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this participatory case study on Decent rural employment in small-scale and semi-industrial fishing 

sectors in Costa Rica was developed within the new fao strategic framework (2010–2019) under 

strategic programme 3: reduce rural poverty, outcome 2: the rural poor have greater opportunities 

to access decent farm and non-farm employment. 

the case study incorporated the principles from the Voluntary guidelines for securing sustainable 

small-scale fisheries in the context of food security and poverty eradication (fao, 2015)1. 

the main objective was to gather specific national evidence on the working and living conditions of 

artisanal fishers in costa rica. the case study had the following objectives: 

1. identify criteria for decent work and employment according to national and international 

conventions and norms, and according to fishers (based on a diversity of fishing activities) that 

participated in this study.

2. gather information from secondary sources and statistical data, grouped by sex and age, to 

identify levels of poverty within fishing communities and social security conditions in coastal areas 

(e.g. weaknesses and challenges in terms of legislation and regulations).

3. perform a community-based participatory study using mapping activities that reflect the state of 

labour and employment in coastal areas, and their prospects over the medium and long terms.

Based on these objectives, the following central themes were identified:

1. the concept of decent employment and decent work

•	 according to the literature

•	 according to fishing communities in costa rica

2. Decent work and employment in fisheries according to primary and secondary sources

•	 poverty levels in small-scale fisheries

•	 social security for populations in coastal areas: regulation and access (disability, elderly and 

life insurance, pensions, and other safeguards for the elderly)

•	 access to credit, resources and tools to perform activities (means of production)

•	 access to training and information for decision-making

•	 traditional knowledge and child labour: dilemmas and recommendations

•	 access to technological advances in fishing and fair markets

•	 access to information on current regulations (e.g. fishing permits)

preparation of the document

1. available at  www.fao.org/3/a-i4356e.pdf
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•	 advances and challenges according to gender: access to decent work for women and young 

people involved in fisheries

•	 shared responsibility and networks for the care of children and the elderly in fishing 

communities

•	 fair and equitable working conditions according to national and international legislation

3. current realities and mapping of scenarios of employment in both the small-scale and semi-

industrial sectors.

in 2015, fao developed a definition of decent rural employment2 to operationalize the ilo decent 

working agenda in rural areas. although the study doesn’t follow the definition of decent rural 

employment, the main element are captured.

to meet the study objectives, a literature review of these three strategic themes is presented, in 

addition to a series of interviews conducted with key informants from different institutions in the 

region, who provided their views on decent work and employment. information was also gathered 

through interviews with focus groups and through questionnaires with fishers from traditional and 

semi-industrial sectors. this compilation of multiple sources permitted the study to draw conclusions, 

make recommendations and identify challenges in various areas (international cooperation, the small-

scale and semi-industrial fishing sectors, and the institutional level in costa rica), thus contributing to 

sound decision-making for improved working conditions and employment within the small-scale and 

semi-industrial sectors. 

2. available at www.fao.org/3/a-bc270e
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artisanal fishing and harvesting of coastal products is one of the most important activities in the coastal 

zones of latin america, and particularly for costa rica where thousands of families obtain their daily 

sustenance from the quantity and quality of its marine resources. While men currently predominate in 

this work, some women from these communities also participate in fishing activities. these activities 

are not limited only to harvesting – there are other activities where woman play important roles (e.g. 

the preparation and commercialization of fish products). thus, fishing is not just a simple economic 

activity, but rather a complex social and cultural dynamic that influences the quality of life of men and 

women fishers, the satisfaction of their families’ needs, and the integrity of their communities.

given the particular implications of fishing activities for fishers and policy makers, it is necessary to 

understand the proper conditions and standards of decent employment. the main objective of this 

paper is to understand fully not only the concept and characteristics of fishing labour, but also the 

situation of the fisherfolk of costa rica and the roles of the relevant governmental agencies.

the current work is grounded in various studies: a statistical review of the conditions of the artisanal 

fishing sector in relation to topics associated with decent labour; a series of interviews and surveys 

targeted at the participants of the artisanal fishing sector, among them molusqueros and molusqueras, 

artisanal fishers, and workers from the semi-industrial sector; and interviews with members of the 

different governmental institutions to whom the topic is directly related. 

a key point highlighted by this investigation was that most of the workers in the artisanal fishing sector 

in costa rica are doing this labour on the margins of the law and, therefore, are being excluded from 

the benefits that the state provides to people with similar needs. the low harvest and profit rates 

of the artisanal fishing sector and the availability of only a few livelihood alternatives in the coastal 

communities leads to many fishers suffering from low economic and social growth and development, 

thereby plunging them into conditions of poverty. furthermore, the lack of visibility of women’s labour 

in this sector is also noted, which makes women more vulnerable to these poverty conditions. 

as a contraposition to this, the country has in the judicial realm a stern social system of worker 

protection, which can denote a lack of intervention from the state in the sector. a lack of feedback 

between the government and its constituents often means the government is uninformed of the social 

and economic realities of the artisanal fishing sector. this finding is corroborated by the representatives 

of several public institutions.

in conclusion, it is recommended that the government of costa rica, through means of its diverse 

institutions, investigate the artisanal fishing sector and become informed about the particularities and 

difficulties of the fishers and their communities in order to improve the work and life conditions of all 

involved. this involves ensuring the fundamental right to decent employment, labour rights, growth 

opportunities and social participation, all of which lead to improvements in the quality of life for men 

and women fishers, as well as their families and communities. 

Executive summary
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the fisheries sector saw rapid development as 

a large-scale activity after World War ii, yet its 

growth “had no positive impact on artisanal 

fisheries, as the changes and improvements were 

not implemented equally but rather benefited 

almost exclusively the industrial sector” (salazar, 

2013, p. 314). artisanal, or traditional, fishing is 

defined by the costa rican institute of fishing 

and aquaculture (incopesca, 2014) under the 

category of commercial fishing and is divided 

into three subcategories: small-scale, medium-

scale and advanced artisanal fishing. small-

scale artisanal fishing in costa rica is:

conducted in a traditional manner by 

individuals without the use of vessels 

in inland waters or along the coast, or 

may be practiced on board a vessel 

within the range of up to three nautical 

miles in Costa Rican continental waters 

(INCOPESCA, 2014).

medium-scale fishing operations may fish out to 

40 nautical miles from the coast into continental 

waters. advanced artisanal fisheries are defined 

by incopesca (2014) as fishing “done by 

mechanical means, individuals or other legal 

entities, aboard a vessel authorized to fish 

within a range of over forty nautical miles from 

the coast, targeting pelagic longline and other 

commercially important species.”

for the purposes of this report, all artisanal 

fishing in costa rica is hereafter defined as 

“small-scale” fishing or fisheries, encompassing 

all types and scales of artisanal or traditional 

fishing as defined by incopesca.

small-scale fishing has been displaced from 

the markets and gradually removed from more 

favourable extraction zones (salazar, 2013), 

resulting in a deterioration in the quality of 

life of families who depend on fishing for their 

subsistence.

1. Introduction

FIGuRE 1 political map of Costa Rican provinces 
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although small-scale fishing seems superfluous 

or destined to disappear under the current 

development model, the small-scale fishing 

sector represents 25 percent of the global 

catch and in latin america “involves more than  

2 million fishers that together produce over  

2.5 million tonnes per year, reaching production 

values of approximately us$3 000 million 

annually” (olDepesca, cited in salazar, 2013). 

nonetheless, in costa rica, unlike other countries 

in the region, fishing activities in both industrial 

and small-scale sectors have been in decline over 

the last 15 years. this trend could be related to 

the country’s development model, which is based 

on attracting foreign investment in areas such as 

tourism and services (salazar, 2013).

semi-industrial fishing is distinguished from 

small-scale fishing as “fishing conducted by 

individuals or legal bodies aboard vessels that 

focus on shrimp trawling, as well as sardine and 

tuna fishing using purse seines” (incopesca, 

2014). under the commercial fishing category, 

however, the maximum distance of navigation 

from the coast into the country’s territorial waters 

is not specified by incopesca.

the pacific coast comprises 80 percent of the 

costa rican coastline, within which most fishing 

activities are concentrated in the puntarenas 

region (figure 1). this province is the principal 

landing point, suggesting the importance of 

fishing as an economic activity for the puntarenas 

communities. as of 2008 there was an increase 

in the number of employed individuals, 

especially in the province of guanacaste, with  

21.25 percent of people hired to work in the 

tourism and service sectors, which coincided with 

a decline in the fishing industry. nonetheless, 

in the same year salazar (2013) noted that  

52.2 percent of people had abandoned fishing 

and farming activities, implying that the level of 

displacement in these sectors was not entirely 

absorbed by the growing tourist industry. 

Despite this decline, in 2011 6 353 small-scale 

fishers were recorded in the country, of which  

62 percent were in puntarenas, 25 percent in 

the province of guanacaste and 13 percent in the 

rest of the country (inec, 2011; see figure 2).

FIGuRE 2 Geographical distribution of coastal marine fishers in Costa Rica 
among provinces

Puntarenas
62%

Guanacaste
25%

Other provinces
13%

source: compiled from the national population census (inec, 2011).
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in 2008 there were approximately 3 000 

legally registered small-scale fishers and  

2 000 unregistered fishers in costa rica who 

were fishing illegally (fernández, 2013). these 

figures reflect the limited opportunities for 

fishers, who must resort to illegal practices 

to survive. there are seven major ports in the 

country where small-scale fisheries operate, five 

on the pacific coast and two on the caribbean 

coast. marine species caught by the fishers are 

sold at these ports to local and international 

markets, although the latter to a lesser extent 

(olDepesca and fao, 2011). the distribution 

of fisheries workers in the country is presented 

in table 1, based on recent data collected by the 

national population census conducted by inec 

(2011) and indicating that most of the country’s 

fishers are self-employed.

tABlE 1 population of men and women engaged in fishing activities in 
puntarenas represented as the number of individuals and percentage of the 
total population, according to occupational category

FIGuRE 3 percentage of men and women in different occupational categories 
within the fishing sector in the province of Puntarenas, Costa Rica

source: Based on data from costa rica’s national population census (inec, 2011).

source: compiled from the national population census (inec, 2011).

Gender total Employer Self-employed privately 
employed

Assistant 
without pay

No. No. % No. % No. % No. %

Men 4 035 293 6.8 2 161 50.0 1 548 35.8 33 0.8

Women 288 21 0.5 166 3.8 96 2.2 5 0.1

total 4 323 314 7.3 2 327 53.8 1 644 38.0 38 0.9

Men

Women

Employer Self-employed Employed by 
a private sector

Unpaid 
helper

0 20 40 60 80 100

6.8% 0.8%

50% 35.8%

3.8%
2.2%
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the predominant trends observed among fishers 

in the puntarenas province reflect national 

trends, whereby approximately 50 percent 

of men and 3.8 percent of women are self-

employed fishers (table 1).

in 1995, the regional support programme 

for fisheries Development in central america 

(praDepesca) indicated that the country had 

a total of 3 393 small-scale fishing vessels, of 

which 438 were motorboats (lanchas), 2 168 

were small outboard motorboats (pangas), and 

787 were rowboats (bote). these vessel types 

were expected to have increased substantially 

over the past two decades, but to our knowledge 

there are no similar studies examining changes 

in the number of vessels or the technology in 

the area.

fao (2014) mentions the technological 

advancements in world fisheries in both industrial 

and small-scale sectors, noting improvements 

in methods for cooling and transporting fish, 

changes in materials for constructing fishing nets 

(e.g. replacement of natural fibres with synthetic 

fibres), the use of hydraulic equipment for gear, 

and an increasing use of outboard motors in 

small-scale fishing. this, according to fao, has 

permitted the advancement and expansion of 

fisheries worldwide. however, the accessibility 

and dissemination of such technologies to small-

scale fishers is not indicated in this data. in 

addition, it is also noted that those technological 

advancements “actually introduced in many 

small-scale fisheries may amount to no more 

than motorizing a dugout canoe, using modern 

and lighter gear, or introducing the use of 

iceboxes to ensure the quality of the product 

landed” (fao, 2014).

similarly, in costa rica there is an apparent lack 

of updated and detailed studies that compile 

information on fishers’ access to technological 

advances and to markets, as existing data focus 

mainly on larger-scale fisheries. nonetheless, 

olDepesca and fao (2011, p. 6) note that in 

the country, “fishing systems employed (by the 

small-scale sector) generally consist of low-tech 

boats (pangas) with outboard motors”. While 

this observation offers minimal detail, it provides 

some insight as to how fishers perform their 

activities, but not how they sell their products.

along similar lines, morux and murillo  

(2013, p. 33) point to incopesca as the body 

responsible for issuing licences for fishing, trade, 

sport fishing, vessels, transportation, fishing iD 

cards, and for the suspension or revoking of 

licences for their national offshore seawaters, 

among others. salazar (2013) mentions 

weaknesses in the legislation in the region, 

resulting in a frequent lack of resources for the 

administration and weak regulation and control 

of fishing activities, which ends up benefiting 

some and harming others. fernández (2013, 

p. 141) also notes that obtaining a licence for 

small-scale fishing is virtually impossible as 

“the allocation of licences is based on political 

criteria that favour those interested in large-

scale fishing operations”. since 2002, new 

licences have not been granted to small-scale 

fishers in the gulf of nicoya, but rather only to 

large vessels (fernández, 2013). 
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the case study consolidates data from multiple 

sources: i) formal agreements, national and 

international legislation, and grey literature, 

including theses and scientific articles 

providing an overview of the current situation 

for small-scale fishers in costa rica; ii) semi-

structured interviews with government officials; 

iii) interviews with fishers using qualitative and 

quantitative methods; iv) group interviews with 

individuals involved in shrimp harvesting; and 

v) a focus group discussion with fishing vessel 

owners.

the subject of each semi-structured interview 

centred around specific themes relevant to 

each government institution. this was done in 

order to understand the perspectives of different 

sectors within the country that are associated 

with decent work in small-scale fisheries. 

therefore, interviews were conducted with 

representatives of the following institutions (Box 

1): the costa rican social security fund (ccss), 

ministry of national planning and economic 

policy (miDeplan), the costa rican institute 

of fishing and aquaculture (incopesca), the 

ombudsman office, and the ministry of labour 

and social security (mtss). the results of the 

interviews are presented in chapter 4.

as part of the integrated approach for the 

research, individual interviews were also 

conducted with an exploratory sample of 28 

people involved in small-scale fisheries and the 

mollusc fishery sector, using quantitative and 

qualitative questions to gain an understanding of 

the local opinions regarding decent employment 

and work, working conditions, and the role of 

women, children and youth in fisheries. there 

was a higher representation of male informants, 

20 men (71.4 percent) compared with eight 

women (28.6 percent), due to the greater 

representation in the sector by men in the 

guanacaste and puntarenas provinces. among 

those interviewed, 78.6 percent were from the 

small-scale fisheries sector and 21.4 percent 

from the mollusc fishery sector. 

2. methods

Key informant Institutional position

Dr Eduardo Flores
Head of the special coverage of the Costa 
Rican Department of Social Security – 
CCSS

Randall Sánchez Chief of Planning – INCOPESCA

Luis Fallas Vice Minister of Planning

Juan Manuel Cordero
Director, Quality of Life,  
Ombudsman Office

Johnny Ruíz Head of Migration Office – MTSS

Box 1 Key informants in this study and their institutional affiliation  
and position
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among respondents, the largest age group 

ranged from 51 to 60 years old, representing 

39.3 percent of those interviewed, while the 

second largest age group consisted of those 

between 41 and 50 years, representing  

28.6 percent. these age ranges are consistent 

with the fact that 21.4 percent of informants 

claimed to have been engaged in fishing 

activities for about 40 years. however, overall, 

fishers reported a fairly broad time span of 4 to 

45 years dedicated to fishing as a profession 

(chapter 5).

During the second interview phase, a group 

interview of 16 people (14 women and 2 men) 

was conducted with workers from the shrimp 

fishery (chapter 6). all of the women were heads 

of household who provided for their families 

through shrimp processing work (heading, 

peeling and packing). the ages among the 

women were diverse, with one worker in the 18–

30 year range, two in the 31–40 range, seven in 

the 41–50 range, and six in the 51–60 range. 

Women worked mainly in two shrimp industries 

in puntarenas, one of which had recently closed 

and relocated its fleet to a neighbouring country, 

leaving many women unemployed. most women 

had been working in this sector since childhood, 

and some reported needing a work permit 

from the national children’s trust to enter the 

factories. in general, these women acquired 

skills for shrimp harvesting and processing over 

their lifetime. many women have had to remain 

in this area of work due to having families at a 

young age and thus needing to provide for their 

children and other family members.

all the women interviewed claimed shrimp 

harvesting and processing as their primary form 

of labour, upon which they were economically 

dependent. as observed by the age distributions 

of workers interviewed, most women were 

between 40 and 60 years of age, which for women 

represents a major constraint for employment in 

other sectors. the shrimp industry hires migrant 

women, particularly from nicaragua, who have 

their legal documents up to date in order to work 

and access social services provided by the state 

of costa rica.

a third series of focus group discussions was held 

with six fishing vessel owners, all of whom were 

men. their ages ranged from between 31 and 

40 years (one man), 41 to 50 years (three men), 

to over 61 years old (two men). the youngest 

interviewee claimed 16 years of experience in 

the sector, while the others reported 24, 35, 36 

and 45 years of experience. all belonged to the 

puntarenas fishers chamber (camapun), and 

one of the interviewees was the current president 

of the association. these men depend on semi-

industrial fishing for work. in these focus group, 

similar to the other interviews in this study, 

questions focused on the group’s views on their 

condition as fishers. 

the statements from key informants as well as 

those obtained in the individual and focus group 

discussions were categorized according to the 

central themes of this study, in order to analyse 

and compare their responses in an integrated 

manner.
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Decent work and employment

the term “work” refers to any activity undertaken 

by one or more people oriented towards a purpose, 

where the provision of a service or production of 

an asset with a social utility satisfies a need that 

is either personal or of another person or group 

(neffa, 2003). from this perspective, any person 

using skills to produce goods and services for 

non-commercial domestic purposes, without 

wage compensation, would be doing work (neffa, 

2003). When the activities are carried out with 

the objective of obtaining a financial return as 

an employee, employer or self-employed, these 

activities should be referred to as employment 

(neffa, 2003).

according to the international labour 

organization (ilo, 1999), decent work is 

productive work under the conditions of 

freedom, equity, security, public participation 

and organization, gender equality, solidarity and 

human dignity. it is also a goal of every individual 

and their families as well as a development goal 

for countries. the ilo (1999) also recommends 

that the dialogue on decent work should take 

into account the nature of work and employment 

in particular, an individual’s capacity to exercise 

his or her labour rights, the security and capacity 

for representation and, finally, dialogue with 

employers. in this manner decent work can 

be understood as “the set of opportunities and 

capabilities that individuals have, as well as the 

right to access equity, liberty, security and dignity, 

being a set of social rights for which society is 

responsible in providing” (gálvez, gutiérrez and 

picazzo, 2011). therefore, the term “decent 

work” should integrate the following dimensions 

(ghiotto, 2014):

•	 employment

•	 fundamental labour rights

•	 labour benefits and employment 

protection

•	 social dialoguel

in the 2001 Labour Overview for Latin America 

and the Caribbean, prepared by the ilo in a 

first attempt to understand the history of decent 

work in selected countries from 1990 to 2000, 

costa rica was identified as having a high level 

of decent work and exhibiting an increase in the 

index of decent work over this time period. this 

trend signified a decrease in unemployment and 

informality, as well as an increase in purchasing 

power (gálvez, gutiérrez and picazzo, 2011). 

although the more recent labour overview 

notes the importance for the ilo to continue to 

seek out the existence of decent work in various 

countries within the region (ilo, 2014), there is 

no study with which to compare within-country 

trends after 2000 in order to determine whether 

costa rica has improved in this respect.

the ilo has developed a set of indicators to 

measure decent work, developed at the tripartite 

meeting of experts on the measurement of 

Decent Work (2008), in addition to country-

specific profiles that facilitate the identification of 

decent work in different countries. among them, 

Brazil is the only country in the americas with a 

profile.

the working conditions of fishers in particular 

have distinct characteristics that differentiate 

them from workers due to the dangers and 

hazards of their work in relation to other sectors 

(ilo, 2007). fishers’ work is often placed in 

the category of informal work by unregistered 

workers or those en negro, which refers to 

employees undeclared by their employers, or to 

undeclared self-employed workers. unregistered 

employment is considered “as that which 

without being illegal in itself, is not declared to 

the respective authorities that should otherwise 

3. Working conditions for small-scale fishers in 
Costa Rica
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be aware; that which evades regulations and 

the payment of taxes, and implies a reduction 

in social security benefits” (neffa, 2003), and 

ensuring that authorities have no control over the 

hours worked or wages received. as such, many 

fishers have no clear differentiation between 

working hours and time off from work, and their 

wages, rather than based on a fixed salary, are 

based on the frequency of catches. many are 

considered self-employed which, according to 

the ilo (2007), creates many more problems for 

fishers in securing decent work conditions.

for these reasons, in 2007 the ilo adopted 

the Work in fishing convention (no. 188) 

and the accompanying recommendation  

(no. 199), which stipulates the manner in 

which the convention provisions (ilo, 2007) 

should be implemented, all with the aim to 

“ensure that fishers worldwide have decent work 

through a modern legal instrument that can be 

widely ratified” (ilo, 2007). this agreement 

includes all types of fishing and sizes of fishing 

vessels with the exception of subsistence and 

recreational fishing. considering that over  

90 percent of fishers worldwide fish in small 

boats (frequently without a motor), they often 

remain on the margins of legislation. 

the convention specifies measures that should 

be implemented in order to allow fishers to gain 

access to decent work. however, many of these 

laws have much less weight regarding small 

boats. for example, the convention establishes 

the need for a medical exam to determine 

the optimal health according to the age of the 

fisher and the tasks to be performed on board, 

in addition to periodic exams. however, the 

convention notes that these measures can be 

“relaxed” when concerning vessels less than 

24 metres in length or those staying up to three 

days at sea, which excludes a fraction of fishers 

employed in small-scale fisheries from the 

provisions of this measure.

the convention also states that fishers on board 

fishing vessels should be guaranteed regular 

periods of rest to conserve their health as well 

as spaces that provide suitable accommodations 

in terms of ventilation, lighting, and facilities for 

ailing workers, etc., with some flexibility for small 

vessels or those remaining fewer than three 

days at sea. With regard to food, the agreement 

emphasizes that vessels must carry sufficient 

drinking water that meets quality standards as 

well as food of sufficient nutritional value, quality 

and quantity (ilo, 2007). With regard to health 

and safety, the agreement assigns the member 

state the responsibility to establish legislation 

and necessary measures to promote a culture of 

safety on board fishing vessels (ilo, 2007). With 

regard to payment of workers, the convention 

states that workers should be guaranteed either a 

monthly salary or wages based on an agreement 

among involved parties, and adjusted according 

to the work performed by the worker on the 

vessel (ilo, 2011b, p. 45). however, costa 

rica has not yet ratified this agreement, which 

affects the development and implementation of 

national fisheries regulations in accordance with 

international binding agreements. 

Work at sea in costa rica is regulated by the 

country’s labour code in chapter 2 of the 

Labour Contracts and Labour Agreements and 

in chapter 11 of Work at sea and in navigable 

waterways, comprising articles 118 and 132 

(tse, 2014) which describes the protection of 

seafarers in the country. 

it is important to note that according to morux 

and murillo (2013) the costa rican legislation 

has ratified the following ilo conventions 

relating to work at sea: 

•	 convention no. 8 on unemployment 

indemnity (shipwreck), by law  

no. 6729

•	 convention no. 16 on medical 

examination of young persons (sea), 

ratified by law no. 6728

•	 convention no. 92 on the 

accommodation of crews, by law  

no. 2561

•	 convention no. 113 on the medical 

examination of fishers, ratified by law 

no. 3344
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•	 convention no. 114 concerning 

fishermen’s articles of agreement, 

ratified by law no. 3344

•	 convention no. 134 on the prevention 

of accidents (seafarers), by law no. 

5851

•	 convention no. 145 on continuity of 

employment (seafarers), by law no. 

6548

•	 convention no. 147 on merchant 

shipping (minimum standards), by law 

no. 6549 (pp. 42–43) 

regarding child labour in fishing activities, both 

the fao and ilo (2013) found that young boys 

tend to be more involved in fishing activities 

while young girls work in post-harvest activities, 

which also reflects the gender division of labour 

among adults. the country has ratified ilo 

convention no. 182 regarding the Worst forms 

of child labour and no. 138 on minimum age 

(which in costa rica is 15 years old) that protect 

and limit the participation of children in activities 

hazardous to their moral and physical integrity, 

such as fishing. moreover, law no. 8922 on the 

prohibition of Dangerous and unhealthy Work 

for adolescent Workers (ages 15 to 18) states 

in article 5 that young children are prohibited 

from “work or activities conducted offshore, 

marine activities at any scale and mollusc fishing 

“ and work or activities underwater, scuba diving 

and any activity involving submersion, due to 

the dangerous conditions under which they 

are employed. a penalty for those who breach 

the law is established at the equivalent of  

19 minimum wages.

Poverty levels in small-scale fisheries

the displacement of the fisheries sector, and 

in particular of small-scale fisheries, to give 

way to the development of other sectors (for 

example, a tourism sector largely based on 

foreign capital), combined with the indifference 

and lack of attention from state-level authorities, 

places families who view fishing as their 

principle (if not only) source of income at a 

great disadvantage. the situation for small-scale 

fishers in the country reached such a point of 

vulnerability that in 2005, during abel pacheco’s 

administration, “the declaration of a state of 

circumstantial poverty of small-scale fishers” 

was instated, during which pacheco stated “the 

sector was in a situation of a lack of means of 

subsistence, finding themselves facing extreme 

poverty” (salazar, 2013). it was also noted that 

due to this declaration, the Joint institute for 

social aid (imas) should provide quality aid 

during closed seasons to fishers registered in the 

costa rican institute of fishing and aquaculture 

(incopesca) who had no other economic 

activity. this amounted to “eighty-five thousand 

colones (₡85 000 or us$159)3 per beneficiary 

in the first closed season, and forty thousand 

colones (₡40 000 or us$75) per beneficiary in 

the second closed season” (pacheco, 2005). 

however, the compensation funds awarded 

in these periods do not always arrive on time 

and are considered insufficient for meeting the 

requirement of “quality” as proposed by the 

declaration. 

meanwhile the latin american organization 

for fisheries Development (olDepesca), of 

which costa rica is a member, states that it is 

necessary to consider the multidimensional 

nature of poverty in the fisheries sector, which 

includes technological aspects, the sociocultural 

and institutional context, the high degree of 

vulnerability experienced by populations in the 

sector, and the scarce political representation 

that worsens the conditions for them (salazar, 

2013). moreover, descampesinización, a term 

encompassing the process of rural depopulation 

and the consequent changes in rural culture 

and economy, is a product of the country’s 

current development model and has led to the 

displacement of people from coastal and rural 

areas to the country’s central region, which, 

given its incapacity to absorb this population, has 

3  throughout the document an exchange rate of 1 usD to 533 costa rican colon has been used (January 2016). 
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resulted in many seeking temporary employment 

with minimum security.

the coastal provinces of puntarenas and 

guanacaste, in conjunction with the third 

coastal province of limón, have the lowest levels 

for social indicators, including low population 

density, high demographic dependency ratios 

(the ratio of people under 15 or over 60 relative 

to the population aged 15–65) and the highest 

percentage of uninsured individuals (table 

2). these indicators provide an example of 

the living conditions for families in the region, 

where a relatively large number of people are 

economically dependent on a small group of 

workers.

for this reason, salazar (2013, p. 324) states:

There is a local population displaced by 

the dismantling of regional activities and 

a labour market characterized by relaxed, 

deregulated conditions and a lack of job 

protection; this work is largely taken on 

by the foreign population (especially 

from Nicaragua) who, having been 

displaced from even more precarious 

working and living conditions, endure 

appalling conditions.

along similar lines, Vindas (2014) mentions that 

despite the increase in revenues from the fishing 

sector worldwide over the last year, this trend 

has not been reflected in the gains among small-

scale fishers, owing to the delicate situation they 

face today. this vulnerability is also reflected in 

household surveys conducted in 2013, showing 

that rural areas are more affected by poverty and 

that there was an increase in poverty levels from 

25.8 percent in 2012 to 26.5 percent in 2013. in 

parallel, there was an increase in unemployment 

rates in the regions of chorotega (11.2 percent), 

central pacific (11.1 percent), and the atlantic 

huetar (10.8 percent), which coincide with areas 

of small-scale fisheries development (inec, 2014).

tABlE 2 Key demographic and social indicators at the national level and by province 
in Costa Rica 

source: compiled from the national population census (inec, 2011).

province population Density 
(km-2)

urban (%) DDR over 65 y 
(%)

Born 
abroad 
(%)

Disabled 
(%)

uninsured 
(%)

no. (%) (km-2) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

Costa Rica 4 301 712  100 84.2 72.8 47.2 7.2 9.0 10.5 14.5

San José 1 404 242 32.6 282.8 86.4 44.4 8.2 10.6 11.1 13.2

Alajuela 848 146 19.7 86.9 60.7 48.1 7.1 10.4 9.9 16.6

Cartago 490 903 11.4 157.1 82.5 45.2 7.0 4.2 9.1 13.7

Heredia 433 677 10.1 163.2 86.0 42.9 7.1 10.0 10.0 11.6

Guanacaste 326 953 7.6 32.2 55.2 50.9 7.5 8.2 10.9 18.5

puntarenas 410 929 9.6 36.5 54.7 53.0 6.6 5.9 11.3 15.3

limón 386 862 9.0 42.1 56.5 54.7 5.2 8.7 11.2 14.4
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Fair and equitable working conditions 
under current legislation

regarding employment contracts, the labour 

code establishes in article 120 bis that the 

ministry of labour and social security (mtss), 

together with the national Directorate of 

employment of the ministry of labour, the 

occupational health council, incopesca, and 

the Directorate of maritime and port security 

of the ministry of public Works and transport 

(mopt), should be “responsible for seeking 

to collectively undertake the formalities and 

guarantees of the contract, seeking the protection 

of fishers’ rights and ensuring compliance by the 

fishing vessel owner with the obligations outlined 

therein” (morux and murillo, 2013). the article 

also mentions that the Directorate of general 

labour inspection must ensure compliance with 

the current regulations in the country.

article 120 of the labour code also mentions:

The contract will indicate the name 

of the fishing boat aboard which the 

fisher will serve and the voyage or 

voyages to be undertaken, if such 

information can be determined at the 

signing of the contract, or otherwise 

the estimated dates of departure and 

return to port, destinations, and form 

of payment. If the fisher is remunerated 

as a proportion of the catch or on a 

piecework basis, the agreement shall 

specify the amount of his/her share 

and the method for calculation; if paid 

through a combination of salary and part 

of the catch, the minimum wage will be 

specified in cash, which may not be less 

than the legal minimum wage (TSE, 

2014, para. 3).

in conjunction, the Directorate of employment 

shall design and register “identification cards for 

seafarers” containing data on seafarers that will 

be required to sign employment contracts.

the issue of salaries in the fisheries sector has 

certain characteristics that permit some flexibility 

in relation to payment of workers. however, 

contracts must still follow the principle of equal 

pay, as discrimination of any kind is prohibited 

in the process of remuneration whereby two 

people, regardless of their differences, should 

receive equal pay for equal work (morux and 

murillo, 2013). concerning wages by freight, 

monthly salaries or by piecework, national 

legislation further states that the contract should 

specify the mechanisms by which adequate 

remuneration will be provided, always taking into 

consideration the basic minimum wage.

under executive order no. 38728 mtss of 

10 november 2014 published in la gaceta 

no. 235 on 5 December 2014, the current 

minimum monthly wages in the country, as of  

1 January 2015, by the different sectors 

(including fisheries) are as follows:

•	 unskilled workers: ₡83 799.64 

(us$156)

•	 semi-skilled workers: ₡305 323.98 

(us$571)

•	 skilled workers: ₡320 961.11 (us$600)

•	 mid-level technicians of diversified 

educational backgrounds: ₡336 344.36 

(us$629)

•	 skilled Workers: ₡360 435.70 

(us$674)

it is important to note that according to this 

executive order, the provision of food should 

also be a requirement, given that many workers, 

such as those in the fisheries sector, cannot 

return to their homes at the end of the workday. 

national legislation states that in the case of a 

shipwreck, workers should be given severance 

pay equal to two months’ salary and upon 

unforeseen extension of the trip, workers 

should receive a proportional increase in salary. 

however, if the trip is shortened, salaries cannot 

be reduced or deducted (morux and murillo, 

2013). it is also mentioned that when workers 

fall ill during fishing trips, the fishing vessel 

owner is responsible for bearing the costs that 

this generates or, in some cases, must comply 

with legislation with regard to forms of payment.
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regarding working hours, the labour code 

establishes that in contracts both parties (vessel 

owner and fisher) should reach an agreement 

based on the nature of the work at sea, and 

that these working hours should not threaten 

the freedom and dignity of the worker. this 

issue is one of the most difficult to monitor, 

but as previously mentioned, compliance with 

regulations regarding working hours should be 

sought.

fishers are entitled to all labour benefits set out 

in the labour code, including statutory holidays, 

vacation and periods of rest, and social security 

benefits according to relevant legislation in 

each case and in accordance with the terms of 

employment (morux and murillo, 2013).

the mtss is responsible for regulating norms 

concerning work at sea as established in the 

labour code, particularly regarding the protection 

of labour rights of fishers (morux and murillo, 

2013). however, because most small-scale 

fishing activities are conducted in an informal way 

and using family labour, many of these fishers 

lie at the periphery of such norms. in relation to 

this, a study by morux and murillo (2013) asked 

fishers in the puntarenas fishing sector about 

their knowledge of legal instruments for protecting 

fishers in the country. sixty-eight per cent of 

respondents said that they were unaware of such 

instruments, suggesting that although there are a 

number of laws protecting the sector, many fishers 

are unaware of them and this permits arbitrary 

decision-making with respect to labour rights. for 

this reason, it is the responsibility of the council 

for occupational safety to provide manuals and 

protection for seafaring workers on the issue of 

occupational health, according to article 174 of 

the labour code.

although presently there is no project that 

directly addresses the issue of decent work 

and employment in fisheries, the Development 

plan for 2015–2018 proposes a project entitled 

“strengthening of coastal and aquaculture 

communities for sustainable development of 

their productive activities” (miDeplan, 2014, 

p. 305). this project could initiate a process 

that improves working conditions for seafarers 

through strengthening of communities.

Social security in coastal communities: 
standards and access 

Due to the nature of their work, fishers often 

lack the protection of social security. addressing 

this, convention no. 188 stipulates that it is the 

responsibility of each state to ensure that “fishers 

that ordinarily reside in the territory, as well as 

those under their care, are entitled according to 

national legislation to benefit from social security 

protection in no less favourable conditions than 

those that are applied to other workers” (ilo, 

2007, p. 16). each state must also ensure that 

fishers have access to appropriate medical care 

and, if applicable, corresponding compensation.

in the case of costa rica, the national insurance 

institute (ins) is the institution responsible for 

administrating insurance within the costa rican 

state. With regard to fishing, the ins provides 

insurance to cover risks related to fishers’ 

work and fishing vessels. however, after the 

enforcement of the Dominican republic–central 

america–united states free trade agreement 

in 2007, there was a break in the insurance 

monopoly that previously maintained that the 

ins was the sole insurance provider in the 

country, and now foreign companies also have 

the right to sell insurance.

in costa rica, the fishing vessel owner is in 

charge of insuring marine activities and his/her 

employees through professional risk insurance, 

by which workers are protected from risk at work 

while at sea, as well as through insurance of the 

vessel, which safeguards fishing boats, especially 

those of larger size (morux and murillo, 2013).

in the study conducted by morux and murillo 

(2013), 17 percent of the 25 informants 

reported being directly insured. however,  

43 percent had no coverage by social security. 

it bears noting that in guanacaste (7.6 percent 

of the national population) 18.5 percent of the 

provincial population was uninsured, followed 
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by puntarenas (9.6 percent of the national 

population) with 15.3 percent of the provincial 

population uninsured and limón with 9 percent 

of the provincial population uninsured. this 

situation has an impact on the health and welfare 

of both fishers and their families. for instance, in 

case of illness they must cover their own medical 

costs, which then affects their share of pension 

funds. With regard to pension access, there is 

no special regulation and the labour code states 

that in the event of disability or death during 

the trip, the vessel owner is responsible and 

should also be responsible for corresponding 

payments based on the contract, which (as 

previously mentioned) is not very common in the 

small-scale fishing sector and for which fishers 

generally seem to have no protection.

many fishers choose, based on advice from the 

trade union or community to which they belong, 

to be included in group insurance, which was 

created in 1984 and allowed the ccss to 

“negotiate with trade unions a group policy for 

all members, with costs based on a presumptive 

income” (rodríguez, 2006, p. 5). such members 

constitute the directly insured, i.e. those who 

pay directly (in this case collectively) to the ccss 

(sáenz et al., 2011).

table 3, based on data from the 2011 national 

census by inec, summarizes the distinct 

conditions under which both men and women 

are insured in the fisheries sector by province, 

noting differences between workers in the 

puntarenas and guanacaste provinces.

in the case of men, in both provinces, over  

30 percent do not have social insurance. 

moreover, in puntarenas there are a similar 

number of individuals insured by their own 

account or voluntarily, while in guanacaste  

37 percent are insured employees. among 

women, the situation is different: insured and 

employed women in puntarenas represent  

28.1 percent of the provincial population, while 

those by their own account or by agreement 

represent 22.2 percent of the provincial 

population, indicating that approximately half 

are insured. in guanacaste, 64 percent of the 

women are insured employees.

in evaluating the insurance status of the 

population engaged in fishing according to 

marital status, a lack of insurance is prevalent 

among those in free unions or with single marital 

status. self-insured fishers predominate among 

married couples, followed by those that receive 

insurance as employees (figure 5).

Access to credit, resources and tools 
(means of production)

the costa rican institute of fishing and 

aquaculture (incopesca) is responsible for 

providing credit options, technical assistance and 

other resources that foster fisheries development 

and allow for stable prices of commodities, with 

the end goal of achieving the maximum social 

benefit for fishers (morux and murillo, 2013).

article 4 of the law of fisheries and agriculture 

(no. 8436), from 10 february 2005, authorizes 

the national Banking system to implement 

differentiated forms of credit as well as 

complementary banking services to facilitate 

easy access to credit for the fisheries and 

aquaculture sector, depending on closed 

seasons and the availability of fishing resources. 

these organizations may finance the capture, 

storage, processing, transportation and 

marketing of marine fishing and aquaculture 

products. the law establishes that fishers may 

use, as collateral for credit, liens for respective 

vessels and equipment if insured through the 

national insurance institute (ins) and if the 

fisher holds an up-to-date fishing permit issued 

by competent authorities. in many cases, 

workers in the artisanal sector cannot meet such 

requirements, limiting their access to such credit 

options. this study found that at present there 

are no credit options specifically geared towards 

traditional or small-scale fishers, including both 

men and women.

under article no. 36 of the same law and the 

executive Decree issued simultaneously, the 
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Joint institute for social aid (imas) is responsible 

for allocating funds from the national Budget to 

develop socio-economic assistance programmes 

for fishers affected by closed seasons, provided 

they have no other sources of income besides 

fishing and live in conditions of poverty. these 

programmes require beneficiaries of assistance 

programmes to either perform community 

service or conduct studies related to the fishery, 

in accordance with relevant regulations.

it is for this reason that in closed seasons (defined 

by incopesca based on related studies) fishers 

are offered a monthly subsidy that, in 2007, was 

equivalent to ₡45 000 (us$84). this amount is 

insufficient for many fishers and their families to 

cover monthly expenses. in addition to receiving 

this subsidy, fishers are required to perform 

community service, which in many cases they 

consider a demeaning practice (fernández, 

2013). it is important to note that only registered 

fishers are eligible for the subsidy, as the 

requirements to obtain this benefit under imas 

(2015) include:

•	 name on the list of registered fishers 

issued by incopesca;

•	 photocopy of fishing permit or fishing 

assistant licence.

among the noted issues with this subsidy, fishers 

often have to wait about two months to receive 

ae
tABlE 3 number and percentage of men and women working in the small-
scale fisheries sector according insurance status in the provinces of puntarenas 
and Guanacaste, Costa Rica

source: compiled from the national population census (inec, 2011).

Social security status puntarenas Guanacaste

Men Women Men Women

No. % No. % No. % No. %

No social security from CCSS 1 299 32.2 47 16.3 536 34.8 20 9.9

Self-employed, voluntary or 
by agreement

1 167 28.9 64 22.2 277 18.0 14 6.9

Employee 772 19.1 52 18.1 569 37.0 130 64.0

State employee 580 14.4 81 28.1 97 6.3 21 10.3

Family of insured 146 3.6 37 12.8 52 3.4 10 4.9

Other forms of social 
insurance

32 0.8 2 0.7 4 0.3 4 2.0

Pensioner 24 0.6 4 1.4 2 0.1 4 2.0

Non-contributory mechanisms 
(receive pensions)

15 0.4 1 0.3 2 0.1 0 0.0

Total 4 035 100 288 100 1 539 100 203 100
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FIGuRE  5 Distribution of the population engaged in fishing activities in 
puntarenas and Guanacaste, according to sources of social security 
and civil status
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FIGuRE 4 Relative distribution of the population engaged in fishing activities 
in puntarenas and Guanacaste, according to social security status and gender
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the funds due to the administrative procedures of 

incopesca and imas (fernández, 2013). During 

this time, fishers are often forced to borrow money 

and live frugally until subsidies are granted.

in addition to the small amount of money 

received, the delay in subsidy payment often 

forces fishers to disregard closed seasons or 

search for more remote and dangerous fishing 

locations, potentially placing their lives at risk.

another form of support for fishers provided by 

incopesca is fuel price subsidies, which are 

granted exclusively to licensed fishers. however, 

there have been many problems with the issuing 

of such subsidies due to an alleged misuse of 

resources that led to a reduction in the number 

of coupons for the purchase of fuel, thus 

worsening living conditions for many families 

(fernández, 2013).

Access to training and information for 
decision-making

With regard to fishers’ safety and health, the 

Work in fishing convention (no. 188), adopted 

by member states of the ilo, indicates that states 

are required to provide “adequate instruction 

and training to workers in activities such as 

handling fishing gear” (ilo, 2007). in addition, 

the Vocational training recommendation 

no. 126 of the ilo states that those countries 

intending to develop a fishing industry should 

offer fishers free public training centres (morux 

and murillo, 2013).

this recommendation also suggests the 

organization of training courses in order for 

fishers to enhance their theoretical and practical 

knowledge, their related skills, and to keep up 

to date with modern techniques of fishing and 

navigation in order to advance in their profession 

(ilo, cited in morux and murillo, 2013). this 

recommendation was issued in 1966, and while 

the country and the small-scale fishing sector are 

not specifically oriented towards industrialization, 

if these recommendations were appropriately 

integrated, costa rica could provide useful tools 

for fishers to improve their work.

With regard to costa rican legislation, salazar 

(2013) notes that training facilities in the country 

are part of a national policy founded upon law 

no. 8436 on fisheries and aquaculture, in 

which chapter V (training of the fishing industry) 

states in article 25 that training in the fisheries 

and aquaculture sector should pertain to the 

extraction, processing and marketing of fisheries 

resources and, in particular, the production of 

seafood for human consumption (olDepesca, 

2011). shipbuilding in particular is one of the 

most important issues in maritime training in 

the country (olDepesca and fao, 2011), one 

which nonetheless lacks more comprehensive 

training and clarification of priority subsectors 

or the manner in which these skills should be 

taught. ospesca (2012) noted that the more 

attended training programmes designed for 

small-scale fishers concern topics such as the 

conservation and processing of fish, first aid, 

safety at sea, assembling gear and maritime 

navigation.

training of professionals in fishing should be 

included in the national plan for fisheries and 

aquaculture Development, and incopesca 

is responsible for not only ensuring that the 

Vocational training recommendation is included 

in the plan, but also for coordinating training and 

teaching in the areas of fisheries and aquaculture 

with institutions in the public and private sectors, 

as prescribed by the fishing law.

the national institute of apprenticeship (ina) is 

the main body responsible for providing many of 

the training programmes and courses, many of 

which focus on the repair of fishing equipment 

(rod and reel) and basic safety measures for 

fishers, among other issues related to navigation 

(ina, cited in morux and murillo, 2013). these 

opportunities provide some form of capacity 

building for fishers in the country, as part of the 

“nautical-fishing core” that:

... is responsible for the design and 

evaluation of training programmes for 

the Nautical Fisheries Production Sector 

and the implementation of training, 

research and technology transfer with 
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the goal of increasing productivity of all 

individuals, companies and institutions 

linked to the productive sector (INA, no 

date).

in addition to these institutions, there are 

partnerships with various interest groups that 

allow for a broader approach to the training 

and extension services available to fishers, 

including the comprehensive agricultural 

marketing programme (pima), the national 

production council (cnp), the national institute 

for cooperative Development (infocoop) and 

the state Distance learning university (uneD), 

all of which have training initiatives for the sector 

(olDepesca and fao, 2011).

in the study by morux and murillo (2013), of 

the 25 fishers in puntarenas who were asked if 

they had received training for their profession, 

92 percent claimed to have received no training. 

this may reflect the lack of knowledge among 

fishers regarding training opportunities available 

to them and the means with which to access 

them. this is despite a substantial increase 

in 2007 of observed training opportunities as 

compared with previous years, in which 4 448 

people were trained in 113 courses primarily in 

the area of navigation (olDepesca and fao, 

2011). given the variety of courses offered 

largely by ina, it seems that these opportunities 

are still not widely available to the small-scale 

fisheries sector. in this respect, salazar (2013) 

also highlights the shortcomings of the state in 

relation to capacity-building efforts targeted at 

vulnerable sectors within the country.

this issue is reflected in the deficiencies 

identified by olDepesca and fao, highlighting 

the lack of “business management training, 

promotion of the legal incorporation of fishers’ 

and farmers’ organizations, and inter-institutional 

coordination for implementing projects with 

technical cooperation” (olDepesca and 

fao, 2011, p. 15), as well as lack of interest 

in aquaculture training among fishers and the 

neglect of other areas of interest to the sector. 

however, there are initiatives such as those 

developed in the community of tárcoles by 

coopetárcoles r.l. and consortium for the sea 

r.l. (a subsidiary cooperative comprising both 

coopetárcoles r.l. and coopesoliDar r.l.) to 

facilitate the organization and training of many of 

its members in areas parallel to fishing in order 

to help empower the community with regard to 

responsible and sustainable small-scale fishing.

regarding information for decision-making, 

there appear to be very few opportunities for 

fishers to make informed decisions. for example, 

in a study focusing on various communities 

affected by the issue of marine protected areas, 

when discussing conservation in protected areas 

and their work in fishing, small-scale fishers of 

uvita, Bahía and Ballena stated that they “feel 

excluded from any possibility of participation” 

(coopesolidar r.l. and ciapa, 2012). at the 

end of the study, it was determined that in 

the communities of golfo Dulce, uvita, Bahía, 

Ballena and cuajiniquil there are no spaces 

for real participation and those in existence 

were not utilized in the best manner. the 

authors highlight the demand by fishers to open 

more spaces for influencing decision-making 

in fisheries. it is also important to consider 

improving access to formal education within the 

sector. although there are no current studies 

on the educational level of small-scale fishers 

in costa rica, according to inec (2014) the 

central pacific coast (where much of the small-

scale fisheries sector is concentrated) together 

with the areas of the north and atlantic huetar 

have an attendance rate in the formal education 

system of 71.3 percent among youth ages 

12–17, which is 8 percent below the national 

average. meanwhile, the fourth report on the 

state of education (pen, 2013) shows that only 

38.5 percent of people in the farm labourer 

class (which includes the fisheries sector) have 

real opportunities to complete their education. 

according to the same report the central pacific 

district of parrita, one of the districts that forms 

part of the segregated spaces or those where 

the family educational environment is poor. 

this seems to be partly due to limited access 

to resources, correlated with poor performance 

of the population in school. although these 
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indicators are not direct predictors of the sector’s 

access to information for decision-making, 

they do provide an overview of the educational 

background among individuals in the small-

scale fisheries sector.

Community and union-based organizations 
in the small-scale fisheries sector

regarding the organization of the small-

scale fisheries sector through partnerships, 

cooperatives and unions, morux and murillo 

(2013) mention that the same laws govern the 

sector as the rest of the country. in 1995, only 16 

percent of fishers participated in some type of 

organization, either in cooperatives (4 percent), 

associations (5 percent), trade unions (1 percent), 

chambers (1 percent) or local committees of 

fishers (5 percent) (praDepesca, 1995).

there are currently 39 registered cooperatives 

in the agricultural, forestry and fishing sectors, 

representing 10.3 percent of all registered 

cooperatives within costa rica. of these, two are 

engaged in marine fishing for shark, snapper, 

dorado, croaker (corvina), conger (congrio) and 

mackerel (infocoop, 2012). among them, the 

cooperative of small-scale fishers in tárcoles 

(coopetárcoles r.l.) brings together small-scale 

fishers from the central pacific and, together 

with the self-managed professional services 

cooperative for social solidarity (coopesoliDar 

r.l.), form the consortium for the sea r.l. 

which is responsible for familiarizing people with 

small-scale fishing culture (consortium for the 

sea r.l., 2009).

noteworthy solidarity associations, which “are 

social organizations, whose primary aim is to 

promote justice and social peace, good worker–

employer relations and integrated development 

of its members” (mtss, no date), include 

the association of fishers of puerto coyote 

(aspepuco) and the association of fishers of 

Bejuco (asobejuco), both located in nandayure, 

guanacaste, and both of whom joined in the 

struggle against shrimp trawling in the country in 

2012 (pretoma, 2014).

examples of various industry associations 

include the following, all of which played an 

active role in the effort against shrimp trawling 

(pretoma, 2014):

•	 fishers’ association of District iV of 

Quebrada honda, puerto pochote

•	 local fishers’ committee of medlar

•	 local fishers’ committee of colorado

•	 fishers’ association for sustainable 

Development of puntarenas

•	 association of conservationist small-

scale fishers of isla puntarenitas de 

golfito

•	 pacific coastal fisheries association – 

costa de pájaros

•	 san Juanillo fishers’ association

•	 association of small-scale fishermen 

“pangueros” of puntarenas 

(asoppaapu)

•	 fishers’ local committee association of 

corozal Jicaral de puntarenas

•	 small-scale fishers’ chamber 

association of puntarenas

•	 association of small-scale fishers of 

puerto pilon, pavones (asosinpap)

•	 association of fishers and “piangüeros” 

of the golfo Dulce 

•	 association of small-scale and tourism 

fishers of Zancudo

it is also important to mention the national federation 

of fishers and allied Workers (fenopea), which 

has central offices in golfo Dulce.

Despite the alternatives mentioned previously, it 

appears that in many regions there is currently 

little interest among fishers in community 

organization within the small-scale fisheries 

sector (fernández, 2013). this observation 

agrees with the findings of morux and murillo 

(2013), where upon asking respondents if they 

were affiliated with an association or cooperative, 

96 percent of fishers in puntarenas said “no”, 
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which moreno gómez (cited in morux and 

murillo, 2013) associates with individualism 

within the sector and which is inconsistent with 

these types of organizations. this also indicates a 

deficiency in community development proposals 

and organization within the sector: fishers and 

cooperative members appear to be unaware of 

the importance of organization in some form for 

the advancement of work in fishing, and in many 

cases have agreed to communal proposals that 

are unclear or do not meet the expectations of an 

industry accustomed to individual-based work.

from the investigation conducted with fishing 

associations, it is noteworthy that apparently 

none of their statutes include the topic of labour 

rights, gender equality or youth empowerment. 

however, one key informant did refer to the 

federation of Workers of puntarenas (which 

includes dock labourers) as having an approach 

to exploitation and labour rights, as well as 

advocacy on these issues. although the issue 

of gender is not raised in the statues of fishing 

associations, there is a national guideline for the 

integration of women on administrative boards 

of associations (guideline DrpJ 003-2011). this 

sets a minimum percentage of women to be 

included on the boards of associations, unions 

and solidarity associations, thus meeting the 

goals of equal representation of men and women 

according to law no. 8901.

in relation to unions, respondent maykall rojas 

(cited in morux and murillo, 2013) mentions 

that only three unions belonging to the fisheries 

sector are registered. these include the 

fishermen’s union of puntarenas, comprised 

of 67 associates of whom 12 are women; the 

national fishermen’s union, which has a board 

of three men and three women (no data were 

available on the number of members); and 

the industrial union of small-scale fishers, 

fish farmers and associates of puntarenas 

(sipacaap), which has 67 members including 

seven women. in the latter, all members are 

given equal representation on the board (four 

women are on the board, although a man 

continues to serve as general secretary, which 

is an important position with regard to decision-

making). the existence of only three unions also 

shows, as previously stated, the lack of interest 

among fishers in organization as a sector.

traditional knowledge and child labour

child labour is defined as “work for which the 

child is too young, work done below the required 

minimum age, or work which, because of its 

detrimental nature or conditions, is altogether 

considered unsuitable for children and is 

forbidden” (fao/ilo, 2013, p. 7). a lack of 

awareness among parents is a primary cause of 

child labour, as they often see it as normal for 

their children to work. it is often the case that 

the parents know that child labour is wrong, but 

have no other option for subsistence (fao/ilo, 

2013). these reasons are all framed in a context 

of poverty and minimal possibilities for progress 

in this population.

the Work in fishing convention (no. 188) 

establishes 16 years as the minimum age for work 

on board a fishing vessel. however, it also lowers 

this age to 15 years during school holidays, under 

the condition that only light tasks are performed 

(ilo, 2007; fao/ilo, 2013). furthermore, it is 

noted that on special occasions and depending 

on the type of fishing, an age of 18 years may 

be recommended for starting to work as a fisher, 

but the activities considered under this category 

are left to the discretion of national authorities 

(ilo, 2007). recommendation no. 199 issued 

by the ilo in order to implement convention 

no. 188 also notes that fishers under 18 years 

of age should not work more than 8 hours per 

day or 40 hours per week, nor should they work 

overtime (morux and murillo, 2013). in costa 

rica, according to law no. 8922 enacted in 

2011 prohibiting dangerous and unhealthy 

work for adolescent workers (youth ages 16 to  

18 years covered under a special arrangement 

for the protection of adolescent workers in the 

code for children and adolescents), these 

workers are prohibited from participating in 

dangerous and unhealthy activities, including 

activities or work at sea as mariners at any scale 

or as mollusc extractors.
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in article 120 bis of the national labour code, 

the final paragraph states that it is entirely 

forbidden to employ minors under 16 years 

of age for services of any kind aboard a ship 

(morux and murillo, 2013). child labour is one 

of the problems that affect many vulnerable 

populations in the region, to which the population 

dependent on small-scale fishing is not exempt. 

according to the ilo (2013), 59 percent of 

the 168 million child labourers worldwide in 

2012 (98 million) were working in agriculture, 

fisheries, aquaculture and other activities that 

prohibit their attendance in school.

When the national institute of statistics and 

censuses surveys employment status, either 

via the population census or through household 

surveys, personal interviews are conducted in 

homes, with the requirement that the informant 

be a “household member over 15 years of 

age and who is sufficiently familiar with the 

characteristics of everyone in the home” (inec, 

2011, p. 82).

household economic activities are defined as 

“any activity or work aimed at the production of 

economic goods and services, intended for sale 

or barter ...” (inec, 2011, p. 157).

By these definitions, the 2011 national 

population census showed the existence of 

children working under 15 years of age, of which 

0.5 percent worked as fishers. this suggests that 

in reality, official statistics underestimate to some 

degree child labour in the fishing sector, and 

accurate data will require a specific strategy that 

reformulates the definition of economic activity 

status and of targeted informants.

Because of the type of work performed, it is much 

more common for children to work informally as 

unpaid labourers. it is estimated that only one in 

five working children are paid and among those, 

the vast majority are paid unfair wages.

overall, child labour occurs mainly among youth 

ranging from 5 to 17 years in age. globally, in 

2012, 264 million children engaged in some 

kind of economic production among whom  

168 million  (10.6 percent) fall under the 

category of child labour. in this category, 85 

million children (5.4 percent) were performing 

work considered as dangerous to their health, 

i.e. in jobs that “by their nature or circumstance 

in which the work is carried out, are likely to 

harm the health, safety or morals of children” 

(ilo, 1999). Between 2004 and 2008 there was 

an increase in the number of youth ages 15 to 

17 engaged in some kind of work: in 2004 this 

was estimated at 52 million and in 2008 at 62 

million (fao/ilo, 2013).

according to the study in costa rica by morux and 

murillo (2013), 72 percent of the 25 interviewed 

fishers in the puntarenas district indicated they 

were underage when starting their work as fishers, 

demonstrating the early age at which people start 

their work in this sector. according to household 

surveys in rural areas, 23.7 percent of minors 

who are not enrolled in the educational system 

are working (inec, 2013). for the 10–14 age 

range, in puntarenas there were 17 male youth 

(0.4 percent of all puntarenas fishers) and two 

females (0.0 percent of all puntarenas fishers) 

engaged in fishing. in guanacaste, there were 

eight males (0.5 percent of guanacaste fishers) 

and two females (0.0 percent of guanacaste 

fishers) working as fishers (inec, 2011). in the 

same year for the 15–19 age range, there were 

243 young men in puntarenas (5.6 percent of 

all male fishers in the province) and 12 young 

women (0.3 percent of female fishers in this 

province). in guanacaste in the same age range, 

there were 96 young men (5.5 percent) and 13 

young women (0.7 percent) devoted to fishing 

as a source of income (inec, 2011).

ilo and fao recognize that the data related 

to child labour in fisheries are scarce and that 

those available are the product of isolated case 

studies, indicating that further investigation is 

needed regarding this topic.

children are responsible for a wide variety of 

fishing tasks that may range from collecting 

and weighing catch, to other activities such 

as marketing, boatbuilding, or domestic 
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tasks (fao/ilo, 2013). children frequently 

work in small family businesses that are part 

of an informal economy where decent work 

is often either poorly organized or simply 

does not exist.

finally, it is important to note that child labour 

is often closely linked to poverty, which may be 

used as an indicator. child labour, rather than 

functioning to generate better conditions for the 

population sector it serves, often perpetuates 

poverty and ultimately results in negative 

impacts on literacy rates and education, mental 

health, and childhood development (fao/

ilo, 2013). however, in some contexts child 

labour is the only option for training available 

to children in areas where access to schools 

is non-existent and therefore learning the 

craft from their parents is their only chance of 

survival (fao/ilo, 2013).

Access to decent work options for women 
and young people

according to the study by fernández (2013), in 

the gulf of nicoya, women are mostly employed 

in household work. other women work as 

manicurists or domestic employees. among 

households interviewed in the study, 62 percent 

were devoted to small-scale fishing and among 

those, 65 percent were financially dependent 

upon the husband and his fishing activities 

to maintain the household. this shows the 

continuing trend as noted by praDepesca in 

1995, in a survey of fishing activities in central 

america, that in costa rica the households of 

those involved in fisheries had an average of five 

members, of which three (e.g. two males and 

one female), were directly involved in fishing and 

marketing of fisheries products.

ae
tABlE 4 Age-based distribution of men and women working in small-scale 
fisheries in puntarenas and Guanacaste, in terms of absolute numbers and 
percentage of the total population

Age 
group 
(years)

puntarenas Guanacaste total

Men Women Men Women Men Women

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

from 10 
to 14 

17 0.4 2 0.0 8 0.5 2 0.1 25 0.4 4 0.1

from 15 
to 19

243 5.6 12 0.3 96 5.5 13 0.7 339 5.6 25 0.4

from 20 
to 39

1 953 45.2 142 3.3 889 51.0 133 7.6 2 842 46.9 275 4.5

from 40 
to 54

1 332 30.8 88 2.0 422 24.2 48 2.8 1.754 28.9 136 2.2

from 55 
to 64 

388 9.0 36 0.8 106 6.1 6 0.3 494 8.1 42 0.7

from 65 
to 69 

60 1.4 4 0.1 15 0.9 0 0.0 75 1.2 4 0.1

over 70 60 1.4 4 0.1 15 0.9 0 0.0 75 1.2 4 0.1

Total 4 035 93.3 288 6.7 1 539 88.3 203 11.7 5 574 91.9 491 8.1

source: compiled from the national population census (inec, 2011). 
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the costa rican national institute of statistics 

and censuses (inec) states that by 2011,  

0.3 percent of the country’s total female 

workforce (583 523 women) were engaged in 

work related to fisheries (marine and freshwater) 

and aquaculture. although this percentage is 

relatively small, there has been an increase 

in female participation within the sector, with 

women reaching 3.3 percent of small-scale 

fishers in 2000 and 8.4 percent in 2011 (inec, 

2014); the inec notes that the work performed 

in relation to fishing was unspecified. in provinces 

such as puntarenas with a population of  

40 779 people, 289 women worked in the 

fisheries sector. in guanacaste, 203 women of 

the 35 675 total population worked in this sector, 

along with 22 women of limón’s total population 

of 37 897. it is important to note that according to 

the household survey conducted by inec (2014), 

women’s income in agriculture, forestry and 

fishing sectors averaged ₡213 514 (us$399), 

which was less than that of men at ₡249 187 

(us$466). although these values represent a 

broad overview, they provide an indication of the 

gender inequity within the fisheries, in spite of the 

fact that women are joining the sector in greater 

numbers than men are.

the division of labour by gender is such that men 

are engaged in harvest activities while women 

perform post-harvest tasks related to fish farming 

and marketing. if women are directly involved in 

pre-harvest and harvest activities, their tasks 

often involve preparation of fishing nets and bait, 

or providing financing for the activities carried 

out by men (fao, 2010). however, it is poorly 

understood how this affects the household and 

the distribution of work within it, which, given the 

traditional form of distribution of labour, could 

place additional burden or strain on women.

While the role of women in fisheries focuses 

more on post-harvest work, part of olDepesca’s 

plan to reduce poverty in the small-scale fishing 

sector proposes “to promote the empowerment 

of women, assigning roles of responsibility 

and adequate compensation for the stages of 

FIGuRE 6 Age distribution of the population of men and women working in 
fishing in Puntarenas and Guanacaste
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processing and marketing fish” (olDepesca, 

2009). to accomplish this, it is important that 

opportunities for training and development 

place women in head roles within the fishery, 

although there seems to be no formal proposal 

by government institutions to meet such goals.

regarding the participation of young people in 

the small-scale fishing sector, it is of fundamental 

importance to revitalize the sector and strengthen 

the identity of marine fishing communities. a 

first step is recognizing the diversity of fishing 

communities where not only male fishers but 

also women and young people play an important 

role in the fish production chain.

for the past 15 years, coopesoliDar r.l., together 

with incopesca and other related institutions, 

has been supporting the sustainable use of 

marine resources and the recognition of local 

expertise and knowledge within communities.

the youth of fishing communities in costa 

rica face many challenges in modern times: 

declining fish stocks, and a lack of opportunities 

with respect to education, health and recreation 

(including limited access to credit), which 

causes social problems such as violence and 

drug trafficking, among others.

Despite these problems, young people play 

an important role in households, families and 

coastal marine communities by completing 

their education and contributing to their 

families and community organizations. young 

people represent hope for small-scale fishing 

communities by retaining links to their cultural 

identity and by ensuring the future conservation 

of their marine biodiversity. 

acknowledging this, coopesoliDar r.l. has 

fostered various efforts to engage with young 

people over the last eight years. the group has 

held workshops with youth in central america 

to encourage their involvement and to share 

experiences, and has helped their voices 

reach regional and international domains. for 

example, coopesoliDar r.l. participated in the 

fifth international union for conservation of 

nature (iucn) World conservation congress in 

Jeju, south Korea in 2012; published papers 

that highlight the concerns of young people; 

and has produced a video for public outreach 

that reflects the perspectives of young men and 

women in coastal communities.

Within the framework of the constitution of 

the network of marine areas for responsible 

fisheries (ampr), a meeting of young people 

from the communities forming part of the 

network was held in 2014. emerging from this 

initiative, another similar opportunity is planned 

for young fishers (both men and women) in 

coastal communities at the next ampr meeting. 

coopesoliDar r.l. and incopesca coordinate 

efforts to strengthen and develop strategic 

partnerships with the Vice ministry of youth 

so that young people may serve as emerging 

leaders in their communities for fisheries policies 

and promote more sustainable development in 

their territories, including the strengthening of 

opportunities for good management practices 

within their fishing communities.

these collaborations emphasize the need for 

dialogue between generations and the integration 

of knowledge and discussions between adults 

and youth. for this reason, there have also 

been meetings and workshops involving youth 

and adult fishers to discuss topics of common 

interest. spaces that also focus specifically on 

the participation of young people and affirmative 

actions that can be developed with them are of 

great importance to the fisheries sector.

meetings with young small-scale fishers generally 

have objectives to: (i) strengthen relationships 

among young fishers in order to promote 

a shared vision of plans, opportunities and 

capacity building in coastal marine communities; 

(ii) share the fao Voluntary guidelines for 

securing sustainable small-scale fisheries 

among young fishers with the aim of integrating 

the principles of the guidelines in their marine 

coastal communities; and (iii) understand the 

public policies emerging from the Vice ministry 

of youth as a means to enhance opportunities 
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and integrate the needs and visions of young 

people in marine fishing communities.

While there are many small-scale and regional 

outreach efforts for youth in these communities, 

as of yet there are no efforts at the national level 

to evaluate the success of these efforts. 

Co-responsibility and networks of child 
and elderly care in fishing

networks for childhood and elderly care were 

proposed by legislation of former costa rican 

president laura chinchilla in order to provide 

for the segment of the population who are 

predominantly inactive in the workplace, 

through both public and private stakeholders 

(imas, no date).

for these efforts, the state must effectively meet 

regulatory and supervisory standards, which 

“involves developing parameters at the national, 

local and establishment scales relating to equal 

access to services, quality care and proper use of 

resources as well as covering aspects regarding 

both the design and operation of the network” 

(sojo, 2010). although there has been some 

progress towards meeting these standards, there 

seems to be no specific regulations concerning 

the small-scale fisheries sector of the country. in 

the absence of national networks, the small-scale 

fisheries sector should be governed according to 

the availability of local cantons to provide such 

services for both children and the elderly.

in conclusion, although there exists legislation 

attempting to protect these sectors of the 

population, much remains on paper and is 

not effectively implemented (elizondo, 2005; 

fernández, 2013; morux and murillo, 2013). 

there remain gaps for the state to address, 

particularly concerning pensions, training and 

concrete proposals for market entry and gender 

equity that sufficiently encompass the needs 

and nature of the small-scale fisheries sector. 

it is important to conduct further research to 

develop a clear understanding of the small-scale 

fisheries sector at the national scale, in terms 

of its characteristics, needs and status, and at 

present there appear to be only isolated attempts 

to update information, resulting in a fragmented 

view of the realities in which the sector operates. 

this situation seems to reflect the general state 

of the small-scale fisheries sector, which until 

now has been largely neglected by the state. 
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4. Results from interviews with key informants 
from government agencies in relation to 
employment and decent work

this section includes the main perspectives and 

opinions expressed by respondents in relation to 

the following five themes:

•	 Decent work and employment

•	 current working conditions in the small-

scale fisheries sector and the future of 

work in the sector

•	 social security

•	 child labour in the fisheries sector

•	 the role of women within the small-

scale and semi-industrial fisheries 

sectors

Employment and decent work

With regard to what is considered to be decent 

work and employment within the small-scale and 

semi-industrial fishing sectors, representative 

Johnny ruíz of mtss highlighted that:

Fishing is considered dangerous given 

the risks to which workers are exposed, 

in many cases high-risk situations, and 

especially given that this work is defined 

by its link to the natural environment 

and is subject to natural phenomena 

(waves, extreme temperatures, etc). In 

many cases it is considered a strenuous 

activity that requires strenuous 

workdays. 

randall sánchez, head of institutional planning 

of incopesca, stated that “small-scale and 

semi-industrial fishing should have all the same 

working conditions as those available to other 

productive sectors, according to national and 

international law.”

Juan manuel cordero, representative of costa 

rica’s national human rights institution, the 

ombudsman office, noted that decent work is 

a lifetime right and requires long-term planning 

and human development. the work should 

not be seen as an end in itself, but rather as 

a profession that goes beyond daily work and 

permits a lifestyle aimed at personal development. 

Decent and dignified work should be considered 

a lawful activity and human right, allowed and 

promoted by the state and protected under 

national regulation. thereby one is protected 

during the working day, with the recognition of 

severe working conditions that are mitigated with 

worker safety policies. in fisheries, decent and 

dignified work should also be a right and there 

should be no exceptions in terms of concepts 

or practice in small-scale or semi-industrial 

fishing. mr cordero also stated that “certain risky 

activities by their nature should have a spectrum 

of protection that is above-standard, as they are 

risky jobs, prone to be hazardous to the worker’s 

physical health; thus standards should be raised 

according to the reality in which they live.”

When discussing the promotion of decent and 

dignified work in fisheries, mr sánchez stressed 

the existence of international regulations 

regarding work in fisheries by stating that “there 

should be a differentiation in the existing labour 

legislation that applies to land-based activities 

vs those in the water, as safety conditions and 

hours, among other things, are very different.” 

it is noted that although fisheries workers are 

protected by the same legislation as other 

workers, the specific working conditions of 

fishers are such that, in order to be considered 

decent, they must also comply with additional, 

specific regulations within the sector.

the Vice minister of planning of costa rica, luis 

fallas, proposed decent work as a means to an 

end, whereby employment and decent work are 

essential for improving people’s quality of life. 

one must consider the joint development of 

families and job creation that contributes beyond 

mere subsistence.
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Johnny ruíz of the mtss stated that:

Applying the concept of decent work to 

small-scale fisheries activities is difficult 

given the reality of the work; usually 

fishers are almost confined to the sea, 

with no spaces for adequate rest. This 

can be seen in particular in relatively 

small vessels: while traditional fleets 

are integrated into marked concepts of 

informality, involvement or enrolment, 

traditionally small-scale fishing uses 

small boats with relatively small crews. 

It should be recognized that given the 

characteristics of these areas of work, 

regulation and monitoring of labour 

standards as defined by the Labour 

Code and other related laws is difficult.

mr fallas of miDeplan mentioned that “to 

improve the manner in which the subject of 

decent work is addressed in fisheries, civil society 

organizations are called upon to be key leaders in 

this development. their work may draw attention 

to the needs of coastal communities and make 

their issues visible”.

mr fallas stressed the need to integrate fishing 

with the agricultural sector: “We [the ministry of 

planning] have no lines of action in fisheries as 

other institutions do, but there is interest in joint 

public and private institutions, promoting the 

process of organization of fishing communities, 

and not just infrastructure”.

he also recommended that incopesca 

incorporate marine fisheries programmes to 

develop a social foundation, in partnership with 

other ministries to pursue the comprehensive 

development of the fishery sector:

We need to move forward in developing 

larger-scale projects, which organizations 

can use to create an impact. Public-

private partnerships are essential. We are 

characterized by a social approach that 

provides examples of new approaches 

to sustainability at a national level. It is 

important to promote a more aggressive 

role for INCOPESCA.

mr fallas also noted that the country is 

increasingly moving towards international 

agreements and labour legislation on human 

rights issues:

We now have a Ministry that must 

promote these issues, and we trust its 

perspective as the Ministry of Labour 

and Social Security. In this country we 

are moving towards better regulation 

and enforcement.

to this, Juan manuel cordero of the ombudsman 

office, added that there is much that remains 

to be done regarding international agreements 

and labour legislation in the country. he noted 

that there are major challenges with closing the 

gaps regarding compliance with international 

conventions. in addition, he noted the lack of 

resources for labour inspection (i.e. with no skiff 

or boat, inspectors can visit the port but not the 

workplace), which limits the ability of staff to 

ensure compliance with measures when workers 

are at sea. he mentioned that “there is a gulf 

between industry, commerce, agriculture and 

work at sea. the state has prioritized national 

security and the fight against drug trafficking.”

While various officials had distinct opinions on 

the issue, it is noteworthy that when talking 

about work and decent employment, all agreed 

that the small-scale fisheries sector has long 

endured difficult and dangerous working 

conditions that have largely remained invisible 

beyond community-level discussions, and there 

is need to adopt changes to ensure decent and 

dignified work within the fisheries sector. 

Current conditions of workers in the 
small-scale fisheries sector and future 
work in the sector

the representative of the ccss, Dr flores, 

indicated that the small-scale fisheries sector 

has experienced little development in the 

country, and few incentives exist for fishers. 

he noted that the country has turned its back 

on the sector and that the profit from these 

fisheries is not sufficient to allow for decent 

living conditions: “the workers and fisheries 
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face a job with many risks. the women of golfo 

fish, but their catch barely provides for the food 

security of the family.” Johnny ruíz added that 

“occupational health and hygiene on board is 

supervised sporadically in port, especially when 

in response to complaints”.

mr ruíz also stated that, “with reference to the 

international conventions of the ilo that pertain 

to fishing, perhaps it should be accepted that 

they are not satisfied in full”. this shows the low 

priority that state agencies assign to the sector, in 

addition to the lack of resources and personnel 

that may be employed for compliance with these 

agreements.

adding to this, Dr flores indicated:

Socio-economic development in Costa 

Rica has been in the Central Valley. As 

state programmes have started being 

decentralized, fishers have begun to 

appear. At least one member of the 

family in the Caribbean uses a boat. 

There is a large difference between the 

fisher in the Caribbean, where there is 

a strong influence from those of African 

descent, and Pacific coast populations 

that have greater marine biodiversity 

available for fisheries.

randall sánchez of incopesca stated that 

the dialogue on small-scale fisheries today 

is centred around the opinion that “there 

is no employment relationship, but rather 

piecework arrangements; it is fishing for family 

consumption as conducted by the father, 

mother, and in some cases the children.”

for semi-industrial fishing, mr sánchez noted 

that “there is a [formal] employment relationship 

between workers and owners of the vessels, 

whereby social security and current labour 

legislation must be respected, although such 

legislation should be adjusted to the distinct 

conditions of work on the water.”

these comments highlight the fact that work in 

the small-scale sector is more “informal” and 

the lack of a formal employment relationship 

leads to suboptimal working conditions. Johnny 

ruíz of mtss added:

There is no exhaustive control over 

contracts for one-time enrolment; each 

company applies its own procedure 

but for an employment contract in 

its traditional sense, which in many 

cases involves verbal agreements. One 

problem is the registration of contracts 

which, although outlined in Article 23 of 

the Labour Code, is not a practice that is 

fulfilled, and much less so by companies 

in this sector.

he also added that “the ministry of public Works 

and marine port offices have not implemented 

the ‘identification card’. a commission drafted 

and proposed a prototype for the card similar to 

a passport, but the issue of cost was disputed, 

which is unlikely to be defrayed by workers”.

in addition, Juan manuel cordero of the 

ombudsman office noted that “small-scale 

fisheries may be subject to some degree of stigma 

with regards to an identification system, and 

some cases of drug trafficking have occurred.”

adding to comments expressed by the other 

respondents, mr cordero noted that “we are 

more focused on controlling other issues rather 

than the human being and the worker. the 

view of the state is that of persecution, rather 

than a more human perspective focusing on 

the worker.”

the Vice minister of planning, luis fallas, noted 

the future priorities for national and territorial 

planning oriented towards the most vulnerable 

sectors, such as coastal zones and their fishers. 

he also provided information on how this issue 

is included as a priority of the government in the 

new national Development plan. according to  

mr fallas, the biggest concern of the state is 

how to reach communities, particularly those in 

coastal areas. to this end, the government has 

designed a strategy within each of its institutions 

and private sectors. mr fallas stated that there 

are 16 target sectors in the national plan, 

with one sector as a spearhead, such as the 
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agricultural and fisheries development sector, 

in order to revitalize the economies of rural 

and coastal areas that were abandoned under 

previous national economic models. previously 

the focus was on competition, now it is on 

sustainability.

the Vice minister of planning recognized that 

work in coastal areas has not been pursued with 

sufficient effort by the country. although progress 

has been made at a regional level, coastal areas 

have not advanced as they should have:

As we address the elimination of 

extreme poverty, the challenge is to 

support these vulnerable populations 

through the creation of jobs and 

employment opportunities. This effort 

would attempt to bring together the six 

developing regions and the Cantonal 

Interagency Coordination Committees 

(CCCI) in order to reach, in particular, 

the development associations, and to 

develop agreements among individual 

cantons. Local power belongs to the 

municipality and to the institutions 

for coordination and incorporation of 

the needs of the population. The idea 

is to initiate a dialogue and a joint 

collaboration between institutions and 

organizations representing civil society, 

at national and regional level.

mr fallas mentioned that “there are not enough 

[initiatives for other productive activities] and 

the state has not achieved the minimum 

conditions necessary to counteract the exclusion 

of people. in addition, there is the international 

bureaucracy, and the question of how we begin 

to develop concrete alternatives to improve of 

the quality of life.”

mr fallas also added:

With the assistance programmes 

currently in place, we are not solving 

the underlying problems in decent work 

and employment. We must have staff 

working in communities with people; we 

have 26 programmes against poverty, 

but we confront issues of interagency 

coordination and welfare. A solution 

cannot be seen as a problem. The 

Ministry of Planning should also create 

conditions such that institutions can 

assume roles for coordinated work.

While the specific initiatives for the small-scale 

fisheries sector and their specific conditions were 

not mentioned, it is important to note the initiatives 

outlined by the Vice minister of planning for 

vulnerable populations, which in the future could 

include the small-scale fisheries sector.

Johnny ruíz of mtss also mentioned:

The MTSS should recognize that there 

is no specific programme to define 

strategies that protect this group within 

the working population. Inspections are 

carried out by our offices in coastal areas 

if requests are received by workers of 

this activity. In the case of Puntarenas, 

the local leaders have informed me that 

they have conducted activities for rights 

awareness; it is in such fairs or booths 

that the presence of seafaring workers 

seeking advice has been noted.

mr cordero from the ombudsman office,  

stated that for the country to improve working 

conditions for small-scale fishing workers, one 

should first consider the activity as an important 

and productive activity in the national economy, 

with knowledge of how much fishers contribute 

and what their income is: “in this manner, 

interest [is] based on financial grounds, credit, 

and guarantees with respect to [human] rights”. 

mr cordero also noted:

We should change the way work in 

fisheries is viewed, placing the activity 

in its real dimension and being more 

proactive in ensuring that the issue is 

addressed systematically in relation to 

work. Without the concept that there is 

an economy of this scale at sea, workers 

in this economy are not seen to need 

protection, nor do CCSS staff have boats 

to go see what working conditions are.
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mr cordero mentioned the importance of 

disaggregated statistical data, which provides the 

basis for decision-making: “i was made aware 

that the big agricultural census has just been 

completed and that there is no national census of 

fisheries. Variables considered for management 

can be very selective, very environmental, but 

social aspects and labour are important.”

he also mentioned that, “since the administration 

is preparing the national Development plan 

where goals are set, the issue of decent work at 

sea should be made visible. if this is done, we 

address the law of the republic. that which is not 

in the national development plan does not exist”. 

in conclusion, many leaders are in agreement 

that the small-scale fisheries sector has been 

neglected for too long by the powers of the state, 

and they recognize the importance of improving 

current conditions for fishers and their families 

via measures at the national level.

Social security

as for social security in the fisheries sector, Dr 

flores of the ccss noted that “the ccss has 

an area of special coverage that should ensure 

that vulnerable populations are protected by 

social guarantees.” this area is responsible 

for providing protection to migrants or those 

with any degree of vulnerability when seeking 

medical care, given that they do not have the 

option of contributing to the ccss. additionally, 

the possibility of a pension at retirement is 

jeopardized under this scheme. Dr flores also 

reported that since the 1980s the state has 

promoted a type of group insurance, where 

people are insured through partnerships or 

cooperatives. he noted “an agreement for group 

insurance was made with fishers to improve 

their health conditions, and this at the same time 

strengthened organization within this sector”.

Dr flores said that fishers often live in vulnerable 

areas, such that on occasion they may access 

“national insurance” which:

... applies to those who work independently 

and have insufficient income, such that they 

qualify for national insurance. This is a big 

step by Costa Rican law to offer this type of 

insurance for self-employed and vulnerable 

populations.

Child labour in fisheries

Randall Sánchez of INCOPESCA noted that 

“yes, child labour exists owing to the fact that 

[fishing] is developed as a family activity, where 

the whole family participates, such that it 

becomes the only source of work”. The authors 

are unaware of any cases of child labour in 

semi-industrial fisheries.

Mr Sánchez also said that although there are 

national efforts to eradicate child labour, he 

does not know of any regulations specifically 

for child labour in fisheries and doubts their 

existence, owing to the lack of national 

regulations for this in the sector.

Mr Fallas of MIDEPLAN recognized the 

importance of combating child labour, given 

that this is one of the main obstacles for 

achieving decent work and employment in the 

sector, and also given the relationship between 

child labour and poverty.

Juan Manuel Cordero of the Ombudsman 

Office added that:

The Defensoría de los Habitantes has 

had a historic struggle in the reporting 

and monitoring of child labour. Above 

all, the monitoring of public policies 

within the workplace, of education and 

of health care, which we call ‘the social 

network for the protection of the child 

worker’. The Defensoría has helped draw 

attention to the issue, which is not a 

peaceful theme (our economy does not 

function only among adults). Children 

work in hazardous and unhealthy 

activities. There are exceptional cases of 

children and youth assigned to cleaning 

the deck on boats (a risky, heavy and 

very poorly paid job), in response to 

which the Defensoría has taken action 

through the Council for Children and 
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Adolescents to shed light on this topic 

at sea.

it was stressed that the country needs to 

recognize child labour in fisheries and identify 

cases with greater precision. mr cordero 

emphasized that inec should be in a position 

to analyse the permanent survey module, 

something which is currently not performed. 

he also mentioned that the last survey in which 

the issue of child labour was included was in 

2001, meaning that a decade of information 

has been lost. from 2001 to 2011, the latest 

estimate indicated that there were 137 500 

children working, concentrated in agriculture 

and commerce. the survey considered children 

between 13 and 16 years of age with about 6 

years of schooling, and living in the rural sector. 

When it was redistributed in 2011, there were 47 

000 children working, pointing to the success of 

universal public policies in education and health. 

Johnny ruíz of mtss also highlighted that:

As a dangerous activity, children are 

not subject to either informal or less 

formal labour force participation, in 

accordance with the Code for Children 

and Adolescents, the ILO convention 

on the worst forms of child labour, and 

the Law on prohibition of dangerous and 

unhealthy work for adolescent workers 

through Executive Decree No. 36640 

(MTSS, 22 June 2011). 

While legislation concerning the prohibition of 

child labour in the sector was mentioned by 

respondents and described as dangerous and 

unsuitable for children, the reality is that child 

labour does exist in the sector, and there are no 

programmes, policies or strategies to put these 

regulations into practice.

Women in the small-scale and semi-
industrial fisheries sector 

regarding women’s labour in fisheries, Dr flores 

of ccss has highlighted that there is more 

potential and capacity for moving forward. in this 

sector, women reportedly work more than men 

in addition to caring for their families. therefore, 

women deserve the best possible opportunities 

in their personal, social and community life, 

including participation in decisions about their 

own lives and long-term plans.

the Vice minister of planning, upon consultation 

regarding the issue of gender in the fisheries 

sector, stated that the national Development 

plan considers the issue of gender and progress 

and has included gender variables in its acts 

and plans. however, he did not specify whether 

there are specific measures in relation to gender 

issues in the fishing sector.

Juan manuel cordero of the ombudsman office 

stated that “fishing has very particular conditions; 

it is a work based on male chauvinism where 

female labour is undervalued and underpaid, 

and carried out under poor conditions. there is 

a lack of respect”.

Johnny ruíz of the ministry of labour and social 

security mentioned that in the mtss, there are 

no programmes for improving the conditions of 

women in fishing; however he emphasizes that, 

“in informal family-based fishing, it is common 

for women to be involved, many as heads of 

household who engage in fishing as a means of 

support or maintaining minimum income”.

in conclusion, it is noteworthy that although 

respondents agreed that the problems faced by 

women working in the fisheries sector include 

the lack of acknowledgement of their needs and 

recognition for their work, there are no policies or 

programmes in place to address these problems. 
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5. Results from interviews with small-scale fishers 
and mollusc fishery sectors

this chapter presents the results of interviews 

with different group of fishers from the small-

scale and mollusc sector. Data were collected 

through a questionnaire with qualitative and 

quantitative questions (annex 2). 

the objective of the interviews was to gain an 

understanding of the local opinions regarding 

decent employment and work, working 

conditions, and the role of women, children and 

youth in fisheries. the interviews were conducted 

with an exploratory sample of 28 people. there 

was a higher representation of male informants: 

20 men (71.4 percent) compared with eight 

women (28.6 percent), due to the greater 

representation in the sector by men in the 

guanacaste and puntarenas provinces. among 

those interviewed, 78.6 percent were from the 

small-scale fisheries sector and 21.4 percent 

from the mollusc fishery sector.

the interview findings are organized according 

to the themes of interest in the study as follows:

•	 Decent employment

•	 access to legislation, social security 

and pensions

•	 access to training

•	 Women’s labour in the sector

•	 child labour in fisheries

Decent employment

among respondents, 57.1 percent mentioned 

that although fishing was sometimes difficult 

given their current situation, they did not engage 

in other activities besides fishing and mollusc 

harvesting, whereas 42.9 percent claimed 

to have other income-generating activities in 

addition to fishing. this highlights the plight 

that the sector is currently experiencing and 

the increasing tendency of fishers to search for 

alternative sources of income.

upon asking whether they perceived their 

job to be conducted in a dignified manner, all 

participants mentioned that their work was 

dignified, but 50 percent of informants indicated 

that on many occasions conditions were not 

entirely adequate, which affected the way in 

which they carried out their work. 

Access to legislation, social security and 
pensions

When asking respondents if they were insured 

directly by the ccss, 73.1 percent answered 

in the affirmative, while the other 26.9 percent 

reported having no insurance or having group 

insurance through a cooperative or association. 

similarly, when asked if they were aware of 

whether they would have access to retirement 

in the future, 48.1 percent said yes while  

51.9 percent had no knowledge of their eligibility 

for retirement income or of the requirements to 

receive this benefit in the future. these figures 

point to the fact that fishers have little to no 

knowledge about their access to insurance and 

pensions, which is supported by the fact that 

88 percent of respondents claimed they had no 

knowledge about what laws existed to protect 

them and only 12 percent mentioned having 

some knowledge about such legislation.

Access to training

among fishers, 52 percent claimed to have 

received no training on the part of any entity, 

except for obligatory basic offshore safety and 

emergency training (zafarrancho) for their 

profession; while 48 percent mentioned having 

been part of some kind of work-related training 

such as for the repair of motors and vessels, 

working with fibreglass, training in fisheries 

and navigation, and training for captains and 

tour guides. however, many respondents also 

pointed to the need for more training to stay up 

to date on different techniques.
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Women’s work in fisheries

although women’s work in the fishing sector is 

somewhat less visible than that of men, women 

have had increasingly active participation in 

decision-making as well as equal recognition. 

most of the respondents mentioned that while few 

women engaged in fishing activities themselves, 

many engaged in commerce or other supporting 

activities while their partners were out fishing. as 

such, when asked if women are recognized as 

equals with men for performing the same work, 

83.7 percent said yes, while 14.3 percent said 

they are not equally recognized, owing to, among 

other things, the heavy workload they are given 

and the lack of acknowledgement their work.

Child labour in fisheries

With regard to child labour, 67.9 percent of 

respondents reported that in their communities 

there were minors engaged in either fishing or 

mollusc harvesting. among them, 65 percent 

mentioned that minors do not abandon their 

studies to engage in fishing activities, but 

rather alternate with studying: for example, 

they fish during school vacations, or before or 

after school, depending on the task. among 

all respondents, 39.1 percent said that the 

age of children engaged in fishing activities in 

their community was from 13 to 15 years old;  

39.1 percent stated the range at 16 to 18 years; 

and 21.7 percent reported the range at 6 to  

12 years. 
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6.1 Group interviews with workers in the 
shrimp fishery 

the information presented below is the result 

of a group interview with workers in the shrimp 

fishery. there were 16 people interviewed  

(14 women and two men). all women were 

heads of household who maintained their 

families through the work of processing the 

shrimp (heading, peeling and packing). the 

ages among the women were diverse, with one 

worker between 18 and 30, two between 31 and 

40 years, seven between 41 and 50 years, and 

six between 51 and 60 years.

similar to previous sections, the information 

collected in the focus group interviews are 

organized by theme. in the group interviews with 

women involved in the shrimp sector, the topics 

discussed were:

•	 Decent work and employment and 

current status

•	 social security and social guarantees

•	 gender division of labour and different 

forms of recognition

•	 child labour 

Decent work and employment: current 
conditions

Women described certain features that from 

their perspective characterized decent work, 

including a stable job that permits holidays 

and other social guarantees, and also provides 

insurance policies that do not discriminate 

against women between 50 and 60 years old 

who still need to earn a living to maintain a 

household.

an important finding is that not all women 

are employed in permanent jobs with labour-

management contributions to the costa rican 

social security system. among the women invited 

to participate in the focus group, 50 percent had 

occasional work or had been dismissed from 

their work owing to the expiration of trawling 

licences. the remaining 50 percent had steady 

work, with their salaries corresponding to those 

approved by law, and also had social security 

through worker–employer insurance as well 

as risk insurance from the national institute 

of insurance. as for work hours, they worked 

8-hour working days, in correspondence with 

national law.

Women who have difficulty obtaining social 

security are often those with temporary 

employment who are hired two or three times a 

week with low daily pay, thus making it difficult 

for them to fully satisfy the basic needs of their 

families.

informants also noted that in industries and 

factories, approximately 20 percent of women 

hired to work are women from nicaragua.

the interviews demonstrated that the 50 percent 

of women with a stable job believed that they 

did have decent and dignified work. meanwhile, 

women hired on a temporary basis had a 

different opinion: these women believed that 

exclusion from social services such as insurance 

and retirement income, among other benefits, 

did not constitute decent work. Women’s work is 

dependent upon the quality and quantity of the 

resource delivered to the industry; if the influx 

of the product is low or nil, women either lose 

their jobs or are paid less, and struggle to gather 

basic funds for their personal needs and those 

of their family.

Social security and labour guarantees

Women in temporary employment have no social 

guarantees and feel forced to pay insurance 

separately, to be insured by their children, or to 

6. Findings from the group interviews and the 
focus group discussion conducted
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receive coverage under the national insurance 

plan that is offered to vulnerable populations 

living in poverty. however, a drawback of the 

national plan is that recipients do not receive a 

pension or retirement funds, and when pensions 

are received, they are often meagre at about 

us$125 a month, which is insufficient to cover 

basic needs.

all of the women and the two men that were 

interviewed noted that the factories provide 

them with protective gear such as boots, aprons, 

pants, protective eyewear, masks, and hats to 

avoid risks and provide health and safety in the 

workplace.

some factories employ women who are pregnant, 

but give them jobs that will not compromise 

their health during pregnancy. respondents 

believed that in this sense, national legislation 

has advanced substantially.

Gender division of labour and different 
forms of recognition

Women in the sector largely work on the 

processing side. many of their activities are 

not valued economically, and women feel 

constrained by a minimum income that benefits 

neither them nor their families.

in most cases, work-related skills are learned 

through practice, without formal training. those 

women who had been employed in factories 

sometimes received food handling courses or 

safety training in the company, but overall they 

mostly learned these procedures on the job.

all focus group participants said that women’s 

work is not recognized using the same 

parameters for valuing the work of men:

Men are paid more than women primarily 

because men are given more overtime 

than women, and this makes them earn 

more in jobs that increase their wages 

and income. For us women it is much 

more difficult, especially given that 

most women are heads of household.

the participants added that they are not 

recognized as part of the fisheries chain of 

production, and thus receive no economic 

support during closed seasons or any other 

guarantees because they are not formally 

considered part of the shrimp trawling fishery 

sector. 

Child labour

there was consensus among all respondents 

that factories do not recruit minors because it 

is prohibited by law. note this response from a 

young female packing worker in puntarenas:

I am 29 years old and from the age of 

11 I’ve been peeling shrimp. We shrimp 

peelers are many. If the factories close, 

we are left without work, as Puntarenas 

has no labour sources and even less for 

young people. I am also a single mother 

and I have to look after my daughter. 

There are many women with occasional 

work. When the season closes, we are 

out of work and we do not receive any 

support or help; this time of joblessness 

hits us very hard.

6.2. Focus group discussion with vessel 
owners or operators

in the focus group discussion with vessel owners 

and operators, the topics covered were:

•	 Decent, dignified, and safe work in 

fishing: current status

•	 Women’s labour in the industry 

•	 child labour in the semi-industrial 

fishing sector.

Decent, dignified, and safe work in 
fishing: current status

this group put forward that decent and dignified 

work in the fisheries sector is one that generates 

economic stability, owing to the fact that it is an 

activity regulated by law.

all considered the work they performed to be 

decent, as it ensures economic support. the 



40

work has dignity because it involves the entire 

family, and generates income for their survival; 

it also allows other family members to learn the 

activity and to continue the way of life of semi-

industrial fishers. 

among the respondents, the number of 

employees ranged from 2 to 48. in the latter case, 

24 of the 48 people employed were women, and 

only one vessel owner reported having a woman 

employed as an administrator. 

all employees have employer-based coverage 

and a risk policy from the national insurance 

institute. employed fishers also receive an 

additional economic premium of 18 percent or 

21 percent of production value.

focus group participants agreed that there 

are no established working days during 

offshore fisheries work: if fishing is at night, 

fishers rest during the day and vice versa. the 

unpredictability of the daily work schedule is a 

disadvantage for labourers in fishing, as other 

jobs conducted on land have a more consistent 

work schedule.

all respondents are insured independently and 

know the labour laws and the labour code that 

protects its employees.

none of the respondents had received training 

for their profession. all fished with trawl nets 

and they reported adapting and improving their 

gear to make their fishing more efficient. for 

example, they had reduced the horsepower of 

their motors, used turtle exclusion devices, and 

increased their mesh size (from 1.25 inches to 

2 inches). 

Women’s labour in the industry

only one of the six vessel owners interviewed 

hired or had hired women to work at sea. one 

of them said that in the past he had employed 

women, but for traditional tasks like peeling and 

packing shrimp: “in our culture it is not common 

for women to want to work at sea and sometimes 

it is not even asked, because that means women 

must be far away from the home and their 

families.”

in one particular case, the vessel owner/

operator did involve female family members 

in administration and management activities; 

he considered their organizational skills to 

be an incentive to hire them, in addition to 

strengthening the family business.

one respondent noted that “women perform 

work in this activity more efficiently and generally 

have incomes that are similar to or greater than 

men.”

Child labour in the semi-industrial fishing 
sector

according to interviewees, children and 

adolescent youth do not work in the semi-

industrial fisheries sector because it is prohibited 

by law. however, many respondents suggested 

that, in their opinion, the involvement of youth 

(teenagers) in fishing activities reduced their 

likelihood of involvement in criminal activities 

(drugs), and provided them with skills for 

job opportunities. they noted that if the law 

permitted it, they would hire young people to 

apprentice in the business.  
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7. Conclusions

small-scale fishing is more than a means of 

financial gain for subsistence. for those in the 

sector, it is a way of life that incorporates culture, 

a relationship with the sea and its resources, 

time management, traditions, strong ties with 

the region, social roots, and traditional wisdom.

seafaring workers, especially those engaged 

in small-scale and semi-industrial fishing, are 

involved in the full cycle of production, from 

preparation for going out to sea to the moment the 

product is delivered for sale either to intermediaries 

or directly to consumers. for this they must 

endure long and difficult days performing tasks in 

suboptimal working conditions. 

the characteristics of the work and its instability, 

as well as the country’s traditional economic 

model that widens gaps and inequities, make 

these fisheries a vulnerable sector. this is also 

demonstrated by economic indicators as well 

as the level of poverty in rural populations, 

especially indigenous populations, peasants 

(campesinas) and others in the small-scale 

fisheries sector. Based on the findings from 

this exploratory study, it is important not to view 

poverty and small-scale fishing as having a 

causal relationship without taking into account 

the conditions in which the activity is carried out.

one of the consequences of informal work 

in fisheries is the difficulty of access to social 

security for those within the sector. group 

insurance seems to be one of the best options 

for addressing this problem; however, this 

alternative is subject to the decisions of members 

in positions of power within fishers’ associations, 

with the result that most fishers that are not 

associated are also not insured, which in turn 

affects their families.

the investigation further revealed that fishers 

note an important difference between what is 

decent work and decent employment. in the 

testimonies of small-scale fishers, both men and 

women, it was apparent that their labour falls 

within the framework of decent work, involving 

the implementation of values and knowledge 

provided by years of experience, as well as 

earning a living in a dignified and respectable 

way. however, despite working independently, 

fishers experience poverty and despair more 

frequently than many other sectors due to the 

lack of opportunities, conditions, and resources 

to perform their work.

the situation of poverty and the lack of dignified 

conditions within the sector are deepened with 

respect to decent employment, because as 

noted by those interviewed, the conditions in 

which they work are poor. While at the national 

level there are conventions, agreements, labour 

laws, regulations, and a general openness to 

improve working conditions for the country’s 

inhabitants, in the fisheries sector there are 

still many gaps and contradictions between the 

proposal and the reality. for example, there is 

minimal use of formal contracts for workers in 

fishing, which ultimately limits the protection for 

many fishers.

it was also found that fishers have a limited notion 

of the policies designed for their protection or of 

regulations that must be complied with, making 

it difficult for them to know the necessary 

procedures to follow if regulations are not 

implemented by responsible agencies.

the system for closed season subsidies to small-

scale fishers was also considered, which are 

often late to arrive or insufficient for maintaining 

a good quality of life. We also highlighted certain 

aspects of exclusion with regard to this subsidy, 

such as the lack of consideration of women’s 

role in the home and their contribution to 

fishing, even though they are often also heads 

of household. the law also imposes community 
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service upon men and women in exchange for 

the subsidy; which is associated with persons 

deprived of their liberty, thus affecting the 

self-esteem especially of those without other 

alternatives for compensation.

the lack of access to credit and training 

alternatives that provide tools for improving 

their work at sea and managing their finances 

is another barrier for small-scale fishers to 

enhancing their performance. most fishers 

depend on intermediaries, hence the challenge 

to achieving greater independence in the supply 

chain and higher product value. it is extremely 

urgent to change the logic of the market and the 

visibility of fishers’ efforts, as well as increase 

awareness of the importance of responsible 

small-scale fishing in all its dimensions, including 

the cultural, environmental, and social value of 

traditional knowledge.

the institutions that are responsible and 

competent within the sector owe it to small-scale 

fishers to provide real opportunities for capacity 

building and access to resources, as well as the 

promotion of labour rights and the implementation 

of mechanisms adjustable to their work at sea. 

this sector has been largely invisible at the level 

of public policies and social programmes, and 

only recently has the small-scale sector mobilized 

to be included in consultations and to participate 

in decision-making.

present policies have used an assistance-based 

approach to providing welfare and training 

courses on basic protection at sea that do not 

take into account fishers’ traditional knowledge 

and their own strategies for fishing, research, 

protection, marketing and commercialization. 

many initiatives have been designed from the 

top down in such a disjointed manner that they 

have left fishers disengaged. a real discussion 

regarding this issue is needed among the various 

agencies involved in order to move forward in an 

integrated way.

it was also found that while the sector is 

composed of a large number of fishers, very 

few are part of any organization. this seems 

to be related to the lack of value workers 

place on joining such groups, as well as to the 

limited number of consolidated associations. 

nonetheless, in those associations with what 

appear to be successful experiences, fishers 

have positive views about joining an association 

or cooperative and the benefits this brings. from 

these interviews, a broad spectrum of interest 

can be seen in consolidating an organization for 

the protection of the rights of small-scale fishers.

Due to the nature of fishers’ work, children, 

youth and women participate in the fishing 

process. children may engage in the process 

of preparation for fishing and to a lesser 

extent in the activity itself. these activities are 

alternated with attendance at primary school or 

high school (in fishing communities where this 

option is available), and according to surveys 

and interviews in this study, there appears to 

be a younger age of entry into activities around 

mollusc harvesting. young people in fishing 

communities apparently have a much more 

active role in fisheries. this is partly due to 

the few opportunities that coastal areas offer 

to this age bracket of the population, as well as 

the economic conditions of families that lead 

many young people to abandon school (or to 

not enrol in universities) and take up the family 

trade (i.e. fishing). nonetheless, there are 

no recent studies that investigate the actual 

participation of this sector of the population in 

small-scale fisheries.

according to interviews, women are increasingly 

recognized for their work in the fishing process, 

both in the preparation of materials and the 

collection of resources. nonetheless, there 

is still much progress to be made on gender 

in fisheries work in order to recognize the 

importance of women’s role in the fishing 

economy. in this sense, the challenge lies not 

only in the appreciation of the activities of both 

men and women in fisheries, but also the need 

to share equitably in domestic chores and child 

care, such that women are not overburdened by 

double and triple workdays that are unseen and 

without compensation.
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it is also important to note that in the country 

there is currently little information on the living 

conditions of people who are engaged in small-

scale or semi-industrial fishing. Without any 

records on the labour of migrant sectors, which 

represents a significant proportion of workers, 

there are no data to identify their characteristics. 

a similar situation occurs with the shellfish 

sector, which has very scarce data on current 

working conditions.

Based on this exploratory study, it can be noted 

that there are pending issues for the various 

organizations involved in the process, mainly 

in relation to decent employment in fishing. it 

is worth emphasizing that many regulations 

are barely met, which merits rethinking of 

the objectives and ideas that we as a country 

have for the sector, in order to better serve its 

demands in pursuit of both economic and social 

development.

Recommendations

Below are listed some recommendations for 

follow-up actions emerging from the study 

conducted:

•	 a national census of the fisheries 

sector should be conducted, including 

all subdivisions: small-scale, semi-

industrial, mollusc and aquaculture, 

including information in relation to the 

sex and age of the fishers. this will 

give a clearer panorama of the living 

conditions of people working in both 

domestic and foreign industries, in 

order to take measures at the national 

level to develop plans based on the 

actual conditions in the sector.

•	 together with the ministry of health, the 

ministry of labour and the costa rican 

Department of social security should 

conduct an analysis of viable mechanisms 

that provide adequate accessibility to 

different services linked to the actual 

conditions of fishers in their work at 

sea, including their workdays, risks, 

equipment, and other circumstances 

particular to the fishing trade. this would 

include promoting, for example, more 

regionalization of services.

•	 this study reveals the great vulnerability 

of women working in fisheries who lack 

recognition for their work, indicating 

that institutions should promote a 

discussion of and specific proposals for 

women’s access to social security. this 

can be coordinated with the Department 

of special insurance of the costa rican 

Department of social security.

•	 promote comprehensive programmes for 

participatory research and management 

of marine areas for responsible fishing, 

accompanied by forms of governance 

and multi-stakeholder participation, to 

achieve concrete results that can serve 

to motivate other fishers to continue 

their work in small-scale fisheries, seek 

options for improving living conditions, 

and maintain their rights to coastal lands 

and their relationship with the sea.

•	 expand national training programmes 

for the fisheries sector that respond 

to the specific characteristics of the 

population.

•	 provide opportunities for supporting 

the organization of associations and/

or cooperatives, including legal and 

administrative support, ensuring 

adequate development in these 

programmes to improve the sector.

•	 employ strategies to ensure that 

fisheries workers have efficient access 

to information regarding labour rights, 

as well as access to health and the 

education necessary to conduct their 

work under optimal conditions.

•	 ensure that women engaged in fishing 

and other activities in the production 

chain are given real opportunities for 

personal development and profitable 

ventures, as well as optimal working 

conditions, so as to continue their 
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tradition of fishing while improving their 

family environment and empowering 

individuals and groups in their 

communities.

•	 ensure that government institutions not 

only make the fisheries sector and the 

characteristics of work at sea visible, but 

also implement the labour code and 

ratified international conventions, such 

that affirmative actions are proposed to 

reduce poverty levels in the sector.

•	 With regard to childhood and fisheries, 

a process of identification with the sea 

and coastal areas is recommended as 

part of the school curriculum, as well as 

increasing teacher awareness regarding 

fishery zones.

•	 for youth in fisheries, new formal 

education opportunities should be 

offered that provide access to new 

technical, business, technological, 

computational and communication 

skills, allowing them to become 

contributing members of their fishing 

communities and thus facilitating the 

integration of multiple generations in 

fisheries and organizations. cultural 

roots and traditions based on the sea 

should also be strengthened.

•	 Build partnerships between public 

institutions (costa rican institute of 

fishing and aquaculture, ministry of 

labour, costa rican Department of 

social security, ministry of health, 

national institute for cooperative 

Development, national child 

Welfare agency) and private sector 

organizations that address the themes 

of work, youth, sustainability and 

children. this dialogue along with the 

strategic guidelines that emerge here 

will focus on the issues of employment 

and decent work at sea based on those 

proposed in the national Development 

plan 2015–2018.
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Annex 1. Key informants interviewed 

Key informant Institutional position

Dr Eduardo Flores
Head of special coverage of the Costa Rican De-

partment of Social Security – CCSS

Randall Sánchez Chief of Planning – INCOPESCA

luis Fallas Vice Minister of Planning

Juan manuel Cordero Director, Quality of Life, Ombudsman Office

Johnny Ruíz Head of Migration Office – MTSS

Annex 2. Questionnaire on decent work in small-
scale fisheries

Decent work in small-scale fisheries

the objective of this questionnaire is to contribute information to the study on Decent rural 

employment in small-scale and semi-industrial fishing sectors in Costa Rica, with the aim to 

propose recommendations for achieving decent and dignified work in fisheries. the questionnaire is 

confidential and data are used solely for the purposes of the research.

I. Sociodemographic and work-related data

gender: f___  m___ no response____

age  

18 to 30 31 to 40 41 to 50 51 to 60 61 and over
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type of work conducted in fisheries 

place of work _________________________

residence _______________________

organization in which you participate ________________________

are there other activities that generate income besides fishing?

yes______ Which activities? ____________

no ______

how long have you been dedicated to fishing? 

___________

II. Decent, dignified, and safe work

1. What does decent and safe work in the fisheries sector mean to you? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Artisanal fishing Semi-industrial fishing other (specify)
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2. Do you think that your work in fishing and related activities are conducted in a dignified and decent 

manner? 

yes____ 

Why?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

no____ 

Why? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

III. Employment status in the artisanal and semi-industrial fisheries sectors

the following includes a series of questions related to the general characteristics of work in fisheries 

and the labour rights of their workers, some of them based on the interview developed by morux and 

murillo (2013):

1. Do you have direct insurance with the ccss?

yes ______  no _______

2. are you aware that you will have a pension when you retire from fishing?

yes ______  no _______
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3. Do you know about the laws that protect you as a worker at sea?

yes ______  no _______

4. Did you receive any training to learn fishing as a trade?

yes ______  no _______

5. What is the fishing method you use most often? has it changed over the years?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

IV. Work of minors and women in the fishing sector

6. in your community, do minors work in fisheries? 

yes ______  no _______

7. Do they abandon their studies in order to fish?

yes ______  no _______

observations ___________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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8. in what age category do you think these minors fall?

Artisanal fishing Semi-industrial fishing other (specify)

9. What type of work do women carry out in the artisanal and semi-industrial fishing sectors?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

10. is women’s work in fisheries recognized in the same way as men’s work? 

yes ____ 

Why?

________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

no____ 

Why? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________





The case study explores living and working conditions in small scale  

and semi-industrial fishing sector in Costa Rica to increase the knowledge 

base in relation to decent work in fisheries. It draws on a bibliographic 

review, as well as on focus group discussions and key informants 

interviews.

The study found that fishing at sea is a very dangerous occupation 

characterized by long and difficult working hours and limited occupational 

safety and health. Furthermore, fishers and fish workers face high levels 

of informality, poverty, and vulnerability. The combination of these 

factors disproportionately limits the access of fisher folk to social security 

schemes, credit and subsidies, training services, and they are weakly 

engagement in collective action.
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