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In India very few research studies have focused on the indigenous institutions of fishing communities, associated customary 
rights and governance structure. Especially in India, the focus on indigenous institutions in fishing sector is not well 

documented by the researchers. This paper is an outcome of rigorous anthropological investigation into the indigenous 
knowledge and practices of the fisher folk in Coastal Andhra Pradesh. Indigenously evolved institutional form, “Valakatlu”, is 
still in vogue in the fishing villages of Indian coasts. This institution provides fish catch to the share-cropper (the right comes 
through lineage as ancestral immovable right) on the day of their turn (Vantu). Another institution “Ayyalu”, a community 
institution, includes both consanguineal and affinal kin members as partners while exploiting the resources in a given boundary 
of waters. After taking up aquaculture as a lucrative business in 1980s, the fishing community in the study area has withdrawn 
their attention in the traditional institutions. However, the recurrent huge losses in aqua farming motivated the community to 
reconstitute these indigenous institutions of higher social, economic, religious and ecological value. These common property 
institutions are self-governance structures that deal with rules and regulations, allocation of rights over territories, investment 
patterns, steering committee elections, transfer of rights, sanctions on violators of norms, etc. While narrating the structure 
and pattern of these institutions, the paper primarily examines the role of indigenous institutions in shaping socio-economic 
fabric of the fishing community. Secondly, it proposes to look at how these institutions are made use of by the community 
for creating sustainable livelihoods while conserving the resource base. Thirdly, it examines the community’s perspective of 
livelihood options derived out of rural developmental programs (State sponsored) and the livelihood choices carved out of rich 
natural resource base. The proposed paper probes into as to how the fishing community has become resilient by exploiting the 
benefits of natural resource bases and also rural development programs over the years.
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