
important to the household diet in Strata II, III and IV where it was 
consumed more than five times per week compared to Strata I where 
fish protein was eaten less frequently (<50%). 

Fishing Activities
Six main gear types were reported. Gillnets were the dominant gear 
type across all strata. Other popular methods included draw nets, 
basket traps, kutumpula (actively chasing fish into a gillnet by beating 
the water), longlines, and hook and line fishing. The importance and 
use of these other gears varied between strata. 

Reported fishing effort was highly variable across all strata, but 
uniformly declined from December to February during the fishing 
ban.

Crayfish Survey 
Results

Indicator Species 
Size Structure 

Results

1,329 
RESPONDENTS 

were 
interviewed 

MAIN GEAR 
TYPES WERE 

REPORTED
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Fisheries Governance Results
Over half of the fishers in Stratum IV had fishing licences (66%), while 
in all other strata the majority of fishers were unlicensed, particularly 
in Stratum III. Fishers from all strata reported being prevented 
from fishing in certain areas at some point. The highest proportion 
of fishers reporting being prevented from fishing during certain 
times of the year was in Stratum I (57% of respondents). The highest 
occurrence of fishers being prevented from entering closed areas was 
reported in Stratum III (42%), followed by Stratum IV (38%) and 
Stratum II (24%). The main agent enforcing the closed areas was the 
DNPW in strata II, III and IV, with DoF representatives also enforcing 
closed areas in Stratum II. 

Livelihood Activities 
Fishing was the most important livelihood activity in Stratum III 
and Stratum II with 92% and 43% of respondents respectively only 
undertaking this activity. Farming was most important in Strata I 
and IV with 56% and 26% of respondents respectively farming only. 
Overall for the Kafue Flats, 54% of respondents were exclusively 
dependent on fishing, 18% on farming, with 21% being reliant on both 
activities.   

Alternative livelihoods were most common in Stratum I and included 
activities such as running a bakery, working in a shop, selling airtime, 
and working in a market. Fish processing is the major alternative 
livelihood activity reported in Strata II and III, followed by fish 
trading. Fish trading is the most important alternative livelihood to 
farming and fishing in Stratum IV.

Catch Assessment Survey Results
In total, 1,208 Catch Assessment Survey interviews were conducted 
during the low and high flow surveys. Mixed small fish, small 
cyprinids, catfish, silver catfish and banded tilapia were the main 
components of the catch. Fibre boats were most common in Stratum I, 
canoes in Stratum II and Stratum IV, and plank boats in Stratum III. 
Gillnets were the most popular gear.

Catch per unit effort (CPUE) ranged from 3.2±0.7 kg.fisher-1.day-1 to 
60.0±17.1 kg.fisher-1.day-1 in Stratum IV and Stratum II respectively. 
Fishing effort ranged from 3.2±0.2 to 4.0±0.1 days per week across 
seasons and strata, with no patterns evident. CPUE and effort 
estimates were used to calculate seasonal and annual harvest using 
three different methods. Estimated annual harvest ranged from 
13,360 to 18,365 tonnes.year-1 depending on the method used. 

The estimates of an annual harvest on the Kafue Flats translate into 
a spatial yield of 20 to 28kg.ha-1.year-1. This is considerably lower 
than the yield for floodplain rivers based on the morphoedaphic 
index, which ranges from 72 to 200kg.ha-1.year-1. Actual values for 
moderately to heavily exploited floodplain fisheries range from 28 to 

GILLNETS
 WERE THE 

MOST 
POPULAR 

GEAR

54% 
OF RESPONDENTS

WERE EXCLUSIVELY 
DEPENDENT ON 

FISHING
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134 kg.ha-1.year-1. The estimated harvest and corresponding annual 
spatial yield for the Kafue Flats is in the observed range for a heavily 
exploited fishery.

Market Survey Results
The Market Surveys undertaken at Chunga, Nakambala, Kalukulu 
and Namwala revealed an estimated annual volume of 1,177 tonnes 
(dry and wet weight) with a total value of approximately US$1.4 
million per annum from these four markets.

Economic Value
The economic value of the fishery was calculated based on an 
estimated harvest of 15,956 tonnes.year-1, taking into account the 
number of fishers per stratum and seasonal CPUE. The calculation 
also accounted for the three-month fishing ban and the ratio of catch 
used for home consumption versus catch sold. Based on a wet-weight 
sale price of ZMK18.80/kg from the market surveys, the estimated 
value of the sale component of the fishery is approximately US$22.6 
million per annum. The economic value of the retained fish for home 
consumption is estimated at US$7.3 million per annum. Therefore, 
the value of the entire Kafue Flats fishery is in the region of US$30 
million per annum.26

Stakeholder Engagement and Governance 
Survey
National and regional government stakeholders, as well as traditional 
authorities and community organisations were consulted during the 
governance survey.

Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with each stakeholder 
group to understand the composition of the current fisheries 
management regime, and to obtain a history of the stakeholder’s 
activities in relation to fisheries management.

Discussions with key national stakeholders revealed that DoF faces 
severe funding and capacity challenges. These constraints can to 
some extent be addressed through establishing partnerships and 
identifying means to generate an additional running budget, while 
capacity limitations may be addressed through training programmes. 
The existing partnership between DoF and DNPW is working well, 
and both institutions share common concerns regarding the effects 
of flow manipulation for electricity generation on the biological 
productivity of the Kafue Flats.

The stakeholder 
engagement and 

governance process 
involved meeting 

with KEY ACTORS 
AT THE NATIONAL, 

REGIONAL, AND 
LOCAL LEVELS in 

order to understand 
the views, powers, 

and relationships 
between them and 

their current and 
future roles in the 

guardianship of 
the FISHERY AS A 

SHARED RESOURCE. 

ESTIMATED 
HARVEST & 

CORRESPONDING 
ANNUAL SPATIAL 

YIELD FOR 
THE KAFUE 
FLATS IS IN 

THE OBSERVED 
RANGE FOR 

A HEAVILY 
EXPLOITED 

FISHERY
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Meetings with district leaders identified the potential for expanded 
collaboration and assistance from district administrations to enable 
DoF to achieve its mandate. However, further clarity on the hierarchy 
of powers from central government to the district level is required. 

Community discussions revealed key insights into the interplay of 
traditional leaders, associations, and fishers. While chiefs are not 
directly involved in the day-to-day activities of fisheries and are 
therefore less critical to any potential management plan, they play 
an important role in mobilising community activities. Headmen 
face legitimacy issues in respect of fishers who have settled on the 
Flats from elsewhere in Zambia. These headmen hold an important 
position in terms of the initiation of management interventions, but 
require support from senior headmen, chiefs and DoF to enhance their 
perceived legitimacy. Meetings with the Village Fisheries Management 
Committee (VFMC) and Fishers Association were positive, with both 
organisations showing strong signs that their involvement in co-
management initiatives are likely to be viable. Traders do not appear 
to be in need of management interventions and are working efficiently 
at present.

All key 
stakeholder 
groups with an 
interest and 

potential for co-operative 
management of the 
Kafue Flats fishery were 
engaged in this study. 

Those engaged 
during this 
process are the 
main players 

and key partners for future 
management intervention 
planning. 

The 
stakeholder 
engagement 
process did 

not uncover any additional 
organisations that were 
omitted during the initial 
screening stages. 

CO-MANAGEMENT OF THE 
FISHERY REMAINS FEASIBLE
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DISCUSSION
High levels of persistent and unregulated fishing practices have 
contributed to the collapse of the Kafue Flats fishery. The relative 
abundance, biomass, and average size of fish have all declined 
between the late 1980s and the current survey period. In addition, 
several species which were important to the fishery historically are 
now uncommon and rarely caught, indicative of serial overfishing in 
the Kafue Flats, and commercial extinction of these species. Pivotal 
long-term changes in gear type and fishing methods have occurred 
enabling fishers to sustain high catch rates despite declining stock 
levels. The transition from passive gear (gillnets) to active fishing 
(dragnetting) and kutumpula is seen throughout the Kafue Flats and 
is symptomatic of the increasing need for more demanding methods 
to maintain equivalent catches. Increasing participation rates have 
further stressed the fishery. A significant reduction in fishing effort 
by regulating the number of participants in the fishery and regulating 
the fishing techniques employed is required to ensure the long-term 
sustainability of the Kafue Flats fishery. 

Co-management of the fishery remains feasible. Project funding to 
initiate activities, followed by a long-term commitment of support by 
government authorities (DoF, DNPW, Local Government) is essential. 
The base structure for community involvement, notably the VFMCs, is 
in place but needs major inputs of education, training and funding to 
become effective.

Fisheries-Independent Situational Analysis
Ongoing monitoring should continue to utilise gillnet surveys as 
the primary means to assess long-term trends in key indicators in 
all strata. Gillnet surveys can be supplemented by other methods to 
assess small species not ordinarily captured. The programme should 
also include the regular use of standardised (type, size and bait) 
crayfish traps to monitor the distribution and abundance of red claw 
crayfish. The gillnet survey design can be improved by using multiple, 
shorter gillnets with the same mesh sizes as the historical dataset. 
This change should be accompanied by a comparability experiment to 
ensure the historical data and new data can still be used together.

The following indicators can be used as a basis to track changes in the 
fishery over time: frequency of occurrence of species; relative biomass 
by weight (CPUE kg); relative abundance by number (CPUE n); and 
species composition (in kg and number). In addition, the following 
metrics for indicator species should be adopted: mean size (size 
distribution); relative biomass (CPUE kg); percentage above size at 
first maturity; maximum size; and size range.

HIGH LEVELS OF 
PERSISTENT & 
UNREGULATED 

FISHING 
PRACTICES 

HAVE 
CONTRIBUTED 

TO THE 
COLLAPSE 

OF THE 
KAFUE FLATS 

FISHERY
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Fisheries-Dependent Situational Analysis
The fisheries dependent survey has gathered a reliable and 
comprehensive baseline dataset. Furthermore it has established a 
useful framework for future monitoring despite several challenges 
encountered during implementation. Areas for improvement include 
greater monitor training and management during the surveys to 
ensure questions are asked correctly and responses are consistent 
throughout each survey. The field team highlighted that fishers were 
reluctant to provide information to field workers during the low flow 
survey because of fears around a rumoured six-month fishing ban. 
People were also hesitant to admit to fishing during the ban between 
December and February. A good relationship needs to be established 
between field workers and the communities and respondents with 
whom they are engaging.

The following indicators should be adopted to monitor the socio-
economic aspects of the fishery going forward: relative proportion of 
fishing income to household income; changes in fishing equipment 
ownership; fishing effort and seasonality (number of months during 
which fishing is undertaken, important fishing months, days fished 
each month of the year).

More detailed socio-economic and livelihoods data could be obtained 
periodically on a smaller sub-sample of the population using the full 
survey from the 2017 study. 

The Catch Assessment Survey should be focussed on landing sites 
only, while the socio-economic interviews should be conducted in 
fishing villages. The following indicators for the Catch Assessment 
Survey are recommended: catch composition; relative biomass (CPUE 
kg); relative number (CPUE n); mean length; gear use; daily sale value; 
and number of days fished in last seven days.

Stakeholder Engagement and Governance
Co-management of the Kafue Flats fisheries demands on-going 
support from the government and stakeholders. Successful 
implementation of a co-management strategy will require a secure 
source of funding in the long term. Given the many needs of 
government funding in Zambia, this will be challenging to secure. 

A GOOD 
RELATIONSHIP 

NEEDS TO BE 
ESTABLISHED 

BETWEEN FIELD 
WORKERS & THE 
COMMUNITIES & 

RESPONDENTS 
WITH WHOM THEY 

ARE ENGAGING

More detailed socio-economic and livelihoods 
data could be obtained periodically 
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CONCLUSION
The Kafue Flats fishery is collapsing. The Kafue Flats floodplain 
ecosystem is subject to flow control, overfishing, and invasive species 
pressures that are confounding resource management efforts.
These pressures are further compounded by the weak enforcement 
of regulations and the absence of support for key stakeholders and 
ongoing growth in participation in the fishery. Cumulatively, these 
factors have contributed to the collapse of the Kafue Flats fishery.

The flood pulse is an important driver of productivity in floodplain 
ecosystems and fisheries. The lack of seasonal flooding and nutrient 
inputs means lower primary and secondary productivity and less 
productive fisheries.27 A review of the current water release plan 
and the development of an Integrated Flow Management Plan may 
contribute towards improving the ecology within the Kafue Flats.

The current level of aggregate fishing effort is resulting in an over-
fished system. Fishers are present in increasing numbers and have 
resorted to using smaller mesh sizes and more active fishing methods 
to maintain catch rates. Fishers who were previously only part-time 
participants in the fishery (migrant fishers) are now permanently 
settled, suggesting a lack of alternative livelihoods elsewhere in 
Zambia. Local populations are increasingly dependent on the stability 
of the fishery, which increases their vulnerability to fluctuations in 
catch levels. 

The immediate goal should be to stabilise the fishery 
by removing the most destructive gear, including all 
monofilament netting and shade cloth dragnets. Management 
goals should be established through a consultative process involving 
the fishers in dialogue with stakeholder organisations. The regulation 
of fishing methods and rights need to be actively enforced by an 
adequately funded DoF.

Invasive species have negative impacts on fish populations, 
environments and the livelihoods of fishers. Crayfish, which destroy 
fishing equipment, predate on fish lifecycles, damage fish habitat, 
were reported as having major negative impacts. The accidental 
introduction of Nile tilapia in the 1980s has resulted in hybridisation 
with other species28 and the outcompeting of native ichthyofauna. 
Water hyacinth is well established on the Kafue Flats, clogging 
waterways and reducing fishing zones.

Combatting these ongoing pressures requires a coordinated response 
involving governance, environmental, and financial measures. The 
long-term damage to the system can only be stemmed through an 
integrated management approach involving consensus-based decision 
making. By balancing the competing needs of all, it is possible to 
reverse this decline. 

THE KAFUE 
FLATS 
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COLLAPSING 
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