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Complexity: the spice of life
Part 1: MSc introduction to livelihoods
Penelope Beaton

Ragpickers in the Kolkata waste tips

As a group we had arrived in
Stirling through various
undergraduate degrees and
diverse work experiences.
We had made it through the core course,
had a couple of weeks off for Christmas
and were back ready for the advanced
course. Give us a dissection, a site
selection assessment, an essay on
broodstock management, financial
planning or even an engineering project,
and we would confidently slice, assess,
write knowledgeably, plan and think
logically (!). Introduce into this a new
dimension; the rural poor for whom profit
margins, discharge limits and scientific
terminology have little or no meaning, and
we are on uncertain ground. About a dozen
of us had chosen the “Introduction to rural
livelihoods” module and it was an
interesting challenge. We were set up in
groups to communicate with people in real
livelihoods situations in Bangladesh, India
and Sri Lanka. My group was given the
Kolkata project to liase with. We
exchanged introductions with the group of
fisheries workers and NGO representatives
out there and set about trying to
understand the situation.
The waste-water recycling project in periurban Calcutta (Kolkata) is being run to
try to protect and enable access to
resources for the very poor and to manage
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safely the waste water that comes out of
the city. There are huge areas of rubbish
dumps on the outskirts, and through them
run many of the city’s waste water
channels. A large number of people rely on
these rubbish heaps: the rag pickers who
glean through them for anything that could
be sold; those who use the land and the
waste water channels for growing
vegetable crops which provide them with a
meagre income. Then there are those who
work for them, and the vast number of
poor people who rely on this cheap source
of vegetable nutrition in local markets. Add
to this equation those who want to divert
some water for their own purposes,
growing fish or irrigating their own land,
and those who want to reclaim the land for
industrial development. Top it off with
those who represent these different
groups, government planners, health
groups, NGOs, farmers, and commercial
interests, amongst others. What can be
done to ensure the poor have continued or
improved access to these resources? Who
should be involved? Is there a “right” way

to tackle the situation?
Although it was a short course, which
required concentration and a definite
mind shift, we completed it with an
understanding of the complexity and
reality of poor livelihoods. We also
benefited from the life experiences of
individuals in our group; not everyone
reacted in the same way to what we read,
to what we discussed; we also
encountered delays, misunderstandings,
and other character-building occurrences.
The livelihoods course gave us a taster of
situations that exist outside the
classroom. It’s not simply aquaculture
related issues that are in question.
People’s lives, their rights to live and make
a living are on the line. For us as
scientists to be of use in this kind of
situation it is crucial to remember that
aquaculture may be ideal for some people
in some situations, but not always; and
that involving people in the process to
work out their own futures is important
but not necessarily easy!

Do you manage a commercial or development project overseas with employees who would
benefit from involvement in the Livelihoods Course? If you would like to be involved please
contact Dr Dave Little on d.c.little@stir.ac.uk or +44 1786 467923. Certificates are issued
upon successful completion.

Irrigation systems project - Sri Lanka
Fish consumption amongst rural populations in Sri Lanka

This box shows aggregate per capita inland fish consumption characteristics for four project
villages where fisheries enhancement took place. The monthly values are equivalent to a
mean annual consumption of 8.1 kg/caput consisting of: 5.8 kg originating from the
commercial fishery (major irrigation systems) and 2.3 kg from subsistence fishery (seasonal
village tanks). The graph highlights the significant contribution of the seasonal tank fishery
during the dry season in the latter part of the year. These results can contrasted with a mean
national consumption figure of 15-16 kg/caput (NARDA 1999), which is inclusive of fresh and
dried, marine and inland fish.
Reference:
NARDA 1999 Sri Lanka Fisheries Year Book. National Aquatic Resources Research and
Development Agency. Colombo.

