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ABSTRACT

Tonle Sap Lake in Cambodia is currently undergoing rapid change, with the rise
of a number of state agencies significantly influencing the landscape - having imposed
a regulatory regime with respect to local access to fish resources and fishing practices.
This study frames the local context, with a focus on how the regulatory power around
fisheries resource management is being operated and enforced by local state agencies,
and using the specific case of Phat Sanday community. By exploring several key
features of the regulatory regime, one which has left a lack of clarity in terms of
livelihoods and statuses for Vietnamese fishers in the area, | show how local state
agencies have managed and manipulated space along the related regulation axes.
Moreover, | show how local negotiation tactics are being used by the Vietnamese
fishers as part of an informal economy.

Specifically, this paper seeks to describe those key features which frame the
allocation of fishing areas and fishing rights, as well as the prescription of the fishing
gear to use and the seasons in which to fish (closed and open seasons), all of which
contradict the way in which local people have traditionally operated in the area. The

study also shows that the designation of specific fishing areas as conservation areas,
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fish sanctuaries, open access areas, and community fishing areas under the
Community Fisheries (CF) framework, is inappropriate when working alongside local
practices, and as a result, how fishers continue to avoid these impositions. The paper
also provides the definition of small-scale fishing and describes the restrictions placed
on fishing gear use, that which puts the livelihoods of local people at risk. Taking
local negotiations in the context of an informal economy as a focus, the study
illustrates how Vietnamese fishers have manipulated relationships and shifted their
position within the small-scale fishing industry.

The results of the study show that the implementation of these regulations has
had a contradictory impact as a direct result of the emergence of the informal
economy, revealing that the law as it stands is not enforceable. First, it is enforced
only by state agencies (mainly Fisheries Administration officials), but sometimes only
in part because of the varying ways in which people practice their fishing activities,
methods that leave space for informal management and manipulation. These methods
are in turn regulated by informal and unequally distributed resources, with exclusion
from access and selection processes operated through a synthesis of class-and race-
based dynamics, though overall control is based primarily on economic considerations
- ignoring the ethnic dimension. Second, the law is not adhered to by local people, in
the sense that the definition of small-scale fishing households is perceived not to be
homogenous, but instead contains different socio-economic dimensions, plus the
restrictions placed on the use of fishing gear make it hard for them to obtain enough
fish for their needs. Hence, the study shows that fishing household economies, driven
by their own survival strategies, exist partially or wholly outside of state regulations,
and points to the need for a divergent understanding of the notion of illegal fishing
activities to develop. lllegal fishing practices are no longer illegal but have in fact
become the norm, because it is only by using these methods that people can survive,
though they are seen as illegal in the eyes of the local state agencies. Moreover, local
people have played an active role in the negotiations regarding the re-classification
and re-mapping of fishing activities, as well as the prescriptions made on the use of
fishing gear and the designation of fishing areas, replacing these with their own
classifications. This study also describes the process of ‘rent grabbing’, that is, the

way in which fishers are tied by informal loans to fish traders, and by informal fishing
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access fees to local state agents. Tonle Sap Lake has thus become a space of
manipulation among different groups, and in particular local state agencies, fish
traders and local fishers, and this study shows that it is not only a political space, but
also a social and cultural space that consists of shifting power relations and has

experienced numerous migrations among different groups over recent times.
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