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Animal-source foods (ASFs) are broadly recognized as important for child diets in 

low- and middle-income countries to address widespread nutritional deficiencies in 

these contexts. Despite considerable attention paid to meat, eggs and dairy foods for addressing 

nutrient-poor diets in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), the potential importance of fish has not been 

systematically examined despite the fact that fish are widely consumed throughout SSA. The aim 

of this study is to assess the potential of fish to address key nutritional deficiencies, especially 

among young children in SSA. Using a diverse set of data sources including Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO) food balance sheet data, Demographic and Health Survey data, 

food price data from the World International Comparison Program, global and regional food 

composition data, and dietary data from the FAO/World Health Organization (WHO) Global 

Individual Food consumption data Tool (GIFT), we characterize patterns of fish consumption in 

SSA, variation in the nutritional composition of fish species commonly consumed in the region, 

and examine the potential for several market factors to influence fish consumption including 

food prices and fish trade. We find that fish are widely consumed by children throughout SSA 

regardless of proximity to coastal or inland water bodies, indicating that fish are highly tradable. 

Fish are also more affordable relative to some ASFs, with particularly low price-per-nutrient for 

protein and calcium. The accessibility and affordability of fish indicate that increasing 

consumption of this ASF may be especially important for reaching vulnerable populations for 

whom dietary change has proved challenging. Though nutrient composition data are limited, 

most fish species provide a dense, bioavailable source of high-quality protein, omega-3 fatty 

acids, as well as iron, calcium and zinc; however, the nutritional composition of fish varies 

widely, and small indigenous species, often consumed by low-income populations, may offer the 

largest benefits. Fish clearly have a high potential to address poor diets among children in SSA. 

However, more research is needed to quantitatively estimate fish consumption among children 

and other population groups in SSA, to document the nutritional composition of different fish 

species, to describe fish supply chains, and to understand drivers of fish consumption.


