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Introduction
Coastal fisheries are an important source of food, nutrition 
and livelihoods for Pacific Islanders. Community-based 
fisheries management (CBFM) has been recognised in the 
Pacific as the most viable strategy to achieve widespread 
self-decisive management by communities as opposed to lo-
calised, site-based interventions driven at national level. In 
the context of the Pacific, CBFM means that fisheries man-
agement approaches are community-driven and encompass 
an ecosystem approach that will sustain livelihoods and en-
sure resilient island communities (SPC 2021). An enduring 
challenge for governments of Pacific Island countries and 
territories (PICTs) is to support widespread management 
action across hundreds if not thousands of communities. 
In 2021, Pacific Fisheries Ministers endorsed a regional di-
rective for scaling up CBFM. A people-centred approach 
is at the core of the Pacific Framework for Action on Scal-
ing CBFM (SPC 2021). A people-centred approach ap-
plied to CBFM aims to assist CBFM practitioners achieve 
the most desirable outcomes for all in community fisheries 
management. The approach promotes equity through social 
inclusion to understand the different needs of various com-
munity groups, especially marginalised groups including 
women, youths, and persons with disabilities. In November 
2023, representatives of the Third Community-Based Fish-
eries Dialogue (CBFD-3) noted that although progress for 
women and other marginalised groups to fully participate 
in CBFM had been made, it was still limited in the region 
(SPC 2023). Although progress has been acknowledged, 
much of the work around the people-centred approach in 
CBFM has mainly focused on women as opposed to other 
marginalised groups such as persons with disabilities.  

The UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development em-
phasised the need for strengthening inclusive development, 
“leaving no one behind”, and the importance of inclusion 
and equity for persons with disabilities across all aspects of 
society (United Nations 2016). Despite progress, there is 
increasing inequality between persons with disabilities and 
those without globally (Niewohner et al. 2020). Though the 
Small-Scale Fisheries voluntary guidelines (FAO 2015), and 
other instruments, advocate for inclusive fisheries manage-
ment, there has been little focus on inclusion of persons with 
disabilities in coastal fisheries. In the Pacific, focus on this 
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issue is more apparent in sectors such as disaster risk reduc-
tion, water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) programmes, 
climate change, education, and health (PDF 2024). 

This literature review examines participation of persons 
with disabilities in fisheries and other production sectors as 
a contribution towards ensuring inclusive coastal fisheries 
management in the Pacific. This review forms a precursor 
to understanding how to apply disability-inclusive develop-
ment in CBFM work. The review comes in response to an 
emerging demand from discussions between teams working 
on a CBFM project in Kiribati, Solomon Islands and Vanu-
atu where members reflected on the need to consider how 
they could extend the progress made in including women 
into CBFM to other marginalised groups. Ongoing discus-
sion with national organisations of persons with disabilities 
have begun to apply the principle of “nothing about us with-
out us”. This review acknowledges a growing recognition 
that the integration of equity and disability inclusive lenses 
has become an important cross-cutting consideration across 
all sectors, and that Pacific small scale fisheries are at an early 
stage of integrating such considerations. This review may, 
therefore, serve as a useful departure point for stakeholders 
seeking to engage in this space. To do so, we provide an over-
view of disability and inclusive development in the Pacific, 
explore how lessons and issues from other sectors may apply 
to coastal fisheries, and suggest some considerations on how 
coastal fisheries practitioners can improve accessibility, in-
clusion and participation to promote community cohesive-
ness and derive equitable benefits from coastal fisheries.

Resources and work of the Pacific Disability Forum (PDF), 
the region’s foremost platform on disability inclusion work, 
forms the foundation of this review. The PDF is a “partner-
ship of Pacific Organisations of and for Persons with Dis-
abilities”, with members across 22 countries and territories, 
working “towards an inclusive and resilient Pacific for all 
persons with disabilities” through achieving the precondi-
tions for inclusion and promoting leadership, partnerships, 
regional cooperation, and resource mobilisation (PDF n.d.).
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Disability and inclusive rural development
Globally, 16% of people have a disability (WHO 2024). The United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN-
CRPD) states that: 

There is an ongoing and necessary shift to the social and rights-based mod-
els of disability in the Pacific (Puamau 2007), which emphasises the barri-
ers that exclude persons with disabilities from mainstream society and the 
“inherent dignity” of a person (Lawson and Beckett 2021). These perspec-
tives suggest that society must work to reduce barriers, critiquing a narrow 
conception that disability is primarily a medical problem to be solved. The 
disability community is diverse, and it is important to consider underrep-
resented groups within this community and also how disability intersects 
with other social characteristics and identities, such as age, sexual orienta-
tion, ethnicity, or gender (Blyth et al. 2020; PDF 2024). 

In disability-inclusive development, persons with disabilities are active 
agents of development while barriers which may exclude them from 
participating in and benefitting from development are addressed concur-
rently (AusAID 2008). The PDF (2024) advocates for a dual approach 
that incorporates mainstreaming (i.e., including persons with disabilities 
as participants and beneficiaries), as well as disability-targeted initiatives. 
This twin track approach draws parallel with the gender mainstreaming 
strategy advocated for the consideration of gender in fisheries. Rather 
than a sectoral approach, the PDF seeks the preconditions for inclu-
sion across programs, institutions, and society. These are “accessibility, 
assistive devices, support services, non-discrimination, protection pay-
ments, and community-based inclusive development” (PDF 2023). This 
approach aims to provide an enabling environment for disability equity 
and inclusion across all institutions and contexts. Niewohner et al (2020, 
p1171) identified four main barriers associated with NGOs that limit 
disability inclusive development: “lack of awareness, beliefs that persons 
with disabilities constitute a separate focus area, assumption that the 
costs of inclusion are too high, and responsibility shifting onto others”. 
The same conclusions could be applied to governments. Governments, 
NGOs and individuals working on the frontline of development shape 
how individuals and communities experience or participate in commu-
nity development, including in coastal fisheries. 

The Pacific context
More than 1.7 million Pacific Islanders are living with at least one dis-
ability (PDF and Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat 2023). Though there 
are data gaps on the numbers and experiences of persons with disabilities 
in the Pacific, there have been efforts to rectify this situation through 
censuses and surveys (Washington Group 2022). The UNCRPD has 
been ratified by 14 Pacific countries,6 making disability inclusion a state 
obligation. Although the CRPD states that the rights of persons with 
and without disabilities are the same, persons with disabilities often have 
less access to healthcare, education, employment, and other aspects of 
public life (WHO and The World Bank 2011). Persons with disabilities 

“Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical,  
mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with  

various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society 
on an equal basis with others.” UNCRPD Article 1, 2006

6	 https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.
aspx?Treaty=CRPD
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face stigma and discrimination, and women with disabilities 
face intersecting and compounding forms of discrimination 
and risk (Spratt 2013; UNPF, WEI and PDF 2021, 2022a, 
2022b). Persons with disabilities are often more likely to 
be living in poverty, as disability is both a cause and conse-
quence of poverty (WHO and The World Bank 2011).

The Pacific Regional Strategy on Disability (2010–2015) 
and the subsequent Pacific Framework for the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities: 2016–2025 have supported “Pa-
cific governments to promote, protect and fulfil the rights 
of persons with disabilities” and have the vision of “an in-
clusive, barrier-free, and human rights-based society for 
men, women and children with disabilities, which embraces 
the diversity of all Pacific people.” This framework has five 
goals, covering the topics of livelihoods, mainstreaming, 
leadership and enabling environment, disaster risk manage-
ment, and evidence, all of which have relevance for coastal 
fisheries. Across the Pacific, great progress has been made in 
developing disability research and statistics (e.g., UNICEF 
et al. 2017; TSD et al. 2019), and there are active organisa-
tions of persons with disabilities (OPDs) on the national 
and regional levels (PDF 2023; CBM et al. 2022). Sector-
specific efforts have been made, e.g., the Pacific Education 
Development Framework, and research on certain groups, 
such as women or children with disabilities, has been con-
ducted to identify specific issues or to understand different 
contexts (CBM 2022; Spratt 2013; UNPF, WEI and PDF, 
2021, 2022a, 2022b). 

Why is this important for Pacific coastal 
fisheries?
For many Pacific people, coastal fisheries provide food, a 
livelihood, a workplace, a recreational space and more. As 
fisheries practitioners, ensuring that we understand the in-
tersection of food security, the ability for different people 
to participate in and influence decisions on the access to 

and control over marine resources, the poverty consider-
ations in fisheries livelihood programs and other aspects 
of coastal fisheries that benefit and/or impact people’s lives 
requires us to integrate disability inclusive lenses. Such an 
understanding would ensure that persons with disabilities 
are not left behind and that interventions are inclusive with 
a real opportunity to benefit everyone fairly. Thus, coastal 
fisheries practitioners and organisations have a critical role 
to play in including persons with disabilities, investigate the 
barriers that manifest in this field and work to improve dis-
ability equity. To apply the people-centred approach central 
to the Pacific Framework for Action on Scaling up CBFM, 
we need meaningful participation of everyone in society for 
any development interventions including coastal fisheries. 
Several Pacific countries have emphasised inclusive develop-
ment in their national strategic plans and their fisheries poli-
cy. For example, a guiding principle of the Vanuatu National 
Fisheries Sector Policy 2016–2032 is to “safeguard the wel-
fare of the future generations, recognising gender equity and 
vulnerable groups”. Similarly, the Solomon Islands National 
Fisheries Policy 2019–2029 states that “sustainable use will 
be facilitated through improved preservation, market access 
and enhanced livelihood opportunities for rural men and 
women, including vulnerable and marginalised groups”.

Much of the literature on disability and fisheries has focused 
on fishing injuries (e.g., Syddall et al. 2002; Rodríguez-
Romero et al. 2013; Murray 2007) or on recreational fishing 
as a source of wellbeing for persons with disabilities (e.g., 
Freudenberg and Arlinghaus 2009; Lindsay et al. 2022), 
rather than on disability inclusion in coastal fisheries gen-
erally. However, much can be learned from other sectors 
regarding barriers, risks, participation, and inclusion of 
persons with disabilities. The responsibility for addressing 
these barriers (Table 1) must be borne by all organisations 
and agencies working in coastal fisheries, with engagement 
and collaboration with OPDs. 

Persons with disabilities are often not in formal employ-
ment7 and rely heavily on subsistence activities, such as 
farming, fishing, and rearing livestock, making them more 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change (PDF and Au-
sAID 2022). We understand fishing to encompass the wide 
field of fishing activities along a supply chain including 
post-harvest, value-adding, marketing and selling includ-
ing gleaning for food or shells for handicrafts where persons 
with disabilities may be involved. In terms of fisheries, par-
ticipants from several countries reported concerns about de-
creasing fish stocks and the use of inaccessible technologies 
to access further fishing grounds, e.g.:

7 	 https://pacificdata.org/disability-dashboard

For many Pacific people, coastal fisheries provide food, a 
livelihood, a workplace, a recreational space and more. ©SPC

“Persons with disabilities in Kiribati do not have the 
opportunity to get loans to buy this improved fishing equipment. 
In addition, people who are deaf are not comfortable with using 
outboard engines since they are not able to hear them and there 
is a risk of drifting when a mechanical problem happens in open 
waters.” –“Based on information from male participant with 

disabilities, Kiribati” (PDF and AusAID 2022).

https://pacificdata.org/disability-dashboard
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However, programmes can benefit persons with disabilities 
and support poverty reduction if directed to be disability 
inclusive. In Fiji, the “trash to cash” initiative is an example 
of an alternative livelihood project for coastal fishing com-
munities which included persons with disabilities.

Changes in the demographics of coastal communities can 
have an impact on persons with disabilities in relation to 
fisheries. It is often the case that the younger population 
without disability tend to migrate leaving behind persons 
with disabilities that may depend on others to fish for food. 
At the same time, most PICs have social protection schemes 
to support persons with disabilities which can often help 
broader fishing communities who lack access to social pro-
tection because of the informal nature of their work. An 
understanding of these changes and the intersection with 
social protections systems in the fisheries sector is under-
studied and could benefit from further investigation.

Climate change, while often framed along impacts of environ-
mental changes, has been found to reinforce existing partici-
patory exclusions, and create new risks and impacts faced by 
persons with disabilities (PDF and AusAID 2022), including 
discrimination within the household, in program design and 
in policy development. Existing barriers may increase as fish-
ing practices change, such as more offshore fishing, inability 
to access loans or technologies, and certain technologies not 
being accessible (PDF and AusAID 2022). Disruptions to 
subsistence activities may have consequences for food secu-
rity for persons with disabilities and it has been reported that, 
when households face food shortages, household members 
without disabilities may be prioritised over those with disabil-
ities in terms of food allocation (PDF and AusAID 2022). 
Therefore, economic and food security impacts of climate 
change are likely to have a disproportionate effect on persons 
with disabilities, who may experience barriers to alternative 
livelihoods or modifying their fishing practices. 

Table 1. Types of barriers faced by persons with disabilities and some examples of how these could manifest in the coastal fisheries 
context

Barriers Description (CBM et al. 2022) Possible fisheries examples

Policy and 
institutional 

“discriminatory laws, regulations, policies and 
strategies that systematically discriminate or 
disadvantage certain groups of people.”

Are persons with disabilities represented in CBFM institutions?

Are the situation and needs of persons with disabilities considered 
in needs assessments and surveys?

Physical and 
environmental

“barriers in the environment due to the design 
of infrastructure or features of the natural 
environment.”

Are the places where decision-making takes place physically 
accessible?

When restricting fishing grounds through CBFM, are the areas 
used by persons with disabilities considered?

Attitudinal “stigma and discrimination based upon 
misconceived understandings of disability.”

Do fisheries officers have enough understanding of disability and 
inclusive development to ensure inclusion during their work?

Information and 
communication 

“experienced by people who have disabilities that 
affect hearing, speaking, information processing, 
reading, writing, and/or cognitive functioning, and 
require specific methods to communicate and 
access information equally.”

Are CBFM plans presented in accessible ways?

Do persons with disabilities have access to information on fishing 
practices?

As resources become scarcer, persons with disabilities may 
face greater risks and exclusions from fishing and other live-
lihoods, as well as greater competition for resources (PDF 
and AusAID 2022). This emphasises the need to main-
stream and target disability inclusion in coastal fisheries and 
CBFM, to identify and mitigate these changing risks, and to 
ensure that management interventions do not cause harm 
or further exclusion for persons with disabilities. First, we 
must understand how persons with disabilities are engaging 
with fishing, what their needs are, and how they can engage 
with more sustainable or effective livelihoods opportunities. 
It is important to consider that this includes persons with 
disabilities unrelated to fishing and which are the result of 
fishing injuries, and that a person may experience a disability 
at any age. Just as the disability community is diverse, the 
way that persons with disabilities have engaged with fisher-
ies in their life will also be diverse, so research into the lived 
experiences of persons with disabilities in fisheries is needed 
to understand this diversity.

Preconditions for inclusion
Several preconditions for inclusion have been identified by 
the PDF (2020d), including accessibility, which involves 
ensuring equal access to “the physical environment, to trans-
portation, to information and communications, including 
information and communications technologies and sys-
tems, and to other facilities and services open or provided 
to the public, both in urban and in rural areas” (PDF 2020b 
p4). Examples of ensuring access could include making sure 
that meeting venues have a ramp and/or sufficiently wide 
doorways, having appropriate lighting, and having clear sig-
nage and sufficient facilities, such as bathrooms. Accessibil-
ity also includes ensuring that everyone has the transport or 
support needed to attend and actively participate in meet-
ings or other activities, such as a sign language interpreter or 
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a support person. A comprehensive list of accessibility rec-
ommendations is not provided here, so these are just some 
examples. In terms of coastal fisheries, many of the acces-
sibility issues are similar to other sectors, but there may be 
additional considerations related to accessing the marine 
environment and specific livelihoods opportunities. 

In the context of regional ambition to scale up CBFM 
(SPC 2021), information delivery forms a key strategic 
component in supporting widespread management in 
communities. This extends to considering how to ensure 
the inclusive and sustainable participation of persons with 
disabilities in fisheries. In general, persons with disabilities 
may have less access to information about policies that im-
pact them, as well as facing other barriers to participating 
in decision-making. For example, a climate change study 
found that participants with disabilities were not aware 
of, and did not participate in the development of, relevant 
policies, apart from staff of OPDs who had participated in 
development of national policy in Tuvalu (PDF and Aus-
AID 2022). In inclusive development, information must 
be delivered in accessible and inclusive ways that reflect 
the diversity of disabilities, consultations must seek out 
the participation of persons with disabilities (including 
OPDs), and community-based development processes 
such as CBFM must mainstream disability as part of their 
programming (PDF 2020b, 2020d; AusAid 2008). The 
PDF provided practical guidance on inclusive communica-
tion during COVID-19 that can be applied by those work-
ing in fisheries management (PDF 2020a and 2020c). In 
addition to the messaging itself, there are a range of ICTs 
and assistive technologies that may assist with information 
delivery (PDF 2020d). 

Assistive devices support the participation of persons with 
disabilities, with different devices supporting different needs 
(PDF 2020d). In addition, persons with disabilities may use 
various support services to facilitate active participation, es-
pecially in areas such as decision-making, communication, 
and daily activities (PDF 2020d). Knowledge of assistive 
devices and support services is important to ensure that fish-
eries staff can work with persons with disabilities in a way 
that promotes communication and preserves dignity (IASC 
2019). The PDF also recommends that development should 
“promote and protect wellbeing of persons with disabilities, 
their families, carers and community” and “ensure represen-
tative organisation of persons with disabilities play a key role 
in awareness raising” (PDF 2020d, p7).

Relation to other forms of marginalisation
There are a range of intersections that may compound the 
barriers or marginalisation faced by persons with disabili-
ties, for example those related to age, gender, sexuality, eth-
nicity, or other layers of identity. Women with disabilities 
face a variety of specific risks, including being excluded 

8 Sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression and sex characteristics

Finding ways to overcome barriers for people with disabilities is essential to 
improving equal and inclusive access to coastal fisheries. Top image: Lindsay 
Chapman, ©SPC; bottom image: Sebastien Gislard, ©SPC

from sexual and reproductive health services, being deprived 
of legal capacity (instead of legitimate supported decision-
making), and increased risk of gender-based violence (Spratt 
2013; UNPF, WEI and PDF 2021, 2022a, 2022b), as well as 
having less access to certain information and services (Baker 
et al. 2017). Age is also a factor, as older people have a higher 
rate of disability (Hayes 2009). Children with disabilities 
are less likely to attend school compared to children overall, 
often due to a physical barriers and transport issues, or dis-
crimination and lack of information (Hassan and Macanawai 
2021). However, a commitment to disability inclusive educa-
tion has been made, as per the Pacific Education Develop-
ment Framework 2009 – 2015 and similar national policies. 

The intersection between disability and people of diverse SO-
GIESC8 has also been highlighted as an understudied but im-
portant consideration, given the greater barriers and discrimi-
nation persons with disabilities and diverse SOGIESC face 
(Blyth et al. 2020). More work is needed to understand the 
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specific barriers and challenges for persons with diverse im-
pairments or who have disabilities that are less represented 
in the disability community. Currently there is a growing 
body of work on gender or women in fisheries (Kleiber et 
al. 2015; Mangubhai and Lawless, 2021), very few stud-
ies on people of diverse SOGIESC in fisheries (Kenny 
and Tapu-Qiliho 2022; Fisk et al. 2023), and limited 
understanding of issues relating to disability in fisheries. 
People do not fall into single categories, so GEDSI/GESI 
approaches in fisheries must acknowledge and address the 
diversity and complexity of people in coastal communities 
(Barclay et al. 2021). Intersectional sector specific research 
is needed develop inclusive fisheries management.

Key considerations
This review has outlined key issues and knowledge gaps, and 
implementation considerations in relation to inclusion and 
equity for persons with disabilities in the coastal fisheries 
sector. As this review draws from existing literature and les-
sons from other sectors, a thorough investigation of specific 
sector-related issues and experiences of persons with disabil-
ities is beyond its scope. As such, this review supports calls 
for greater disability inclusion in coastal fisheries and in that 
we suggest the key considerations: 

Promote participation and seek the voices of persons 
with disabilities in fisheries

1  Consult persons with disabilities, and their families, 
and ensure their views are addressed in fisheries man-
agement and policy. Actively seek their participation 
and ensure their needs and priorities are addressed in 
CBFM and other activities. When developing fisher-
ies management interventions, ensure that no harm is 
being done as a result of not including persons with 
disabilities, for example closing the more accessible 
fishing grounds or reinforcing stigma.

2  	Consult and collaborate with OPDs and persons with 
disabilities to improve disability inclusion in coastal 
fisheries, but take responsibility for doing the work, and 
ensure inclusive workplace practices whilst doing so.

3  	Embed the preconditions for inclusion into coastal 
fisheries programs and policies.

4  	Recognise intersectionality and how various identities 
may compound marginalisation or barriers, in general 
or in fisheries. Make sure to include persons with un-
derrepresented disabilities.

Make sure information sharing is inclusive and accessible 
5  	Use accessible and inclusive modes of information de-

livery and develop messaging and content (words and 
imagery) that avoids stigma and discrimination of any 
kind. E.g., through the use of sign language interpreta-
tion, braille, local languages, or easy read documents 
(IASC 2019).

6  	Provide reasonable accommodations and support to 
ensure that persons with disabilities have access and 
participation that is equal to other people. E.g., acces-
sible meeting venues, transport, and other reasonable 
accommodations (IASC 2019). 

Value and support persons with disabilities
7  	Recognise and develop the capacities of persons with 

disabilities to participate in fisheries and equip them 
with accurate knowledge and skills to engage and ben-
efit from the sector. 

8  	Train fisheries staff to design and implement disability-
inclusive programmes. Increase their understanding of 
the rights of persons with disabilities to reduce barriers 
and discrimination.

9  	Fund disability-targeted and mainstreaming approach-
es in programming and allocate funds for reasonable 
accommodations. 

Data and disability research
10  	Research the participation of persons with disabilities 

in fisheries, as well as barriers, risks, and enablers to 
participation. There is a severe knowledge gap about 
the experiences of persons with disabilities in fisheries, 
and how they would like the sector to develop.

11  	Incorporate disaggregated data and disability statistics 
into programme monitoring and evaluation and adopt 
disability specific targets and indicators.

You can learn more about disability-inclusive initiatives 
in the Pacific through:

	8 Pacific Disability Forum https://pacificdisability.org

	8 Human Rights and Social Development, Pacific Com-
munity https://hrsd.spc.int 

	8 National Organisations for Persons with Disabilities in 
each country

Logo from the Nei Tengarengare CBFM programme in Kiribati 
highlighting the inclusive nature of the programme ©MFMRD
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