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COVID-19’s impacts have exacerbated 
challenges in the three dimensions 
of sustainability: social, economic, 

and environmental. As social and economic 
issues have been prioritized worldwide 
through the emphasis on the access to health, 
food production, basic services and jobs, 
environmental issues have taken second 
priority. Mexican small-scale fishers, aware of 
the importance of protecting fishery resources, 
have implemented solutions and good practices 
towards sustainability and marine conservation 
over many years, thus improving their quality of 
life. However, due to the global crisis, today the 
Mexican small-scale fisher finds herself between 
a rock and a hard place as she is forced to choose 
between livelihood or sustainability. How are 
they to maintain sustainable practices during 
times of such adversity?

In October 2020, COBI (Comunidad 
y Biodiversidad AC) conducted a national 
consultation with 161 fishers (20 per cent 
women) from 62 fishing communities, 
covering 14 states in the Pacific coast, Gulf of 
California, Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean, 
to understand the impacts of COVID-19 on 
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the environment. Half of the interviewed 
people (54 per cent) reported complying with 
no-take-zones (official and voluntary reserves) 
regulations in their communities. They further 
reported that the management of these areas, in 
general, has not changed due to the pandemic 
with fishers continuing to respect the rules. 

However, this may be related to the fact 
that 91 per cent of the interviewees reported 
to have suspended or changed their economic 
activities at the sea, mainly small-scale fishing, 
since March 2020 due to lockdown measures. 
While fishing, classified as an essential activity, 
was never banned, because the severe lockdown 
of the first three months of the pandemic 
effectively shut down markets, fishers had all 
but given up fishing. Lockdown restrictions 
were gradually eased, and seven months down 
the line, 85 per cent of interviewees reported 
having resumed their activities (mainly small-
scale fishing) while following conservation 
and sustainable fisheries practices. Before the 
pandemic, 51 of the 62 communities that were 
interviewed mentioned having been involved in 
implementing sustainable practices. 67 per cent 
of the interviewees (29 women and 79 men) 
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reported that before the pandemic struck, they 
used to participate in at least one of the following 
activities: beach cleanups; collaborative research 
with universities; enforcement; and fishery, 
oceanographic and underwater monitoring. 
During the pandemic, almost half of this group 
continued carrying out sustainable and marine 
conservation practices despite the lockdown. 
Twenty-one per cent of the interviewees 
reported that they had suspended these activities 
in the beginning but resumed them later, while 
35 per cent reported having discontinued these 
activities altogether. 

One of the main global concerns for 
the fishing sector, threatening sustainability 
and marine conservation, is illegal fishing. 
Throughout our interviews, the one activity 
that most people reported participating in 
was enforcement. Half of the interviewees (83 
individuals) monitored their fishing grounds, 
beaches and piers, and conducted night patrols 
in 46 communities during the crisis period. It 
may be mentioned that enforcement is led by 

fishing cooperatives, with marginal involvement 
of government agencies. 

Of concern, however, is the fact that even 
though fishing communities were implementing 
sustainability programmes to take care of their 
resources, illegal fishing became much more 
widespread during the pandemic. This had had a 
discouraging effect on sustainability volunteers, 
potentially affecting their involvement 
and willingness to collaborate with others. 
Furthermore, the federal government has been 
unable to respond to the fishing community’s 
urgent requirement for proper safety guidance 
for the small-scale fishing sector. Effective 
protocols for the fishing sector addressing the 
complete value chain are missing. 

Government agencies should act quickly 
to provide adequate support and coordination 
so that the right measures are collectively 
implemented across the fisheries. United 
efforts are needed for the inclusive and 
sustainable revival of the small-scale fisheries 
in Mexico. 
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While there is little doubt that the COVID pandemic will eventually be conquered, 
it has left the world to cope with long lasting damage. The damage has not 

been uniform. Rather, pre-existing inequalities have determined who will be hit the 
hardest. As a new report puts it, “Women and girls are disproportionately affected 
by the crisis simply because of their sex.”

The report ‘Gender inequality and the COVID-19 crisis: A Human Development 
perspective’, a collaborative publication of the Human Development Report Office 
and the Gender Team, examines the gender differentiated impacts of the COVID-19 
crisis through sex-disaggregated data, and presents the evidence in the form of 
data dashboards.

The first part analyses countries with respect to two indicators on capabilities 
at risk – health and economic. These are the major contributors since women 
are on the frontline on both these fronts constituting at least 70 per cent. On the 
economic front women are similarly vulnerable, often found in the informal sector, 

unprotected by labour rights. 

The second part of this report depicts a series of measures of safe space at the 
household, unequal food distribution and chores, unpaid labour hours. The analysis goes 
beyond the household and tried to examine the degree of agency that women actually 
experience, on the premise that agency gives women the ability and freedom to make 
their own decisions and constitutes a powerful tool for resilience and overcoming new 
barriers. 

The report represents a laudable effort to use sex-segregated data in order to derive 
relatively fine-grained insights into the gender implications of human crises. The success 
of any policy reforms based on this report’s findings will be reflected in how effectively 
such reforms help to reduce gender based vulnerability and increase the resilience of 
women and girls.

The report may be accessed here:
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/covid-19_and_human_development_-_gender_
dashboards_final.pdf  
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