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Abstract

This descriptive study aims at understanding the different aspects of the lives of fishermen.
A preliminary study to gauge the household income and expenditure among fishermen in
Kuala Dungun, Terengganu was undertaken in early 2020 through the use of interviews and a
self-developed questionnaire. Respondents, ranging from different levels of the fishery
profession were requested to complete a questionnaire which requires them to reveal their
income and household expenditure. The findings of the study revealed the grim challenges
faced by the fishermen in balancing their income and household expenditure. In the absence
of any additional source of income, let alone savings, the fishermen relied their sustenance
on their fishing activities to support their family. The average income earned by the
respondents are below the poverty line while the majority of them recorded a much higher
household expenditure than their income. Family size and higher living standards have
continuously caught the fishermen in the web of debt and poverty, without any relief in sight.
The study suggested that education can be used as an indicator of an individual’s capabilities
to manage life, thus lacking thereof, as is the case of the surveyed respondents, deprive them
from being able to effectively fight poverty and improve their living conditions.

Keywords: Quality of Life, Fishermen, Household Expenditure, Income, Poverty

Introduction

Fishery is an important economic and social activity that people have practiced since
prehistoric times, wherever access to water is available. Many studies have shown that most
coastal fishing communities are poor and found to be living with an unsatisfactory level of
poverty. The fishing industry contributes 0.9% of the nation’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
in 2019 (FOA, 2020). Although this is considered small, the fisheries sector is a major producer
of protein for the population of this country. The government thus introduced many
initiatives to eradicate poverty among the poor, particularly in the fishing community. One
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such initiative is to provide better opportunities for the fishermen communities, including
better social amenities. Other programs initiated then, include low-cost housing scheme,
electricity and piped water, health services and education. The Department of Fisheries
Malaysia under the Fisheries Development Authority of Malaysia (LKIM) has been given the
responsibility to monitor and assist the affairs and welfare of the nation’s fishermen and
consequently increasing the quality of life.

The scope and aspects of quality of life is boundless. This includes how to measure “the
goodness” of someone from various aspects of life including the emotional reaction to events,
dispositions, fulfilling and satisfying life, taste, and the satisfaction of job and personal
relationships (Rezahan, et. al., 2018). Many writers and researchers discussed the concept of
quality or well-being. For example, Renwick (2006) stated that the well-being of life is
something that makes a person feel fun, happy and feel his life is meaningful. Muhamad
Fadhil (2003) also highlighted well-being is in fact an attempt to solve problems and improve
the quality of human life so that it is in a state of living safe, healthy and comfortable both
physically, socially and psychologically. While, Norizan et. al (2017) divided the well-being of
life into two quality categories, i.e., objective quality of life and subjective quality of life. The
objective quality of life means the necessities of life can be enjoyed by the individual and can
be seen externally such as income, housing, health and education. The subjective quality of
life is the satisfaction and enjoyment of life that is felt by individuals such as feeling fun and
grateful for having a job well, successful children and having a happy family. He further
explains the well-being of life is a subjective quality of life because that well-being is the
culmination of human satisfaction and goodness. Abdul Rahman (2005) explains the concept
of well-being or quality of life not merely measured by material values such as home
ownership, vehicles, high level of education but it also covers aspects which is immaterial such
as feelings of affection, warmth, compassion pity between individuals and always open-
hearted.

Many factors have been identified by various researchers to constitute good quality of life.
Past studies also showed that the education indicator is among the determinants of improving
the fishermen’s quality of life. In fact, Malaysian Quality of income or distribution,
environment, transport and communication, health, education, housing, environment, family
life, social participation, public safety and culture and entertainment to the group of
fishermen. Income distribution is one of the major elements in quality of life. Local fishery in
Malaysia is still dominated by small-scale, simple technology, highly influenced by rhythm
seasons, and its products are limited only for local consumption. Efforts to improve traditional
fishermen household’s welfare require approaches that pay attention to household decision
making pattern (Purwanti, 2010). The income earned by fishermen through their fish
productions are subjected to the seasonal factors, size of boats and equipment. Fishermen
earned income will be allocated to meet all primary and secondary needs, both food and non-
food consumption (Rachman, et al., 2006). Their income sometimes is insufficient for the
necessities therefore will likely to become problems and affect the quality of life. Therefore,
the government’s role is seen as an effort to help the fishermen and farmers as well as
livestock farmers to be competitive with the other sectors, thus helping them to increase their
household income and living standards. In addition to this, the current development in
tourism and industrial sectors have largely contributed to the improved quality of life for the
nation’s fishing communities.
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Problem Statement

60 percent of the world’s population has made fishery sources as their daily protein (Ali,
2007). Nevertheless, fishermen are considered to be in the poor category among Asia’s
population. This community is considered as one of the most vulnerable social groups in many
countries (Bravo-Olivas et al., 2015). Although fishing activities may not contribute
significantly to gross national products, for a large number of coastal inhabitants, fishing is
the only activity to develop a local economy. Based on the previous studies (Azril et al., 2013;
Jalihah et al., 2014; Edwin et al., 2018; Putrawan & Ananda, 2019), fishermen are found to be
living in poverty and experiencing low quality of life. Basically, employment as fishermen is a
weather-dependent job. Fishermen will only go out for sustenance if the weather is good,
otherwise they will spend most of their time on land. For the fishermen in the east coast
region of Malaysia, work will be stunted for several months during the monsoon season. As
such, their income will be severely affected, thus causing a gruesome effect on their living
conditions and their ability to fulfil the family’s basic needs.

Although the fisheries sector has undergone major changes in terms of technology and
number of landings, relatively, the economic status of most of the fishing communities is also
still at a low level (Samir & Sara, 2012). Maru et al (2018) claimed that the living conditions of
fishermen do not correlate with their role in enhancing productivity of the local community.
The same factor could also impend the government’s target of providing 20% of fisheries
products for the nation food supply through the National Agrofood Policy (NAP 2011-2020).
Perhaps it could be concluded that our fishermen’s current quality of life may have a
significant effect on their productivity in the form of fisheries outputs.

This study tries to apply the MWI 2013 by the Economic Planning Unit of the Prime Minister
of Malaysia Department, as a basis for identifying the elements of quality of life. These
elements include income or distribution, environment, transport and communication, health,
education, housing, environment, family life, social participation, public safety and culture
and entertainment to the group of fishermen in east the coast of Malaysian peninsula.
However, the preliminary investigation will only focus on two major elements of quality of
life, which is income and household expenditure among fishermen in Kuala Dungun,
Terengganu.

Literature Review

Substantial literature in the area of the quality of life focusing on income and expenditure
pattern has been found in earlier works. In the case of Indonesia for example, Muhammad et
al. (2015); Edwin et al (2018); Alberto et al (2018); Rusdiana et al (2020) are among
researchers on income pattern of fishermen’s quality of life. Muhammad et al (2015) for
example highlighted the roles and responsibilities of the government to improve living
conditions through increased income. Their study investigates the living standards of
fishermen in North Konawe district. The study identified several reasons for the poor living
conditions of the fishermen, namely lack of education, the productivity of fishing is highly
dependent on the season, limited working capital, lack of supporting facilities, poor market
mechanism, the length of the transfer technology and poor living conditions. In support of
Muhammad et al (2015); Alberto et al (2018) stated that the goal of the government is to
promote prosperity within the community through better care and support for the welfare of
the fishermen’s living conditions. The goal can only be realized if there is an improvement in
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the level of income among fishermen. On the hand, Edwin et al., (2018) conducted interviews,
observations and focus group discussions in North Sulawesi regency. Cost of living among
costal fishermen has been focused in the study. It is found that the fishermen have to bear
higher cost of living with minimal income. The lack of such basic knowledge had deprived
them of the opportunity to venture into a more sophisticated fishing technologies, thus
landing them in jobs no higher than crew members. The fishermen spent their entire life living
on incomes as crew members, which caused them to live beyond the poverty levels.

Studying on the income and consumption pattern in West Java, Rusdiana et al (2020) found
that the income and the lifestyle of expenditure is dependent on nature where in certain
seasons fishermen's income will grow very high but in the following seasons, fishermen's
income will decrease or even will be not existent. A survey was conducted and it is found that
the income and number of family members influence the consumption patterns of fishermen
households. It also can be concluded that there is a positive and significant impact between
social economic status income and number of family members on the consumption patterns
of fishermen households. Similarly, Wekke and Cahaya (2015) explore the survival strategy by
considering the consumption of food by the fishermen’s family. The ability of fishermen to
meet the minimum basic needs of daily life is found to be very limited. For fishing
communities, food is the most important need among the basic necessities of life. In order to
survive fishermen needs to borrow money and rice from the neighbours.

Subramaniam and Karuppusamy (2017) explored on the income and expenditure pattern and
its impact on socio economic status of marine fish workers in Tamil Naidu. It is found the living
conditions of fishermen are still socially and economically backward. Fish workers, particularly
in the fishing communities are the most disadvantaged group. They placed in a very low status
in the society. From the analyses the result shows that the major sources of incomes are from
fish catching followed by land income, livestock income and other sources like salary, rent,
business of the fish workers. The study concludes that all the fishermen’s expenditure largely
spent on education of their children.

In Malaysia, Mohd et al (2006); Lili et al (2019) studied the wellbeing of a coastal fishery
community in Terengganu. Mohd et al. (2006) focused on four main aspects of fisherman's
profile or attributes, government role, community role and demographic. The study found
that a big majority of the fishermen are struggling with their sustenance and living in the rural
poor category. In support to Mohd et al (2006); Lili et al (2019) highlighted the local fishermen
in Terengganu are facing the poverty and minimal fishing activity due to the environmental
and climate issues. These issues have led to a decline in the fishery production and income.
This study found that that average income for two fishing areas are USD 626 and USD
household income. It reveals that the household income in both areas did not pass the
National median household income which was USD 1,307 in 2016. The authors suggested that
there should be occupational opportunities fishermen’s wife and children can contribute in
increasing their household to increase the household income. Abdul Rahim et al (2018)
discovered the lack of ownership of livelihood assets such as human assets, physical assets,
financial assets, natural assets, and social assets among fishermen households will cause them
to remain in the vicious trap of poverty. This situation is further exacerbated when there is an
increase in operational costs of fishing and living costs increase due to rising prices of daily
necessities. This situation will lead to fishermen to be trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty
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that contributed to the lower quality of life in the fishing community. Besides that, many
studies (Ismail, 2013; Nor, 2010; Zaifurin et al., 2009; Cooke, 2008; Wafi et al., 2019) found
that the majority of fishermen never went to school or failed to finish school. These grim facts
are reinforced with the notion that employment as a fisherman does not require educational
qualifications although access to educational facilities in urban areas is available. In addition,
the tendency to follow the footsteps of the father as fishermen develops because the children
were introduced to the life at sea since they were a child, thus enhancing their belief of
becoming fishermen for the rest of their lives. Norizan et al (2017) however suggested factors
contributing to the improvement in quality of life among fishermen. The study stated that
income, savings, housing, family surroundings and fishing equipment play major contributors
to enhance the quality of life among fishermen.

Methodology

This study was undertaken in early 2020 in a small fishing community in Dungun Terengganu.
31 preliminary questionnaires were distributed randomly to a population of fishermen in
addition to interviews with the relevant fisheries officials. Prior to the questionnaire
distribution, visits to the relevant authorities such as the leaders of the Fishermen Association
and officials of the Fisheries Department were conducted to understand the responsibilities
of the respective authorities in handling fishermen welfare. The meeting also requested
permission from the authorities to distribute questionnaires to the surrounding fishermen. A
survey questionnaire consisting of items requesting respondents’ income, household
expenditure and other pertinent questions were later distributed among the available
fishermen within the compound of the LKIM building and surrounding areas. Experienced and
trained enumerators were hired to assist the data collection process and their work was
monitored by the research team. The data collection process took two days to complete.

Measurement

The study focused on items that were divided into four parts, namely, number of family
members, monthly income, household income and household expenditure. The items
included within the questionnaire are consistent with the objectives of the study. The
response options are either open-ended or closed ended. The validity of the developed
guestionnaire was further strengthened through several discussions among researchers. The
discussions focused on rephrasing the items and checked the suitability of the Likert-type
scale used as options for answer.

Results Analysis and Discussion

Fishing is one of the oldest professions known to men, and it has been transcended down
from one generation to the other ever since. Good fishermen have been known to rely on
muscle and experience to ply the trade and as such education has never been seen as
important. Poor education has always been related to poor living condition which eventually
lead to poverty. The use of higher fishing technologies and expertise levels demand fishermen
with high level of educational background to explore new possibilities and take charge of the
fishing industry. Lacking there will only subject them to becoming just crew members forever,
thus earning incomes which will barely sustain the needs of the whole family. Figure 1
therefore shows the income and expenditure of fishermen in Kuala Dungun.
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Figure 1: Income and Expenditure of Fishermen

Figure 1 reveals the fact that all fishermen surveyed earned a monthly income ranging from
RM800 to RM3000 per month, which is considered below the B40 income category set by the
Malaysian government. Household expenditure however, ranges from RM500 to RM4000.
The earned income will be allocated to meet the necessities need both food and non-food
consumption. However, their expenditure to meet the minimum necessity needs of daily life
is found to be very limited. The average income earned by the respondents are below the
poverty line while the majority of them recorded a much higher household expenditure than
their income. The differential effect between income and expenditure among the fishermen
indicated a large gap between them, thus sending the gruesome message of constant debt
and hardship.

Table 1: Family Income of Respondents

Respondent |1 2 3 4 5 7 8 9 10 11
No. family | 4 6 6 3 7 5 5 4 7 6
Member

Family 800 1500 | 2000 | 1500 | 1500 | 1500 | 1000 | 3000 | 2700 | 2000
Income (RM)

Income per | 200 250 333 500 214 300 200 750 386 333
capita (RM)

Respondent | 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21

No. family | 4 5 10 4 5 5 5 6 6 5
Member

Family 2000 | 2200 |2000 | 2000 |2500 | 1000 | 1200 |2100 |3000 | 1300
Income (RM)

Income per | 500 440 200 500 500 200 240 350 500 260
capita (RM)

Respondent | 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32
No. family |4 6 5 3 5 6 6 5 5 9 4
Member

Family 1100 | 2000 | 1500 | 1500 | 2300 | 1200 | 1500 | 2000 | 1100 | 1300 | 1300
Income (RM)
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capita (RM)

Income per|275 |333 |300 |500 |460 |200 |250 |400 |220 |144 |325

*Respondent No. 6 is omitted.

Table 2: Number of Family Members, Income, and Income per capita

Criteria Range Frequency Percentage
(%)
1-4 8 25.81
Number of Family Members | 2=2 22 70.97
10 1 3.22
RM 500 -
RM999 1 3.23
RM1000-
RM1499 9 29.03
Family Income RM1500-
RM1999 7 22.58
RM2000-
RM2499 10 32.26
>RM 2500 4 12.90
RM 100 -
RM199 1 3.22
RM200-
RM?299 12 38.70
Income per capita RM300-
RM399 7 22.58
RM400-
RM499 3 9.67
>RM500 7 22.58

The family income from the fishing activity is shown in Table 1, majority (32.26%) of the
fishermen earned between RM2000-RM2499. The highest income obtained by fishermen
amounted to >RM 2500 while the lowest of RM1000-RM1499 income with 3.22%.

The income per capita from the fishing activity in Table 2, show that most fishermen (38.70%)
earned between RM200-RM299 with the highest >RM500 (22.58%), whilst the lowest
received RM 100 — RM199 or 3.22%. The finding depicts that the bigger the household size,
the higher the family consumption. According to the Department of Statistics Malaysia in
2019, the median for Malaysian household income was RM5,873 and therefore did not pass
the national median household income with an average of RM200-RM299 and RM300-
RM399. This finding is in support with previous finding of Lili et al (2019) that the household
income in two fishing areas in Terengganu did not pass the National median household
income. The average income earned by the respondents are below the poverty line while the
majority of them recorded a much higher household expenditure than their income. Family
size and higher living standards have continuously caught the fishermen in the web of debt
and poverty, without any relief in sight.
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The low income among fishermen is also due to the ownership of fishing equipment that
affects income and affect the poor life experienced by fishermen (Karjuni et al., 2018). There
is no ownership of the basic equipment of fishing activities such as nets, engines and boats
that can affect the livelihood of fishermen. Therefore, the fishermen involved have to divide
their income obtained with other fishermen as they boarded the catches with other
fishermen. In other words, the source of income of fishermen is not fixed. As a result, this
group is very vulnerable to the problem of poverty.

Most of the coastal fishermen rely entirely on fishing industry as their main source of
livelihood. The fisheries sector has undergone major changes in terms of technology and
number of fish landings, however the economic status of most of the fishing community in
the country is still relatively poor. Although there has been an increase in household income
of fishermen through government programs and activities, however these improvements do
not reflect the socio-economy of the fishing community. At the same time, lack of
involvement in doing part time job in other sector activities and lack of ownership of
fisherman assets also complicate the situation. Failure to find additional income from other
activities will result in fishermen continue to be in the trap of poverty especially during the
monsoon season when they are not able to go to the sea. The absence of income during the
monsoon season have compounded their debt as they survived on daily loans from their
employers and family members to make ends meet especially those with large number of
family members. The end of the monsoon season also signals the need for them to find
financial sources to repair their fishing gears as well as fishing supplies before they can start
earn an income again. Constantly trapped in this web of debt, the fishermen will continuously
live in this state of poverty with no end in sight, let alone have any savings for future use.
Their income which is insufficient for the necessities therefore will likely to become problems
and affect their quality of life.

Conclusions

After years of research and revelations of finding on the quality of life of fishermen in the
country and elsewhere, it seems that nothing much has changed. Perhaps lack of education
is also the major contributor to most of the current issues affecting the lives of most of our
fishermen. The income of a handyman or a boat crew in a fishing trip can hardly meet the
needs of the family, especially when there are many mouths to feed at home. The creative
and productive mind, which is always associated with a person’s educational background may
have been the reason behind the investigated fishermen’s lack of motivation and creativity
to find additional income, especially during the monsoon season. Absence of income due to
the weather, and compounded by their lack of creativity to earn additional income may result
in their dependence on personal debts, which will only add salt to their poverty wound.

The findings of this preliminary study only confirm the fact that unless something drastic is
done to change the mentality of our fishermen, their lives are doomed to the eternal trap of
poverty and debts. Encouraging and providing more opportunities for the children of the
fishermen to pursue their education is perhaps a good step in the right direction to stop this
vicious poverty cycle that have been plaguing our seamen ever since. Perhaps a new
generation of educated fishermen will arise after this; fishermen who will paint a new picture
of the fishing profession and be able to contribute more, specifically to the families of the
fishermen, and to the nation in general. Besides that, the government’s role is seen to be vital
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in helping the fishermen to be competitive with the other sectors, thus helping them to
increase their household income and living standards.
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