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Small-scale fisheries are local, community-based fisheries 
that contribute to the livelihoods, culture and food security 
of coastal communities. These fisheries are built around 
common resources and generally follow more traditional 
and sustainable fishing practices to provide sustenance and 
livelihoods to those involved (Smallhorn-West et al. 2023; 
García-Lorenzo et al. 2024). Approximately 492 million 
people depend on small-scale fisheries for food and livelihood 
security, which contribute 40% to the global catch (FAO 
2022; Stiepani et al. 2023). For Pacific Island communities, 
small-scale fisheries are a mainstay for food, livelihood and 
ecological security. Finfish and invertebrates account for 
50–90% of the animal protein consumed by communities, 
thus providing essential micronutrients (Malm 2009; 
Harding et al. 2022). 

Gleaning – defined as the collection of marine organisms 
from the littoral zone (Furkon et al. 2019) – is an important 
harvesting method in the Pacific for food and income for 
coastal communities (Furkon et al. 2019; Grantham et al. 
2020; Stiepani et al. 2023). The practice of gleaning is strongly 
embedded in Pacific Island cultures and communities, with 
gleaning knowledge usually passed down from generation 
to generation (Grantham et al. 2020; Stiepani et al. 2023). 
While men tend to engage in diverse forms of fishing, women 
are often exclusively engaged in gleaning due to various social 
and cultural beliefs about gender roles and responsibilities 
(Williams 2015; Malm 2009; Lau et al. 2023). Gleaning 
techniques are often characterised as “walking gleaning”, 
where collection occurs on foot along rocky shorelines 
(Furkon et al. 2019), or “general gleaning”, swimming and/
or diving for invertebrates in shallow waters (Stiepani et al. 
2023). Both forms of gleaning may include the collection of 
a diversity of invertebrates, algae or seaweed, and seagrasses 
from these habitats (Stiepani et al. 2023). Despite being 
an invaluable fishery and cultural resource to Pacific Island 

counties and territories, there is a lack of information on the 
economic and non-economic value of gleaning activities and 
harvesting in Pacific communities, and women’s contribution 
to gleaning in particular (Harding et al. 2022).

Tonga is a nation with a high dependency on small-scale 
coastal fisheries and gleaning activities. Coastal fisheries 
in Tonga are primarily subsistence fisheries or small-
scale commercial fisheries, with gleaning being one of 
the primary fishing techniques (D’Andrea et al. 2024). 
Preliminary studies conducted by a local non-governmental 
organisation, the Vava’u Environmental Protection 
Association, have identified some of the key species that are 
targeted by gleaners, including sea cucumbers, ark clams, 
conch, and jellyfish. To develop further evidence of the 
patterns of gleaning in Tonga, the Vava’u Environmental 
Protection Association has also identified a need to collect 
information on species and sustainable practices for gleaning 
activities.  A lack of sex-disaggregated fisheries data means 
there is also limited understanding of women’s and men’s 

In many parts of the world, women’s involvement in fisheries is largely overlooked and can lead to inaccurate estimates of catch effort 
and methods, and furthering women’s marginalisation. As a result, women-dominated activities such as gleaning, which refers to the 
collection of marine organisms from nearshore environments with minimal to no gear, may often be excluded from national fisheries 
assessments. In Tonga, little to no information exists on gleaning, although it may comprise a significant portion of the national 
catch. Thus, a collaborative project comprising researchers from James Cook University in Australia, and representatives from Tonga’s 
Ministry of Fisheries, has been set up to better understand gleaning and the contributions of women to Tonga’s small-scale fisheries.

A woman cleans her catch after gleaning in Vava’u, Tonga. 
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fisheries catch effort and methods, including women’s 
likely significant contribution to gleaning activities. This 
understanding is further obscured by a scarcity of published 
information on gleaning. These knowledge gaps may result 
in underestimating the contribution of women to small-scale 
fisheries, and risking their marginalisation in both formal 
and informal sector activities (Lawless et al. 2021). Building a 
better understanding of women’s contribution to small-scale 
fisheries in Tonga could also have important implications for 
community-based management programmes (Smallhorn-
West et al. 2020) and may improve the recognition and 
inclusion of gleaning grounds within local management.

The lead author, Rhea George, a Master’s student of Marine 
Biology at James Cook University in Australia, is leading 
a new research project designed to directly support the 
Ministry of Fisheries in Tonga by: 

1 	 establishing an estimate of the contributions of 
gleaning to national fisheries catch; and  

2 	 highlighting the extent to which women contribute to 
national small-scale fisheries in Tonga. 

This project is supported by the Australian Centre for 
International Agricultural Research, in collaboration with the 
Ministry of Fisheries in Tonga, and is part of a larger effort 
to economically evaluate Tonga’s inshore fisheries. A team 
of researchers from James Cook University, the Ministry of 
Fisheries in Tonga, and fisheries’ representatives have been 
closely involved in research planning and data collection. Data 
collection was undertaken between September and November 
2024 in the island groups of Vava’u in the north and Tongatapu 
in the south. A combination of methods, including catch surveys, 
recall surveys and key informant interviews, were used to obtain 
socioecological data on the type and number of species caught, 
total hours spent gleaning, and the importance of gleaning to 
communities. This research aims to highlight the contribution 
of overlooked fishers and fisheries in regions of Tonga, and 
will have implications for how equitably fisheries are managed, 
monitored, and evaluated at local, regional and national levels. 
The study’s findings will be used by the Ministry of Fisheries 
to better evaluate their coastal fisheries as well as inform future 
management considerations, particularly for their community-
based Special Management Area programmes. 

References

D’Andrea A., Von Rotz M., Devez S., Hupka B.D., Tauati,M. I. and 
Malimali S.A. 2024. Tonga: Enabling coastal communities to 
protect marine resources and secure the livelihoods of small-
scale fishers. p. 429–450. In: Implementation of the small-
scale fisheries guidelines: A legal and policy scan. Nakamura 
J., Chuenpagdee R. and Jentoft S. (eds). Cham, Switzerland: 
Springer Nature Switzerland.

FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations). 
2022. The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2022. 
Towards Blue Transformation. Rome, Italy: FAO. https://doi.
org/10.4060/cc0461en.

Furkon,  Nessa M.N. and Ambo-Rappe R. 2019. Invertebrate 
gleaning: Forgotten fisheries. In IOP Conference Series: Earth 
and Environmental Science 253: 012029. IOP Publishing.

García-Lorenzo I., Varela-Lafuente M., Garza-Gil M.D. and Sumaila 
U.R. 2024. Social and solidarity economy in small-scale 
fisheries: An international analysis. Ocean and Coastal 
Management 253: 107166. 

Grantham R., Lau J. and Kleiber D. 2020. Gleaning: Beyond the 
subsistence narrative. Maritime Studies 19(4):509–524.

Harding S., Marama K., Breckwoldt A., Matairakula U. and Fache 
E. 2022. Marine resources and their value in Kadavu, Fiji. 
Ambio 51(12):2414–2430.

Lau J., Bonis-Profumo G., Gomese C., Kitolelei S., O’Leary T., da 
Silva A. P., Simões N. and Burgos A. 2023. Gleaning fisheries 
in the Asia-Pacific. Women in Fisheries Information Bulletin 
38:23–26. https://www.spc.int/digitallibrary/get/zyk35

Lawless S., Cohen P.J., Mangubhai S., Kleiber D. and Morrison T.H. 
2021. Gender equality is diluted in commitments made to 
small-scale fisheries. World Development 140: 105348.

Malm T. 2009. Women of the coral gardens: The significance of 
marine gathering in Tonga. Traditional Marine Resource 
Management and Knowledge Information Bulletin 25:2–15. 
https://www.spc.int/digitallibrary/get/f7rg5

Smallhorn-West P.F., Weeks R., Gurney G. and Pressey R.L. 2020. 
Ecological and socioeconomic impacts of marine protected 
areas in the South Pacific: Assessing the evidence base. 
Biodiversity and Conservation 29(2):349–380.

Smallhorn-West P., Abesamis R., Notere Boso D., Cinner J., Cohen 
P., Gelcich S., Harrison H., Jones G., Jupiter S., Firoz Khan 
A.K.M. , Lau J., Lawless S., Mangubhai S., Mills D., Mills 
M., Peckham H., Pressey R., Raj S., Ruano-Chamorro C., 
Tilley A., Tullos J. and Ullah M.H. and Ullah M.H. 2023. 
The fisheries co-management guidebook: Emerging research 
for the effective management of small-scale fisheries. Penang, 
Malaysia: WorldFish.

Stiepani J., Sandig A. and Blicharska M. 2023. The where, the 
how, and the why of the gleaning fishery: Livelihoods, food 
security, threats and management on the island of Malalison, 
Philippines. Ocean and Coastal Management 244: 106806.

Vava’u Environmental Protection Association. No date. Our ocean: 
Gleaning activities. . Vava’u, Tonga: Vava’u Environmental 
Protection Association.

Williams M.J. 2015. Pacific invertebrate fisheries and gender – Key 
results from PROCFish. Women in Fisheries Information 
Bulletin 26:12–16. https://www.spc.int/digitallibrary/get/
hz4bo

For more information about this project please contact 
Rhea George (rhea.george@my.jcu.edu.au) or  

Patrick Smallhorn-West (patrick.smallhornwest@jcu.edu.au)

https://doi.org/10.4060/cc0461en
https://doi.org/10.4060/cc0461en

