Social capital, community-based governance and resilience
in an African artisanal river fishery
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Abstract
This is a study of a community-based fishery on the Rovuma River that forms the border between Mozambique and Tanzania. We postulate a relationship between social capital and community-based governance over access to and the use of the
fish resource. In historical times social capital was high and community-based governance regulated access to and use of
the fishery as a common property resource. Transforming forces particularly colonial administration, advocating Christianity, war and an emerging market economy undermined social capital, which in turn affected community-based governance.
The deconstruction of social capital has resulted in attitudes and behaviours that challenge governance processes with dire
consequences for sustainable resource utilisation. Harvesting of fish stocks occurs at levels that are no longer sustainable and
inappropriate practices are being adopted. While the Mozambique government policy promotes community-based fisheries
management in artisanal fisheries, we argue that under current conditions of ineffective community-based governance, a
strong focus on reconstruction of social capital will be required before a community-based resource management process can
be effectively implemented. The findings are discussed in the context of resilience in social ecological systems. We suggest
that given the historical context in which community-based natural resource management is promoted within southern Africa
such a focus may have wide relevance.
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Introduction
Attempts to introduce and sustain community-based natural
resource management (CBNRM) have met with mixed success.
While some authors have claimed high incidences of failure
(Campbell et al., 2001; Dzingirai and Breen, 2005; Fabricius,
2004), others have suggested that because CBNRM has the
attributes of a complex system, emergent forces continually
challenge stability such that phases of success, collapse and
reconstruction should be anticipated (Anstey, 2005; Jones, 2005;
Gunderson and Holling, 2002). It has been argued that instability
arising from complex emergent forces usually leads to heightened uncertainty. Building on this understanding, it has been
suggested that coping with uncertainty requires learning and
adaptation of governance practices such that CBNRM is viewed
as being complex and involving continuous problem-solving
processes, rather than fixed state solutions (Carlsson and Berkes,
2005; Gunderson and Holling, 2002; Berkes et al., 2003).
Phases of change are inherently common in complex human
processes such as CBNRM. Fabricius and Collins (2005) draw
attention to a number of ‘classic surprises’ that are associated
with phases of discontinuous change in CBNRM. Among these
are conflict (Koch, 2004), financial mismanagement (Robbins,
2000), and mismanagement of natural resources (Okello and
Kiringi, 2004). Elsewhere, Anderies et al. (2004) have drawn
attention to why simple social-ecological systems (SESs) can
be robust over very long periods of time and how they can collapse rather rapidly in response to disturbances. The evidence
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presented by these and other authors generally points to the
understanding that change is an inherently pervasive variable
in CBNRM processes. However, most approaches to interpreting such change have been inadequate partly because they
typically describe the development of CBNRM from initiation
to stability.
In this paper, we consider social capital as a major regulator of discontinuous change in the governance processes
of CBNRM. Given the support that social capital lends to the
attributes of governance in the use and management of common
property resources, we argue that social capital directly affects
relationships among interest groups in a governance system and
hence serves to buffer against destructive change in property
rights regimes that would threaten sustainability. Volatility in
social capital is reflected in the transformation of property rights
regimes and tests the resilience of governance to respond to systemic forces. We draw on a study of the Rovuma River fishery postulating that the fishery was originally conducted in the
context of common property (use of a resource with controls)
that persisted for a long time. This property rights regime has
over time changed to open access (use of a resource without or
with ineffective controls) (Abacar, 2000). Drawing on resilience
theory, we develop postulations that can be used to examine the
forces that have directed this change. Our postulations, however,
should be construed as a related set of explicit assumptions that
can be used to better understand and improve CBNRM. We,
of course, acknowledge that our assumptions are inherently
incomplete and will evolve as new understandings of CBNRM
processes emerge. Issues that are strongly related to resilience
in common property resources form the basis of our assumptions. Accordingly, we believe that effective CBNRM should be
founded on well-developed social capital that lends support to
resilient and socially acceptable governance processes.
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