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Lake Niassa fishermen with 
their catch of ussipa. With 
kampango and chambo, 
this sardine-like fish is one 
of the lake’s most valuable 
and most threatened

Livingstone’s lake
p h o t o g r a p h s  b y  D a N i e L  a L L e N

lake Niassa is the most biologically diverse body of fresh 
water on the planet, but human pressures threaten many 
of its myriad species with extinction. But now, a range of 
new conservation and ecotourism initiatives offer hope 

to the lake and its fishermen. Daniel Allen reports
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a growing number of councils now set 
limits on fishing periods and quotas, 
encourage the use of proper fishing gear 
and patrol their waters to prevent piracy

lakeside town of Cóbuè, he can see the 
Malawian island of likoma lying ten 
kilometres offshore. If they want to fish in 
Mozambican waters, Malawian fishermen 
from likoma are supposed to pass 
through Cóbuè to have their papers 
stamped and boats inspected.

‘One of the main threats to the health of 
the Mozambican side of the lake is illegal 
migrant fishermen from Malawi,’ explains 
Chingomanje in a mixture of broken 
Portuguese and the local Nyanja dialect. 
‘they come across here to fish because 
their own fisheries are exhausted. People 
say that 30 years ago, the Malawian side 
of the lake was as plentiful as it is here. 
they’ve just taken out too many fish.’

In april last year, a large part of Niassa’s 
Mozambican waters and associated 
shoreline were declared a national  
reserve by the government in Maputo. 
the declaration, which will see the 
implementation of a raft of measures 
designed to protect Niassa’s biodiversity, 
marks the culmination of years of work  
by WWF, the US agency for International 
Development, government scientists and 
local community groups and councils, 
coupled with financial support from the 
Coca-Cola corporation. 

‘the reserve is a very good idea,’  
says Chingomanje. ‘It was becoming 
increasingly difficult to catch fish on this 
side of the lake, too. It’s still very hard to 
control illegal fishing because the reserve 
covers a huge area and we have a limited 
number of boats and manpower. Still, we 
have the power to turn away fishermen 
and confiscate nets, which we are doing  
in increasing numbers.’

CommuNaL effort
In the village of Messumba, about  
60 kilometres south of Cóbuè, the 
dependence of lakeside communities  
on Niassa is clear. Most of the village  
has turned out onto a nearby beach to 
bring in a trio of submerged fishing nets. 

For the past few hours, six lines of 
muscular fishermen and gleeful kids have 
sweated, strained and cavorted on the 
sand as each parachute of ultra-fine 
meshwork has inched its way towards the 
shore. By the time the aquatic spoils are 
meted out, the sun is low on the horizon.

Messumba’s villagers are legally entitled 
to take fish from the lake, but their method 
of fishing is highly controversial. For years, 
many communities have been fishing with 
mosquito netting, donated to protect them 
from Niassa’s malarial mosquitoes. While  
it saves fishermen the expense of buying 
proper nets, the practice is very destructive.

‘Fishing with mosquito nets can be 
incredibly harmful to the aquatic ecosystem,’ 
says Cain Blythe, a UK-based ecological 
consultant. ‘In addition to adult fish, they 
remove fish fry and fish eggs, thereby 
taking out a large part of the natural life 
cycle. Many of these nets are huge. When 
they’re pulled in from the beach they 
scour the lake bottom, destroying algae 
that support the food chain.’

In response to WWF-supported 
education efforts, a growing number of 
lakeside communities have voluntarily 
banned all beach-seining activities, as well 
as the use of mosquito netting for fishing, 
in order to preserve fish stocks. WWF is 
also helping to provide less harmful and 
more affordable fishing nets, educating 
fishermen about the benefits of using nets 
with larger openings, and offering free 
exchanges on existing mosquito nets.

thosten Banda is a young Messumba 
villager who has fished Niassa for five 
years. Banda has just invested his entire 
savings – around 12,000 Malawian kwacha 
(£29) – on a new fishing net. ‘I will have to 
look after this net for a long, long time,’ he 
says with a smile.

‘I used to use a mosquito net,’ he 
continues, ‘but there’s a chance it may be 
confiscated now. Since the reserve has 
been created, some other fishermen have 

had their nets taken away. Most people 
understand the need to protect the  
fish – it’s just a question of money. Many 
people here live on one or two dollars a 
day. Sometimes they just survive on what 
they can catch and grow. My new net was 
very expensive but at least I can catch big 
fish such as kampango [catfish] now.’

feeLiNg the beNefitS
Just north of Messumba, in the village  
of Ngoo, sub-chief Mzungu loucas also 
thinks the new lake Niassa reserve is  
a good idea. loucas is standing in a 

D
avid livingstone dubbed 
lake Niassa the lake of  
Stars after he became the 
first european to reach its 
shores, in 1859. to the great 

British explorer, the lanterns of the lake’s 
numerous nocturnal fishermen resembled 
constellations floating across the tranquil 
surface. after a run-in with its notoriously 
unpredictable weather, however, livingstone 
soon renamed Niassa the lake of Storms.

While the fishermen of lake Niassa still 
patrol its waters night and day, the lake of 
Stars itself has recently been sailing into 
stormy waters. Much of the lake is under 
threat from overfishing. Unsustainable 
agriculture, logging and the rampant 
harvesting of firewood in surrounding hills 
have led to an increasing influx of sediment, 
waste and pollutants. livingstone’s lake is 
in danger of becoming a biological desert. 

the southernmost lake in east africa’s 
Great rift valley system, Niassa’s waters 
are bordered to the east by Mozambique, 
to the west by Malawi (where it’s known as 
lake Malawi) and to the north by tanzania 
(where it’s known as lake Nyasa). It’s the 
eighth largest lake in the world, with a 
surface area larger than Massachusetts, 
and its environs encompass wetland, forest, 
mountain and rocky and sandy shoreline.

Home to an incredible diversity of fish, 
including hundreds of species of small, 
vividly coloured cichlids, Niassa is widely 
recognised as one of the most biologically 
important bodies of water on the planet. 
‘On a global level, this lake is exceptional,’ 
says Michele thieme, a freshwater 
conservation biologist with WWF-US. 
‘Ninety nine per cent of the freshwater  
fish species that inhabit its waters occur 
only within this lake. Scientists estimate 
that up to 1,000 freshwater fish species will 
eventually be described, which would be 
more than the total number of fish species 
found in all of the USa and Canada.’ 

Despite Niassa’s record-breaking 
biodiversity, many of the fishing 
communities that populate its shores live 
well below the poverty line. Hundreds of 
thousands of people, particularly those in 
landlocked Malawi, rely on its fish for their 
livelihoods – both for daily sustenance and 
to sell in nearby markets. On the Malawian 
side, catches have dropped alarmingly 
and fish such as the chambo, once 
plentiful and a crucial source of food,  
are becoming increasingly scarce. 

ProteCtioN forCe
alberto J Chingomanje is a member of a 
small Mozambican naval detachment that 
patrols the lake. From his office in the small 

aboVe: freshly caught 
fish drying in the sun; 
beLoW: nets with a large 
mesh do less damage to 
the lake’s environment



‘We want to help the local people 
protect their environment, which  
in turn helps to bring in more  
tourists. it’s a win–win situation’

well-swept courtyard outside his neat mud- 
brick home. On the ground, drying cassava 
roots give off a pungent odour, while 
wooden poles overhead support rows of 
drying fish, each neatly bisected to create 
a mirror image of skin and dehydrated 
flesh. rank upon rank of larger fish are laid 
out on drying racks next to the cassava.

‘Fishing is the most important industry 
around here,’ explains loucas in 
Portuguese. ‘We have cassava, rice and 
peanuts, but fish gives us protein. We  
have been very concerned about the 
decreasing catch, especially with a 
growing village population, but since  
the reserve was created, the quantities 
have stabilised. the size of the fish we 
catch is also getting bigger.’

loucas now participates in a newly 
established community fishing council, or 
CCP (Conselhos Comunitarios de Pesca), 
which controls all fishing activities in a 
designated section of the lake. a growing 
number of CCPs around Niassa now  
set limits on fishing periods and quotas, 
encourage the use of proper fishing  
gear, and patrol their own waters to 
prevent pirate fishing.

‘the fact that a lot of the fishing villages 
are now communicating and working 
together really helps,’ says loucas. 
‘recently, we all decided to ban fishing  
in the rivers that flow into the lake from 
November to april. this is when the lake 
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salmon breed. Before, we used to think 
that salmon eggs were delicious, but 
obviously protecting the female fish during 
this time keeps the population healthy.’

‘this is a magnificent example of local 
knowledge being used for local benefit,’ 
says Geraldo Chizungo, a WWF project 

executant based in the lake Niassa area. 
‘When people saw lake salmon stocks going 
down they understood immediately that 
they had to defend the species during  
the spawning cycle. It’s truly amazing  
that such poor people can take such a 
decision for the long-term benefit of all.’

ABOVE: fishermen haul  
in their mosquito nets in 
the village of Messumba; 
BELOW: a young boy in 
Messumba shows off a pair  
of endangered chambo
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a fishermen shows off  
a kampango. since the 
reserve was established, 
the size of fish caught  
in the area has increased
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eVeryoNe’S a WiNNer 
as a steadily growing number of tourists 
are discovering, Niassa is a culturally 
fascinating and spectacularly beautiful 
area. the lake’s tourism potential was 
quickly realised by two young British 
brothers, Paul and Patrick Simkin, who 
established a luxury eco-lodge at idyllic 
Nkwichi, just south of Cóbuè, in 2003. 

‘the idea was to make Nkwichi a 
profitable venture for both its investors 
and the local community,’ Patrick explains. 
‘We’ve attracted well over 600 visitors a 
year since opening, and Nkwichi lodge is 
now one of the biggest employers in the 
whole of Niassa province, with up to 100 
people on the payroll at busy times.’ the 
effect of putting money into an otherwise 
cash-starved economy is reckoned to 
affect more than half the 20,000 people  
in the 15 villages of the area.

the Manda Wilderness agriculture 
Project, set up by Patrick’s partner, Nadia, 
has introduced local villagers to new 
methods and crops, allowing them to 
diversify their diet. at an experimental 
farm near the lodge, farmers can see the 
benefit of using simple shades, compost 
and irrigation. the lodge also subsidises 
the production and sale of ingenious clay 
ovens that drastically reduce the need for 
villagers to strip and fell trees for firewood. 

‘For many visitors, Nkwichi lodge has 
the simple appeal of being a luxurious 
resort in a peaceful and scenic setting,’ 
Patrck says. ‘For others, including many 
local people, it’s part of a quiet revolution 
now taking place among communities 
neglected for too long. We want to help 
the local people protect their environment, 
which helps to bring in more tourists – it’s 
a win–win situation.’

LoCaL iNfLueNCe
the lake Niassa reserve is already 
working so well that several communities 
currently lying outside its boundaries have 
asked for it to be extended. recognising 
the lake’s burgeoning ecotourism 
potential, they want more protection for 
the iconic and colourful cichlids, as well as 
the sardine-like ussipa. like the chambo, 
the latter is one of Niassa’s most valuable 
yet threatened species. 

the Mozambican fishermen of 
livingstone’s lake of Stars price their fish 
not by weight, but by how long they took 
to catch. If conservation and community 
initiatives on this stellar body of water 
continue to bear fruit, then hopefully the 
cost of chambo, ussipa and kampango in 
lakeside markets will keep dropping for 
years to come.
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Getting there
the easiest way to reach the Mozambican 
side of Lake Niassa is to fly into Lilongwe,  
the capital of Malawi. Kenya airways offers 
return flights from heathrow to Lilongwe  
via Nairobi from around £750 return. From 
Lilongwe, it’s a 60-minute flight to Likoma, 
where you can cross the lake and enter 
Mozambique at Cóbuè. Visas cost Us$30. if 
you’re staying at Nkwichi Lodge, the staff can 
arrange your transfers, meet you at Likoma 
and help you cross the border. Nkwichi offers 
canoe trips and other activities.

When to go
the best time to visit is the dry season, from 
May to october, although it tends to become 
uncomfortably hot at the end of that period.

Further information
Nkwichi Lodge: www.mandawilderness.org
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