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A B S T R A C T

We describe a participatory action research journey with the Anlo Beach
fishing community, Ghana, to promote women’s participation in
decision-making. It was clear from an early stage that women were
absent from formal decision-making platforms, making it difficult for
their livelihood and wellbeing challenges to be addressed. We began
our work with a belief that community transformation can be achieved
only if all community members, including women, participate active-
ly in development projects. We adopted a gender transformative
participatory action research approach. We find that before initiating
participatory projects, it is critical to address gendered power asym-
metries through capacity development to enable marginalised groups
to effectively participate in decision making processes. By opening space
for leadership to emerge from marginalised groups, participatory action
research can bring about transformative and sustainable outcomes.
When their needs are genuinely addressed, community members can
champion development activities that transform their communities.
Implementing such initiatives, however, requires substantial invest-
ment and a fundamental change in the way participatory development
initiatives are implemented.

© 2016 Published by Elsevier B.V.
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1. Introduction

An estimated 795 million people are malnourished globally (including 780 million in developing
countries) (FAO, 2015) and about 1 billion people still live in extreme poverty (World Bank, 2015).
The last few decades have witnessed increasing criticism of the failure of participatory development
approaches to redress this situation (Cleaver, 1999; Kapoor, 2002; Kumar and Corbridge, 2002; Mansuri
and Rao, 2013), well captured in a book ‘Participation: The New Tyranny?’ by Cooke and Kothari (2001).
This book takes aim at participatory approaches for ‘tyrannising’ development debates, with little ev-
idence of living up to their promise of empowering and transforming lives of marginalised groups.
The book paints a pessimistic picture of participatory development that can make one easily dismiss
them as more rhetoric than substance.

Other authors have suggested that participatory approaches:

• address local power dynamics as if they are technical issues that can be solved through technical
solutions, thus failing to address issues of power and politics due to a lack of understanding of how
power is constituted and operates (Mosse, 1994);

• ‘romanticise’ local cultures and ways of life by assuming that a collective problem solving culture
exists, yet local communities are complex and always evolving (Venema and van den Breemer, 1999);

• idealise indigenous knowledge and deem western knowledge irrelevant (Richards, 1985);
• ‘romanticise’ traditional institutions, yet many have transformed and are no longer respected by

local communities (Venema and van den Breemer, 1999);
• create a dependency syndrome as local communities cooperate with development agents, result-

ing in initiatives collapsing when outside institutions disengage (Kozanayi, 2005); and
• slide easily on a continuum from tokenism to interactive participation (Pretty, 1995).

Like other proponents (Hickey and Mohan, 2004; Williams, 2004), we concur with many of the
criticisms regarding shortcomings of participatory approaches. However, we are heartened by evi-
dence from cases where participation has clearly deepened and extended, with local communities taking
significant roles in developing innovative solutions to address development challenges, leading to trans-
formation (Burns and Worsley, 2015; Burns et al., 2013; Hickey and Mohan, 2004). Among promising
approaches receiving recent attention include participatory action research (Burns and Worsley, 2015),
action learning (Zuber-Skerritt, 2002; Zuber-Skerritt and Teare, 2013), and adaptive collaborative man-
agement (Ojha et al., 2013; Prabhu et al., 2007).

In this paper, we describe a participatory action research journey undertaken with the Anlo Beach
fishing community in Ghana to promote participation of community members in development pro-
cesses and fisheries governance. This work was embedded within a larger four-year USAID funded
program, the Integrated Coastal and Fisheries Governance (ICFG) program locally known as Hen Mpoano
(meaning – Our Coast). The program was framed in 2009 to support the Government of Ghana in achiev-
ing development objectives of poverty reduction, food security, sustainable fisheries management and
biodiversity conservation. The program’s long term vision was that ‘Ghana’s coastal and marine eco-
systems are sustainably managed to provide goods and services that generate long term socio-economic
benefits, whilst maintaining biodiversity’. The program aimed to assemble pre-conditions for a formal-
ly constituted coastal and fisheries governance program to serve as a model for the country. The initiative
focused on six coastal districts of the Western Region – Ahanta West, Nzema East, Ellembelle, Jomoro,
Shama and Secondi Takoradi Metropolitan Area. These districts include areas that are important habi-
tats for marine fish species and have large coastal wetlands that provide essential ecosystem functions
and support livelihoods in many fishing communities. Due to the nature and scope of coastal and fish-
eries issues, and the scale at which they needed to be addressed, the ICFG program linked its work
with policy reforms at the national level.

As in many fishing communities in Ghana, women in Anlo Beach were conspicuously absent from
formal decision making platforms, making it difficult for their livelihood and wellbeing challenges to
be addressed. Such challenges include: (a) inadequate infrastructure at landing sites, making process-
ing and storage difficult and labour-intensive, resulting in the value of catch being compromised; (b)
increasing health issues associated with chronic exposure to wood smoke during long hours of fish

ARTICLE IN PRESS

Please cite this article in press as: Tendayi Mutimukuru-Maravanyika, David J. Mills, Cephas Asare, Godfred Ameyaw Asiedu,
Enhancing women’s participation in decision-making in artisanal fisheries in the Anlo Beach fishing community, Ghana, Water
resources and rural development (2016), doi: 10.1016/j.wrr.2016.04.001

2 T. Mutimukuru-Maravanyika et al. / Water resources and rural development ■■ (2016) ■■–■■



processing (Avotri and Walters, 1999); (c) failure by women to obtain sufficient quantities of fish to
maintain profitable businesses due to depleted stocks; and (d) low education levels, lack of voca-
tional training opportunities, and low levels of collective action making it difficult for women to find
alternative ways of earning income to moderate losses arising from the decline in fisheries. While men
in fishing communities tend to reinvest income into their livelihoods and have a degree of freedom
to use their income as they wish, women’s income is normally spent entirely in support of their house-
holds (Bennett, 2005), leaving few opportunities to build alternative livelihoods.

We began our work with the conviction that community transformation would only be achieved
if everyone, including marginalised groups, participated in development projects. This research tackled
the question: How can women’s participation in decision making be enhanced in fishing communities?

2. Gender and development discourses and participatory action research

Issues of women’s participation in decision making processes are better understood by situating
them in global gender developments. There has been a historic shift in focus by international devel-
opment agents to include women in development processes. Two key approaches, ‘Women in
Development’ (WID) and ‘Gender and Development’ (GAD), have dominated the development scene,
as means to enhance women’s participation. These approaches are well documented in literature (Jaquette
and Staudt, 2006; Razavi and Miller, 1995).

The WID approach was adopted by governments and international aid agencies in the 1970s with
the goal of enhancing women’s economic independence. The approach focused on ‘women only’ proj-
ects, and in the 1980s was heavily criticized for failing to consider the context of interventions (Jaquette
and Staudt, 2006; Razavi and Miller, 1995). Critics contended that the approach treated women as an
untapped resource in development by assuming that they had abundant free time. This increased
women’s workload, as their other reproductive and productive roles in the community were ignored.
Additionally, it was argued that the approach inappropriately treated women as a homogenous group.

A new model for including women in development processes, Gender and Development (GAD),
emerged in the 1980s. GAD addressed the shortcomings of WID by taking into account women’s di-
versity (Jaquette and Staudt, 2006; Razavi and Miller, 1995). The new approach had a clearer focus
on social, economic and political relations between men and women (Razavi and Miller, 1995). The
approach aimed to challenge gender roles by training women in what were traditionally male skills,
and enhancing women’s ownership of land and productive assets. Despite the promises that the new
approach brought, implementers still failed to address gender inequalities, largely due to the com-
plexity involved in translating this approach into practice and a lack of commitment by implementing
agents. Although both the WID and GAD approaches shaped the way development aid was adminis-
tered, they were largely unsuccessful in changing the lives of women in developing countries (Apodaca,
2000; Jaquette and Staudt, 2006).

It is clear that efforts to enhance women’s participation have struggled to bring about positive change.
With a conviction to learn from past mistakes, our research team moved ahead with a gender-
focussed participatory action research (PAR) approach that sought to provide a model for enhancing
participation of women in decision making processes. PAR is one of the many new collaborative re-
search approaches that offer opportunities for promoting genuine participation by marginalised groups
in development processes.

PAR is a participatory process of systematic inquiry that is collective, collaborative, and self-
reflective, seeking to answer questions about real-life concerns to improve participants’ well-being.
PAR can promote social learning, thus enhancing community adaptive capacity and resilience (Berkes,
2006; Wiber et al., 2004). As the process continues, over time, community capacity and confidence is
built, and accordingly the scope of activities increases (Olsen, 2003). The implementation process, the
associated leadership and collective capital initiated and built through this process strengthen the group
to undertake larger, more complex tasks as the cycle continues and the scope of activities expands
(represented by the increasing size of spirals – Fig. 1). PAR views people as contributors of knowl-
edge and understanding, and enables them to collaborate with researchers to better understand their
problems and find viable solutions. This empowers people to construct and use their knowledge to
increase the relevance of research (Whyte, 1991). Participants in the PAR process collectively
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identify their problems, collect and analyse relevant information, devise solutions that promote social
transformation, implement the solutions, and monitor the results and evaluate the impact of their
actions and learn lessons (Selener, 1998).

PAR is guided by the following key principles (Apgar and Douthwaite, 2013):

(1) The process is owned by participants who define their real life problems to be addressed;
(2) The practitioners recognize multiple voices and power relations, and make a deliberate effort

to ensure equity;
(3) An emphasis on jointly shared responsibility for collection of data and analysis to support im-

proved understanding and action;
(4) Results of learning are fed back to participants for on-going learning;
(5) To achieve social change and emancipation – scientific and indigenous knowledge are impor-

tant resources for the researched (“beneficiaries”) to improve their situation;
(6) The trained researcher and the observed community work together as co-researchers and aim

to direct actions towards desired change;
(7) Reflection and learning are critical elements and deliberate opportunities are created to promote

these.

Understanding context

Community mobilization

Problem identification, analysis and  
prioritization

1.

2.

3.

Livelihood  a Livelihood b Livelihood c

Developing shared visions and 
indicators for monitoring

4.

Participatory action research5.

Improved community and 
governance outcomes

Time

Sc
op

e

Time

Fig. 1. The participatory action research process we implemented started with setting the stage for action (1 to 4), followed
by agreement on shared visions and the development of action plans. The plans were later implemented in a learning by doing
fashion, followed by reflection and learning opportunities that fed into the next planning activity. Source: Inkoom, n.d..
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In the PAR process, dialogue among all stakeholders is important for creating social spaces for par-
ticipants to share experiences and information, creating common meanings and taking collective action
together (Park, 2001), and for maintaining collaborative relations among stakeholders (Jacobs, 2010).
Engaging in PAR not only requires a new set of skills and knowledge, but requires facilitators to embrace
a new way of thinking and doing research. The process is therefore life changing and transformative.

3. The Anlo Beach �shing community

The Anlo Beach community comprises 740 households (population ca. 4500) and is located in Shama
District, Western Region (Fig. 2). The community is bounded on the south by the open ocean and to
the north by mangroves and wetlands associated with the Pra River delta, which stretches from the
north-eastern to the western side of the community. The community is built on a dune between the
wetlands and the ocean, and is highly vulnerable to floods and erosion (Fig. 2). The community derived
its name from the dominant ethnic group, the Anlo Ewe, who migrated from the Volta Region about
100 years ago. Due to their status as migrants, they do not generally own land, which is owned, instead,
by the original settlers, the Ahanta people.

The dominant livelihoods in the Anlo Beach community are fishing and fish selling, and like the
majority of Ghanaians, fish is the preferred source of protein. Participatory wealth ranking reveals that
most of the households (71%) in the community are classified as poor, having difficulty in obtaining
a single meal a day, educating their children, and affording hospital fees when they become sick. Such
households depend on other people for clothes and housing, and invariably work for others, doing
hard labour. Most women in the community (70%) are classified as poor. More than half of the women
(54%) have no formal education, compared to 27% of men.

Fig. 2. Due to its proximity to the sea and the Pra River, Anlo Beach fishing community is vulnerable to floods from the inland
catchment and storms or rising sea level from the ocean side.
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