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Abstract

Kerala’s coastal economy is undergoing a structural transition from a predominantly fisheries-based livelihood system
towards a broader blue-economy framework encompassing fisheries, aquaculture, seafood processing, coastal tourism,
ports, maritime logistics, marine services and knowledge-based activities. The state’s approximately 590 km coastline and
large fishing population provide a substantial resource and livelihood base, while the commissioning of Vizhinjam
International Seaport has created new possibilities for transshipment, logistics and port-led industrial development.
However, coastal economic transformation is occurring alongside coastal erosion, climate change, marine pollution,
fluctuations in fish availability, livelihood insecurity and conflicts between infrastructure development and traditional
fishing communities. The present study examines the current structure of Kerala’s coastal economy, major emerging
sectors, government interventions, constraints and future prospects. The study follows a descriptive and analytical research
design and uses secondary data from Government of Kerala departments, Kerala State Planning Board, ICAR-CMFRI,
policy documents and published academic literature. A theoretical framework combining the Sustainable Blue Economy
perspective, Sustainable Livelihoods Framework and stakeholder-oriented coastal governance is developed to analyse the
interaction among economic growth, livelihood security, environmental sustainability and institutional coordination.
Secondary data analysis indicates that Kerala’s total fish production increased from 8.02 lakh tonnes in 2018-19 to 9.28
lakh tonnes in 2024-25, while marine production remained volatile and inland production increased more steadily. The
study argues that Kerala should move from a production-centered coastal economy towards a diversified, value-added,
inclusive and climate-resilient blue economy. The future strategy should integrate port-led industrial growth with fisher
folk participation, coastal entrepreneurship, seafood value addition, community-based tourism, climate adaptation, marine
innovation and integrated coastal governance.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Kerala’s coastal economy occupies a strategically important position in the economic and social development of the state. Its
location along the Arabian Sea, extensive coastline, fishing communities, ports, backwaters and established maritime linkages
have historically supported a diverse range of economic activities. Fisheries remain the traditional foundation of this system,
but the contemporary coastal economy increasingly includes aquaculture, seafood processing, tourism, shipping, logistics,
marine services and port-related industries. The Fisheries Department of Kerala identifies 222 marine fishing villages, 21
fishing harbours, 43,298 fishing vessels and a fisher folk population of approximately 10.49 lakh. The wider fisheries ecosystem
provides direct and indirect employment to fishers, vendors, processors, transporters, boat workers, net makers, ice suppliers,
auctioneers and other intermediaries. Thus, changes in marine-resource availability have multiplier effects across coastal
households and markets.
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The blue economy perspective provides a broader framework for understanding this transformation. It seeks to derive
sustainable economic, social and employment benefits from ocean resources while maintaining marine ecosystem health. In
Kerala, this transition is particularly visible in the development of Vizhinjam International Seaport. Dedicated to the nation on
2 May 2025, the port offers opportunities for transshipment, container handling, logistics, maritime services and port-linked
industries. Academic research nevertheless shows that coastal development can create social and ecological tensions. Rajasenan
and Rajeev (2016) identified poverty and income inequality among small-scale marine fishers and emphasised institutional
support. Salim et al. (2017) found differences in income, indebtedness and livelihood security among fisheries sectors in Kerala.
Hussain et al. (2021) demonstrated the sensitivity of Indian mackerel fisheries along the Kerala coast to changing oceanographic
conditions. Krishnan (2026) highlights livelihood disruption, environmental concerns and social conflict associated with the
transformation around Vizhinjam. Therefore, the central policy question is not whether Kerala should develop its coastal
economy, but how it can achieve maritime growth without weakening the ecological systems and communities on which the
economy depends.

1.1 Statement of the Problem

Kerala has significant coastal and marine resources and a favorable geographical position for maritime trade, fisheries, tourism
and blue-economy activities. Nevertheless, the economic potential of the coastal region is accompanied by persistent livelihood
vulnerability and environmental risks. The major problem is the uneven nature of coastal economic transformation. Traditional
fishing communities remain dependent on marine resources while facing fluctuations in fish availability, increasing costs,
coastal erosion, extreme weather and market uncertainty. Simultaneously, port expansion, tourism and infrastructure
development can create employment and investment but may also generate competition over coastal space, fishing grounds
and access to traditional livelihoods. Climate change intensifies these risks through sea-level rise, ocean warming, changing
rainfall, storm surges, coastal flooding and changes in fish distribution. Marine pollution and ecosystem degradation further
threaten the resource base. The research problem can therefore be stated as how Kerala can transform its traditional coastal
economy into a diversified blue economy while ensuring fisher folk livelihood security, environmental sustainability and
equitable distribution of development benefits.

1.2 Objectives of the Study

1). Examine the present structure and economic significance of Kerala’s coastal economy.

2). Analyze fish production trend of past five years

3). Identify major government initiatives and policies affecting coastal economic development.

4). Point out Strategic priorities for Kerala’s future coastal economy

2. MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study adopts a descriptive and analytical research design. It is based primarily on secondary data because the objectives
require an assessment of state-level economic trends, government policies and institutional initiatives. Sources of data include
the Department of Fisheries, Kerala State Planning Board, Kerala Maritime Board, Government of India’s Department of
Fisheries, ICAR-Central Marine Fisheries Research Institute (ICAR-CMFRI), Kerala Tourism and Responsible Tourism
Mission, Kerala State Council for Science, Technology and Environment and official statistical publications. The study uses
official fisheries production and landing statistics to identify major patterns and supplements these data with published studies
concerning livelihoods, climate change, tourism and port development.

3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION
The study integrates three complementary theoretical perspectives.

First, the Sustainable Blue Economy perspective views marine resources as a basis for economic growth, employment and
innovation, subject to ecological sustainability. It provides the economic-environmental foundation for examining fisheries,
aquaculture, tourism, ports and marine services.
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Second, the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework emphasizes the assets and capabilities through which households construct
livelihoods. For Kerala’s coastal communities, livelihood assets include natural capital (fish and coastal ecosystems), physical
capital (boats, harbors and housing), financial capital (income, credit and savings), human capital (skills and education), and
social capital (cooperatives, community networks and institutions).

Third, integrated coastal governance and stakeholder theory emphasise coordination among government agencies, private
enterprises, fishing communities, tourism operators, research institutions and civil society. This is particularly relevant because
coastal development involves multiple competing interests.

The resulting framework assumes that blue-economy development produces sustainable outcomes only when economic
opportunities are combined with livelihood resilience, environmental protection and participatory governance.

Blue Economy
Activities

Marine & Coastal Economic
Resources Outcomes

Integrated Coastal
Governance

Sustainable Ecological & Climate
Livelihoods Resilience

Sustainable, Inclusive and Climate-Resilient Coastal Economy

Figure 1. Conceptual theoretical framework for Kerala’s coastal blue economy.

3.1 Kerala Fish Production Trend

Kerala’s fisheries statistics demonstrate both the importance and volatility of the sector. Total fish production increased from
8.02 lakh tonnes in 2018—19 to 9.28 lakh tonnes in 2024-25. Marine production fluctuated substantially, reaching a low of 3.90
lakh tonnes in 2020-21 before recovering to 6.47 lakh tonnes in 2024-25. Inland production increased from 1.92 lakh tonnes
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to 2.81 lakh tonnes over the same period. The rising inland component supports the argument for diversification of the fisheries

economy through aquaculture and other controlled production systems.

Table 1. Kerala fish production, 2018-19 to 2024-25 (lakh tonnes).

Year Marine Inland Total
2018-19 6.10 1.92 8.02
2019-20 4.75 2.05 6.80
2020-21 3.90 2.05 5.95
2021-22 6.01 2.25 8.26
2022-23 6.90 2.29 9.19
2023-24 5.81 2.51 8.32
2024-25 6.47 2.81 9.28

Source: Kerala State Planning Board, Economic Review 2025, fisheries statistics.

Kerala Fish Production Trend, 2018-19 to 2024-25

Production (lakh tonnes)
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Kerala State Planning Board, Economic Review 2025.
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Figure 2. Kerala fish production trend, 2018-19 to 2024-25

3.2 District-wise Marine Fish Production

2023-24 2024-25

Source:

Marine fish production is geographically concentrated. In 2024-25, Ernakulam recorded the highest marine fish production
among the reported districts, followed by Kollam and Kozhikode. Such concentration has implications for the location of
harbours, cold chains, processing clusters, logistics infrastructure and coastal entrepreneurship.

Table 2. Selected district-wise marine fish production, 2024-25 (tonnes).

Rank District Production (tonnes)
1 Ernakulam 185,077
2 Kollam 136,571
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3 Kozhikode 112,534
4 Thiruvananthapuram 55,925
5 Kannur 41,665
6 Malappuram 40,498
7 Alappuzha 30,514
8 Thrissur 30,441
9 Kasaragod 14,027

Source: Department of Fisheries, Government of Kerala / Kerala State Planning Board, Economic Review 2025.

3.3 Kerala’s Coastal Economy: Present Scenario

Kerala's coastal economy is characterised by a combination of traditional livelihood systems and modern maritime activities.
Fisheries continue to form the foundation of the coastal livelihood structure, while ports, tourism, logistics and marine industries
are becoming increasingly important.

1). Marine Fisheries and Kerala’s Coastal Economy

Marine fisheries constitute a critical pillar of Kerala’s coastal economy, contributing substantially to employment, income
generation, and livelihood security. With a coastline extending approximately 590 km and an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)
of nearly 218,536 sq. km, Kerala possesses significant marine resources that support a wide range of economic activities.
According to the Fisheries Department, nearly 8 lakh people depend directly on capture fisheries and allied activities for their
livelihoods, while the broader fisheries-based ecosystem supports more than 10 lakh people. The sector generates employment
across an extensive value chain involving fishers, vendors, processors, transporters, boat workers, net makers, ice suppliers,
auctioneers, and other intermediaries. Consequently, variations in fish catch and fisheries productivity have implications
beyond fishing communities, producing wider multiplier effects on employment, household incomes, trade, processing,
transportation, and other components of the coastal economy.

2). Maritime Infrastructure and Port-Led Economic Development

Kerala has long derived economic advantages from its strategic location along major international maritime routes. The state
is home to the major port of Kochi, along with a network of non-major ports administered by the Kerala Maritime Board.
Among recent developments, the Vizhinjam International Seaport represents a significant transformation in Kerala’s maritime
infrastructure. Its proximity to key international shipping routes offers substantial potential for positioning the state as a major
transhipment and maritime logistics hub. The expansion of port-related activities is also expected to stimulate demand for a
wide range of ancillary services, including warehousing, container handling, customs clearance, freight forwarding, ship-related
services, cold-chain facilities, transportation, and other logistics-support activities. Thus, the development of port infrastructure
can contribute to greater economic diversification, employment generation, and the strengthening of Kerala’s broader coastal
economy.

3). Coastal Tourism and Community Participation

Coastal tourism constitutes an important and rapidly diversifying component of Kerala’s coastal economy. The state’s beaches,
backwaters, coastal heritage, seafood traditions, fishing villages, and distinctive marine landscapes offer considerable potential
for developing diverse and sustainable tourism activities. Kerala’s Responsible Tourism Mission provides an important
institutional framework for promoting community-centred tourism development. This approach seeks to balance economic
objectives with socio-cultural and environmental considerations while strengthening the involvement of local communities in
tourism-related activities. By encouraging local participation and promoting community-based enterprises, coastal tourism can
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contribute to employment generation, income diversification, cultural preservation, and sustainable development in coastal
regions.
4). Aquaculture and Seafood Processing

The declining and fluctuating availability of marine fish has enhanced the significance of aquaculture, fish farming, seafood
processing, and cold-chain infrastructure within Kerala’s coastal economy. These activities provide opportunities to diversify
coastal livelihoods while strengthening the value generated from fisheries resources. Rather than relying predominantly on the
sale of raw fish, the sector can increasingly focus on value-added activities such as processing, hygienic packaging, product
branding, quality certification, and export-oriented production. Strengthening these value chains can improve market access,
increase income opportunities, reduce post-harvest losses, and enhance the competitiveness of Kerala’s seafood sector in
domestic and international markets.

5). Emerging Maritime and Logistics Ecosystem

The development of Vizhinjam and other ports in Kerala is creating new opportunities for the expansion of maritime services
and logistics-related activities. The emerging ecosystem has significant potential for the development of logistics parks,
container freight stations, warehousing and cold-storage facilities, ship repair and maintenance, marine engineering, freight
services, and other port-linked industries. These activities can strengthen the connectivity between production centres, domestic
markets, and international trade networks while generating new employment and investment opportunities. Kerala’s long-term
development vision also recognises logistics and port-led industries as important drivers of future maritime growth.
Accordingly, strengthening maritime infrastructure and supporting ancillary industries can contribute to the diversification,
competitiveness, and sustained growth of the state’s coastal economy.

3.4 Government Initiatives and Policy Analysis

The Government of Kerala and the Government of India have introduced several initiatives that influence the future
development of Kerala's coastal economy.

1).State Fisheries Policy, 2019

The State Fisheries Policy, 2019 provides a broad framework for the sustainable development and management of Kerala’s
fisheries sector. It seeks to promote fisheries development while ensuring the conservation of aquatic resources and the welfare
and livelihood security of fishing communities. The Fisheries Department also implements the Kerala Marine Fishing
Regulation Act and various welfare measures designed to protect the interests of fishing-dependent communities. Together,
these policy and legislative mechanisms provide the foundation for balancing economic development, resource sustainability,
and social protection within the fisheries sector.

2). Kerala Maritime Board

The Kerala Maritime Board plays a significant role in the development, management, and regulation of the state’s non-major
ports. Its institutional vision emphasises the development of Kerala as a smart, sustainable, and prosperous blue economy.
Through port development and maritime-sector coordination, the Board provides an important institutional foundation for
strengthening Kerala’s maritime connectivity, logistics capacity, and future blue-economy activities.

3). Kerala State Coastal Area Development Corporation

The Kerala State Coastal Area Development Corporation serves as an important institutional mechanism for promoting
infrastructure and development activities in coastal regions. Its interventions include the development of roads, basic
infrastructure, and integrated development initiatives for fishing villages and other coastal communities. Such interventions are
important for improving connectivity, living conditions, and access to economic opportunities in coastal areas.
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4). Pradhan Mantri Matsya Sampada Yojana (PMMSY)

The Pradhan Mantri Matsya Sampada Yojana (PMMSY) is a major national programme aimed at strengthening fisheries and
aquaculture development. The programme supports infrastructure development, aquaculture, post-harvest management,
marketing, and livelihood enhancement for fishing communities. In Kerala, PMMSY -supported initiatives include integrated
aqua parks, fishing harbours, post-harvest and marketing infrastructure, and various forms of assistance for traditional fishers.
These interventions can contribute to improving productivity, value addition, market access, and livelihood opportunities across
the fisheries value chain.

5). Punargeham

Punargeham is a rehabilitation initiative aimed at relocating and rehabilitating fisher households residing within 50 metres of
the sea coast. The programme addresses the vulnerability of coastal communities exposed to erosion, flooding, and other coastal
hazards by promoting safer residential locations and improved living conditions. In this context, Punargeham represents an
important component of Kerala’s approach to reducing coastal vulnerability while protecting the welfare and safety of fishing
communities.

6). Coastal and Climate-Change Management

Climate change has increasingly become a central concern in Kerala’s coastal development agenda. Rising climate-related
risks, coastal erosion, changing marine conditions, and increasing pressure on coastal ecosystems highlight the need for stronger
adaptation and risk-management strategies. In March 2026, the Kerala State Council for Science, Technology and Environment
(KSCSTE) initiated expert consultations towards the development of a state-level action plan addressing climate-change
impacts on Kerala’s ocean and coastal ecosystems. Such initiatives indicate a growing emphasis on scientific assessment,
climate adaptation, and ecosystem-based coastal management.

7). Integrated Coastal Development

Kerala is gradually moving towards a more integrated approach to coastal development by linking fisheries, ports, tourism,
infrastructure development, livelihoods, and climate resilience. Such an approach recognises the interconnected nature of
coastal economic activities and the need to manage natural resources alongside economic and social objectives. However, the
effectiveness of integrated coastal policies depends on effective interdepartmental coordination, meaningful community
participation, scientific evidence, institutional capacity, and continuous monitoring and evaluation. Strengthening these
dimensions will be essential for achieving an inclusive, sustainable, and climate-resilient coastal economy in Kerala.

3.5 Future Prospects and Strategic Directions

Table 3. Strategic priorities for Kerala’s future Coastal Economy.

Strategic Area Priority Actions Expected Outcome

Port-led industrial growth Logistics, warehousing, cold chains, | Higher local economic multiplier
marine engineering, ship repair from maritime trade

Inclusive entrepreneurship Finance, training and market support | Diversified household income
for fishers, women and youth

Climate resilience Early warning, resilient | Lower climate vulnerability
infrastructure, adaptation and
ecosystem restoration

Community-based tourism Fishing-village tourism, homestays, | Local employment and cultural
seafood and heritage experiences preservation
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Fisheries value addition Processing, branding, packaging, | Higher value capture
cold chain and export quality

Integrated governance Joint planning and | Reduced policy conflict
livelihood/environmental impact
assessment

Marine knowledge and innovation Research, aquaculture technology, | Knowledge-driven blue economy
fish-stock assessment and digital
systems

Source: Authors compilation.

3.6 Major Findings

» Fisheries remain the foundation of Kerala’s coastal livelihood system, but production volatility makes diversification
necessary.

Kerala’s fish production data show a growing role for inland production alongside marine fisheries.

Port development, particularly Vizhinjam, has the potential to generate a broader maritime logistics ecosystem.

Coastal tourism can contribute to livelihood diversification when local communities participate in tourism value chains.
Climate change is not merely an environmental issue, it is a direct economic and livelihood risk.

YV VVYVYYVYYV

Value addition in fisheries and seafood processing can increase income without requiring proportional increases in resource
extraction.

Y

Integrated coastal governance is necessary because coastal economic activities cut across multiple government departments
and stakeholder groups.

4. CONCLUSION

Kerala’s coastal economy is at a critical transition point. The traditional fisheries economy continues to support a large
population, while Vizhinjam, maritime logistics, aquaculture, seafood processing, tourism and marine services are creating new
opportunities. The evidence presented in this study suggests that Kerala has the potential to build a diversified blue economy,
but this transition should not be equated with infrastructure expansion alone. The theoretical framework developed in the study
demonstrates that sustainable blue-economy outcomes depend on the interaction of economic opportunity, livelihood assets,
ecological resilience and integrated governance. The secondary data also show that fisheries production is important but
volatile, reinforcing the need for value addition and livelihood diversification. The future strategy should therefore combine
port-led industrial growth with inclusive coastal entrepreneurship, community-based tourism, sustainable fisheries, seafood
value addition, climate-resilient infrastructure and marine research. Development projects should incorporate livelihood impact
assessments and meaningful participation of fishing communities. The objective should not be to create a merely larger coastal
economy, but a stronger, fairer and sustainable coastal economy. Kerala’s success as a blue-economy state should ultimately
be assessed through employment quality, livelihood security, ecological sustainability, community participation and resilience
to climate change.
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