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Abstract: Social relations of power influence fishers' access to wetland fisheries and their resilience to social-ecological disturbances to 
comanage fisheries in Bangladesh. This study deploys a survey and in-depth interviews to examine power relations and their effects on fishers' 
resilience drawing lessons from Boishgoan fishery of the northeastern wetland areas in Bangladesh. The results reveal that the sharing of 
power is characterized by disparities and inequities in fisheries co-management. Although co-management devolves fishing rights to fishers, 
the rich and powerful lease the fishery with the help of government officials (Department of Fisheries (DoF) and Local Government) and 
political leaders. The lack of political affiliations and resources mainly impede fishers' access to the fishery and their resilience to social-
ecological disturbances in fisheries co-management. The existing power structure strengthens powerful persons' and hinders fishers' access 
to fisheries. The exclusion from benefits and management leads to fishers' marginalization and failure in co-management. Without reversing 
power asymmetries and inequalities, it is hardly possible to establish fishers' rights and resilience in co-management.  
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The term power characterizes the ability of people to 

acquire resources, social relations based on power are 

assumed to facilitate people's access to resources (Njaya et 

al 2012). To ensure access to common resources, people 

tend to use their social relations of power to influence 

management processes (Brisbois and de Loë 2016, Myers 

and Hansen 2020). The procedures to manage a fishery are 

often created and controlled by powerful individuals, groups, 

and organizations inclined to obtain their own benefits to the 

extent of unprivileged and powerless fishers (May 2016, 

Singh et al 2019). Such power relations between and among 

stakeholders (fishery users, government agencies, and local 

people) often decline fishers' participation in fisheries co-

management and their resilience (Fabinyi et al 2014, Quimby 

and Levine 2018, Rashid et al 2020). The ability of fishers to 

adapt, reorganize, and substitute their social-ecological 

disturbances in fisheries co-management may be restricted 

by the social structure characterized by hierarchical and one-   

sided patron-client type power relations between fishery 

users, local groups, and organizations (Kininmonth et al 

2017, Quimby and Levine 2018, Jentoft et al 2018, Frawley et 

al 2019). The unequal power in social relations seems to 

appear as a long-term disturbance to sustainable fisheries 

and fishers' resilience in small-scale fisheries management 

(Frawley et al 2019, Hossain and Rabby 2019). 

The resilience in a social ecological system (SES) 

includes three key elements of which adaptation means the 

ability of actors to adjust with disturbances, self-organization 

indicates the ability of actors to perform activities in various 

phases of disturbances and also to stress equal benefits and 

roles to obtain results, and transformation indicates the ability 

of actors to keep performing activities to tackle disturbances 

and substitute the existing untenable systems for tenable 

systems (Folke et al 2010, Anderies et al 2013). Institutional 

Analysis and Development (IAD) framework suggests that 

the results of a SES are related to the interconnections 

between operational choice rules, collective choice rules, 

and constitutional choice rules (McGinnis and Ostrom 2014). 

These rules often ignore localized rules and interactions 

among stakeholders in a SES, the inconsistent local rules 

(overexploitation, unequal participation and benefit 

distribution among stakeholders) may also ignore the formal 

rules in a SES (McGinnis and Ostrom 2014). The 

discrepancy between formal and informal rules often 

undermines the outcomes in managing common resources.

Fishers' access and ability to manage wetland fisheries 

in Bangladesh is undermined by the leasing system that 

permits the rich and established persons and groups to lease 

fisheries for paying the maximum revenue (Khan et al 2016). 

The leaseholders engage local fishers to produce fish for 

generating more revenues within their tenure instead of 

developing fisheries (Khan et al 2016). To improve fisheries  

for long-term use, the government of Bangladesh 

commences community based fisheries management 
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