Fishing, as old as hunting and gather-
ing of food, is a traditional occupaton in
Bangladesh. As in some parts of India
and Sri Lanka, fisheries resources of the
country had been managed through the
adoption of sociocultural and religious
processes of control. These beliefs played
an important role in evolving an implicit
mechanism for exploiting and managing
the naturally occurring stock of fish over
the years, without disrupting the ecol-
ogical balance and the regenerating
potential of the resource itself.

Job-Specific Caste System

Fishing in marine and riverine waters
of Bangladesh has long since been consi-
dered a traditional practice by a group of
people who maintain a different set of
sociocultural and religious beliefs from
the rest of the communities. These trad-
itional fishermen are known as "Jaladas",
a term that implies a family genealogy
tied to fishing occupations. The literal
" meaning of "Jaladas" is slave of water
and the "Jaladas" community occupies
one of the lowest castes in Hindu religion
which introduced a job-specific caste

A family in a typical fishing village in Bangladesh.
Photo by M. Aguero.
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system into  waditional Hindu socicly
many hundred years ago. They have been
operating and living in isolated villages
along the coasts or sides of major rivers
for centuries. As a community they are
relatively autonomous from the rest of the
villagers with respect to primary social
relations and kinship. They have nonethe-
less been integrated at present into the
village in terms of labor, source of
capital, village politics and village
resources. Cultural sanctions and social
norms created a gap between the fishing
and nonfishing communities, and in
essence placed the fishery resources
under the exclusive exploitational control
of these "slaves of water",

The closed nature of the fishing com-
munity and the existence of a distinct
subculture served as a barrier to the entry
of other communities into the fishery,
which, being an Open-access resource,
could have been exploited as well by
persons from other communities. On the
other hand, these traditional fishermen
are bound by social and cultural norms
and barriers with regard to adopting
changes in their occupation. Over the
years they have engaged in subsistence
fishing with the least mechanical sophisti-
cation in their operations. They abide by
some implicit restrictions on the exploita-
tion of the fishery and refrain from the
type of effort that might cause harmful
effects on the growth and recycling of the
resource (e.g., use of dynamites and
construction of temporary barriers).

Thus, the sociocultural gap between
fishing and non-fishing communities
helped regulate the [isheries without
much difficulty in the absence of any
explicit legal restrictions on entry and
exploitation activities. The conservational
role of this fishery subculture appears
more pertinent in the present day situa-
tion wherein factors of caste competition
as well as its ideological superstructure
seem to be diminishing in importance.
The century-old traditions of the "Jala-
das" community are now under conti-
nuous pressure to break apart. This
process started in the mid-1960s with
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economic and social changes caused by
increasing population and landlessness,
lack of opportunities in the industrial
sector and the introduction of free market
economies and the modern concept of
commercial fishing.

In the course of time and for more
practical economic reasons people from
other communities including Muslims are
becoming more and more involved in this
occupation. The behavioral pattern of
these new-fishermen is different from that
of the traditional "Jaladas" community,
For instance, in the case of riverine
fishing, most of the newcomers are
Muslims ousted from land-based agricul-
ture and are yet to develop the ethics of
their newly adopted occupation. They
always think of going back to farming if
and when opportunity comes, e.g., if they
are able to get back their farmland lost by
river erosions. Ironically, such prospect is
very bleak. They never are able to get
back their rights on recovered lands by
fighting against the wealthy landlords
who always have an upper hand in grab-
bing newly accreted land. In conse-
quence, they suffer from their own di-
lemma. They think of fishing as a tempo-
rary means of carning a living and exert
the least effort in obeying the fishing
norms. They often resort to destructive
methods of fishing such as the use of
small-mesh nets to catch undersized fish;
construction of temporary barriers; or the
use of fishing gear to cover the whole
stretch of river during the dry season to
caich large numbers of fish indiscrimi-
nately. And yet, they have to depend on
fishing for the rest of their lives.

Socioreligious Injunction

The Hindu society in ancient Bengal
observed a socioreligious injunction of
not cating hilsa (Hilsa ilisha, a dominant
migratory species of coastal waters,
estuarics and large rivers in the Bay of
Bengal region) from Bijoya Dasami (Sep-
tember-October) to Sri Panchami (Jan-
uary-February). This discouraged fishing
of spent and immature hilsa during the
winter season. Such injunction worked
towards the conservation of the fishery.
This practice is, however, no longer fol-
lowed and large-scale hilsa fishing is now
carried on even in winter,

A different type of socioreligious in-
Junction prevails in the case of intensive
fishing of natural depressions (e.g., beels
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Destrucuve fishing practices (1) the use of fine mesh nets; (2) construction of temporary barriers.
Photos by M. Aguero.

and haors) in which the fishermen refrain~ the god of fish and remain very quiet in

from catching fish on Saturdays. Obsecr-
vance of such fishing holidays stemmed
from the belief that the fish species
spread in the vast open waters of the
natural depressions stay in contact with

the water, lacking any urge to feed them-
selves on Saturdays. Traditional. fisher-
men, having very strong faith in super-
natural powers, do not want to disturb the
fish on that day.

Destructive Practice

In contrast to the above, an cxample of
anli-conscrvational action which is an
outcome of traditional belief is the fishing
of small-sized hilsa, known as Jatka in
Bangladesh and filsa Khoria in West
Bengal. According 1o traditional belicf,
Jatka is a separatc fish specics which
appears only during ccertain months of the
year. It is caught in large numbers in big
rivers during March and April when the
waler level is at its lowest. Such practice
has been considered highly destructive as
the [ish do not get an opportunity to breed
cven once.

Weakened Role of Tradition

In the absence of any explicit authori-
tarian control over the resources of the
vast open-access waters, sociocultural
traditions and beliefs have long since
regulated theé fisheries. Although the
gradual exposure to the market economy
together with social development policies
aimed at integrating fishing communities
-- socially, culturally and institutionally --
into the wider socio-cultural system has
weakened the role of older traditions and
beliefs, some of them still have important
implications for regulating the fisheries of
the present times. L]

Naga, the ICLARM Quarterly, formerly the ICLARM Newsletter, is published by the
International Center for Living Aquatic Resources Management ICLARM), MC P.O. Box
1501, Makati, Metro Manila, Philippines. Telephones 818-0466, 818-9283 and 817-5255;
Cable ICLARM Manila; Telex ITT 45658 ICLARM PM and Eastern 64797 ICLARM PN.

Naga the ICLARM Quarterly publishes information/data on all phases of fisheries and other
living aqualic resources, including research or project summaries, news, notices of new
publications and upcoming workshops, conferences symposia, and courses, sumrhary reports of
meetings, and news of persormel: The editor invites articles and reviews, but reserves the right to
accept or reject papers and to shorten them to meet space requirements. Authors may order reprints
of articles published at cost. Opinions expressed in a signed article are those of the author/s and not
necessarily those of the management of ICLARM.

Deadlines for submission are 1 December, 1 March, 1 June, and 1 September of each quarterly
period. Naga comes out January, April, July and October each year.

The quarterly is distributed free of charge by surface mail to institutions or 1nd1v1duals
associated with fisheries and aquaculture in developmg countries. However, readers are
recommended to request airmail delivery for $8/year, since surface mail can take several months. In
developed countries, a subscription charge of $6/year surface or $14/year airmail is levied. Articles
appearing in the quarterly may be quoted. We would appreciate a reference made to the source and
receiving a cutting of any reprinted material.

Editor, Jay L. Maclean; Managing Editor, Leticia B. Dizon; Editorial Assistant, Mari A.
Carigma; Artwork, Ovidio F. Espiritu, Jr. :

PCPM Certificate of Registration SP No. 1034,

ISSN 0116-290X

—

Regublic of the Philippres
Miniery of Transporasion ard Cormaricarions.
BUREAU OF POSTS
NATIONAL CAPITAL REGION
niia 2f

SWORN STATEMENT

n‘.rdnm 1L Mackos

cdlionbuictis
et

{frequency of nmejla __E
flangeage i which prisied] & _-_g_ "

Masiia_ —.ﬂummwa. ving been daly twomm 1 jn
ooliocr wih i, My pob e iy mamess of gwser, maaMzemers
e o which by gz by A 2940, 3 s -—.1-7 Comsmonweabh Act Ma, 201

NAME

ADDRESS

A1 Mactewn dod Pl

fake My Sueif . Makati
nmq-.q L Diren P
Buuna. Mansgrr _ BM. Bodres Jr

antes for |

prlh:r_\mnumndb, 2 corporarion sickholers out
amount of s

ing ane percent ¢ rare of e b

Bondbolders, mangages, o8 other sscuricy holders oening ore pevent or moee of the totad
amount of secaicy:

Ja sas of ity publicasion, avenge smster o copiey elsred aed o of exch isee
the preceding monsh of 1

1. Semi 1o puid wubscribers

2 St 10 énbers than paid sabmeriber

Toul

b= n:drvhlnxw— u.'m thas .‘ih wul nurr_beru’;op:rs Fnted ard
& ul

L Ser.lmp«.hdmm

SUBSCRIGED AND SWORN TO before
191 S

No _!”,n 30“"5
oo 12 fi

sy of ’
ahibiced to sme hisher Resudeare Cerifate
M

i

“AVGUSTDOELEON
PUBLE

suus oF 12340

October 1987

B




