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New forms of governance such as adaptive governance that address complexity 

and uncertainty in natural resource management in the light of rapid environmental change are 

also considered to be salient for the transition to sustainable development. Adaptive governance 

seeks to develop the capacity of socio-ecological systems (SESs) to respond to changing 

conditions such as climate change, shifts in land use, and population growth by reorganizing the 

system to desired states. Yet, case studies that illustrate the successful transition to adaptive 

governance are located in high-income countries and developed democracies where state policy 

tends to be supportive of innovation, flexibility, and bottom-up initiatives. Thus, the promise of 

adaptive governance is negligent towards how inequalities between stakeholder groups and 

power relations affect political and economic participation for adaptive governance in low-

income contexts.  

By focusing on small-scale fisheries in Lake Victoria governed by Uganda, Kenya, and 

Tanzania, this study assesses barriers and opportunities for the emergence of adaptive 

governance in Lake Victoria in the context of widespread destitution among local resource users, 

power asymmetries, and relatively low state-institutional capacities.  

We use Agrawal and Ribot’s decentralization framework that focuses on actors, powers, and 

accountability in natural resource management to analyze the power relations in the small-scale 

fisheries sector in Lake Victoria. Through 66 semi-structured interviews, with fisher and 

government officials in Lake Victoria across Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania we find that 

inequitable power sharing between fisheries officers and fisher, lack of trust between fisheries 

officers and fishers, unpredictability in government actions such as the sudden use of the military 

to curb illegal fishing, and the breakdown of co-management institutions preclude the emergence 

of adaptive governance to transition to sustainable development.  

Understanding the challenges that prevent the emergence of adaptive governance help us 

understand the asymmetric power-laden context in which fisheries governance takes place. The 

paper argues for a more nuanced approach to adaptive governance for building institutions for 

sustainable development to create economic equity, reduce poverty, create stability in 

government actions, and adapt to climate change in Lake Victoria’s fisheries.  


