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China’s distant water fishing industry 
has been under heavy scrutiny 
recently, sparking considerable 

controversy over its social, ecological, and 
geopolitical impact. In 2018, a 10-year 
investment of 2.7 billion USD from China into 
fisheries in Madagascar, endorsed by the 
then Malagasy president, stirred backlash 
from both Madagascar’s technocrats  
and international civil society. The deal was 
called off eventually, but it raises an acute 
question about Chinese fisheries’ interest in 
the Indian Ocean, an ocean highway plagued 
by overfishing, littoral underdevelopment, 
and maritime insecurity.

Chinese transoceanic fishing fleets and 
their bases – aquacultural farms, seafood 
brokers, and logistic companies – play 
an important role linking the aquatic 
food chain between Madagascar and its 
surrounding waters. By identifying their 
origins, modalities, and trajectories as well 
as the distribution of seafood produce, this 
paper not only seeks to shed light on China’s 
blue footprint in this ecologically vulnerable 
area, but also to question assumptions 
regarding the presence of Chinese fishers 
as being an outcome of the expansion of 
state capitalism. Instead, I foreground the 
importance of a historically-grown Indian 
Ocean network without much involvement 
of the state, thereby complicating the 
overarching narratives of state development. 

This novel perspective allows a shift from 
the current state-centred perspective to a 
people-centred perspective on distant water 
fishing. It questions the nature of overfishing 
as a Capitalocenic morbidity that not only 
endangers the sea but also alienates the 

life of common fishers. In the past years, 
Chinese fishing fleets have transformed 
Madagascar’s seascape, facilitating the 
dispossession of local marine resources while 
inserting them into the global market via an 
“underwater” network intertwined with the 
larger interests of state and capital. Zooming 
in on Chinese fishing fleets’ development 
practices through the lens of a living Sino-
Malagasy maritime space helps to illuminate 
the scale of China’s impact in Africa’s seas.

Furthermore, the focus on the fishing and 
maritime industry in Madagascar answers  
to a “seablindness”1 in mainstream studies  
of China-Africa relations, of the Maritime Silk 
Road, or of China’s global expansion, which 
are typically land-focussed. Incorporating 
the role of Chinese seabound migrants in  
the longue durée of Asian fishers’ trans-
oceanic mobility across the Afrasia sea2  
(i.e., the Indian Ocean) echoes to a  

maritime reorientation in anthropology 
that re-evaluates not only the relationship 
between land and sea but also the  
sanitizing role of development projects.3  
In the case of the Indian Ocean, which has 
been always at the crossroads of ancient 
and modern maritime worlds, the recent 
Indo-Pacific conceptualization has again 
brought this ocean to the forefront of the 
geopolitical chessboard. Yet, its littoral 
regions are poorly developed in comparison 
with the busy maritime transport and 
marine resources it provides, especially on 
its western (African) side. This situation owes 
much to the region’s peripheral position 
in the colonial world system and on the 
edge of the Eurasia. Such a European- 
and continental-centered system is now 
being challenged by the revival of lateral 
commercial flows from China and India to 
Africa, via the localized maritime links across 
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Fig. 1: Malagasy fishing boats (Photo by the author, 2022).

Fig. 1: Porto do Alto 
Bandim, the main fishing 
port in Bissau currently 
under renovation with 
the support of Chinese 
foreign aid (Photo by 
the author, 2022).

When responding to a question –  
“Do you think the Chinese presence 
in the Gambian fisheries industry  

is positive or negative?” – local informants 
provided varying answers. Whilst a local 
vessel captain praised that “the Chinese […] 
are giving us many opportunities to make 
money,” a longtime fish dealer rebutted him 
categorically by stating that “small market 
workers become out of business.” What this 
short vignette indicates is the heterogeneity 
in local actors’ perceptions and experiences 
of the Chinese Distant-Water Fishing 
(DWF) in West Africa, a region to which 
China dispatched its very first DWF fleet in 
1985. This heterogeneity is, however, often 
overshadowed by the dominant tendency 
within existing analyses to reduce maritime 
interactions between China and West 
Africa into “a single story.” This single story 
condenses China into a homogenous entity 
and situates all of its engagements with 
Africa within a timeless and placeless spatial 
realm, depriving the African coastal actors  
of agency. 

The fishing sector accounts for two 
percent of West Africa's GDP, with numbers 
going up to 13.5 percent in the case of 
Senegal. In the past decade the region has 
witnessed a rapid expansion of Chinese 
activity: 89 Chinese vessels (out of 153  
total foreign vessels) are authorized to fish  
in Guinea Bissau alone.

Granting Chinese and other foreign 
players access to fishing grounds was never 
a simple economic proposition. It takes on 
geopolitical significance and embodies the 

different constellations of African political 
and economic interests. One question 
that deserves discussion is whether the 
growing competition for fisheries’ resources 
equipped the coastal African countries with 
greater bargaining power and independent 
decision-making to forge agreements with 
foreign actors? Here, any understanding 
of agency needs to be further unpacked 
to examine whether these agreement 
negotiations served only elite power interests 
or whether they were instrumentalized to 
introduce developmental transformations 
in the fishing sector. This is a particularly 
relevant question to pose as China’s effort to 
access fishing resources often included the 
provision of other coastal or fishing-related 
infrastructures, such as the construction of 
the Alto do Bandim fishing port in Bissau.

At the other end of the spectrum of 
African agents are the local fishery actors, 
including fishermen, fisherwomen, traders, 
vendors, and agents operating in ports 
and on-shore markets. These people 
are among the first to face the direct 
consequences of the resource crunch due 
to the growth of foreign industrial fishing. 
While it would be simplistic to assume that 
the relationship between artisanal and 
industrial fishers is naturally conflictual 

with binary representation of industrial 
fishers as “evil” and small-scale fishers as 
“pristine,” such characterizations continue to 
dominate current narratives of the Chinese 
DWF in West Africa. Unfortunately, this 
position prevents us from developing an 
empirically-grounded understanding of the 
manner in which local fishery actors interact, 
negotiate, and cope with the Chinese fleets. 

Instead of ascribing the “victim” identity 
to local fishers, this article argues that it is 
worthwhile to explore the human and social 
dimensions of conflicts and collaboration 
between Chinese industrial fleets and 
small-scale fishers in coastal West African 
countries. Particular attention should be 
given to the agency of the latter as they 
learn to live with the former, both at sea and 
on land. The production of catch by Chinese 
fleets depends upon the participation 
of local business partners and laborers 
on boats (often themselves with fishing 
experience); yet little is known about who 
these workers are and what their motivations 
and experiences are of working on Chinese 
fleets. Adverse weather conditions and 
the need for daily supplies also force the 
Chinese fleets to dock sometimes at local 
harbors. We again know surprisingly little 
about the socioeconomic interactions 

between local fishing communities and 
Chinese crew members on the shore. Do 
the latter seek to secure a minimum level of 
social acceptance from coastal hosts? Has 
their presence created any economic and 
material benefits for coastal communities, 
and if so, how are they structured and 
distributed? The degree of reception and 
patterns of interaction are unlikely to be 
solely dictated by the Chinese side of the 
equation. They also depend upon local 
conditions, including, at the very least, 
power, gender, and socioeconomic  
dynamics in West Africa.1
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the Indian Ocean. This is a controversial, 
inadequately defined form of extraction,4 
but it is still a promising “catalyst” that may 
“finally haul Africa from underdevelopment 
and poverty.”5 However, as the case of 
Madagascar shows, the development of 
Sino-Malagasy space not only rewrites the 
thalassology of the Indian Ocean6 but also 
reveals its problematic entanglements into 
present-day enclosures of local resources.7 
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