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	With its water heavily fished and polluted, Lake Victoria is said to be on its way to becoming the largest dead water pool in Africa.
It’s a lake of contrasts, day against night. When the sun rises, it warms the blue waters spread into the horizon, creating an idyllic picture of calm with an occasional boat sailing by. But at night, as the sun sets, Lake Victoria becomes truly awake. This is the time when the fishermen come out in full force to haul in nets of a tiny silver fish, the omena, no longer than five centimetres long. 

Its full impact hits you when you stand atop one of the many hills around Mbita Point. Then as far as the eye can see, it's all lanterns on the lake, orange flames aglow in the black cloak of darkness. It's a mesmerizing scene to watch. The omena is an indigenous fish of Victoria, and a staple of the people who live around the lake. 

One dark night, we set sail to watch the men at work on the choppy lake the wind blowing on our faces, carrying voices with it. Suddenly in the light of the lanterns, the boats, the nets and the faces of the men who spend entire nights afloat the water show. From the land all this is invisible. 

For us it's an adventure, sailing on a metal boat powered by an engine, built by an eccentric Scotsman living at Mbita Point. Once in the lake, we reach the first lantern. The fishermen have sailed further to lay the next one. We can't see them in the dark, save for the lanterns that give them away. 

We catch up with the men in the paddling boat just in time to watch one of them set a lantern afloat the water. Each lantern is tied atop a dome frame of sticks on a square reed float. Night birds perch on the frames. As the fishermen spread the net in the water, usually in teams of four, they float the lanterns surrounded by the net. The omena, attracted to the lights, swim to the surface. 

On average, the fishermen will sail three to four times back and forth, hauling in the catch and throwing the net back in the water. It requires muscle and strength. By night’s end, the paddling boats will have a floor of silver fish, a net weight of about 10 to 15 kilogrammes. Multiply that by about 6000 boats only on the Kenyan side. It reveals the dense population found on the lake at night. The fishermen regularly suffer from malaria and HIV/Aids is rampant as men live away from their families on beaches allotted to them while prostitution is rife. 

Shouting across to make ourselves heard, we ask the fishermen if we can interview them. 

We have to wait. The men have to first set all four lanterns and the net afloat. 

Finally, almost an hour later, one of the young men is ready to talk. Joseph Odhiambo Aloice is 26 and from Homa Bay, about 30 kilometres from Mbita Point. The other three are his brothers and they work in a team. Clothed in ragged T-shirts, jackets and shawls draped around their heads — anything to keep them warm and safe from the mosquitoes, they will spend the entire night on the lake. The men live on one of the beaches on Rusinga Island connected to Mbita Point by a causeway. The boat is named after their grandmother, Akong. Aloice has been fishing omena for seven years after a stint as a farmer. But when his maize periodically failed due to incessant drought in the area, he and his brothers took to fishing. In one night, each can make a net income of Sh500. 

That's no mean income in a land that does not have any other major industry save for some subsistence farming. The local women will then buy, dry and sell it in two kilogramme containers for Sh35. 

It's no secret that Lake Victoria is in dire straits, it waters heavily fished and polluted. But when you see the number of boats and fishermen on the lake at night, you understand why scientists are worried about it. It's said to be on its way to becoming the largest dead water pool in Africa. 

Victoria's woes have not appeared overnight. In 1905, the colonial British government introduced flax gill nets to replace the traditional local papyrus nets and fish traps, upsetting the working dynamic of a freshwater lake. In the years to follow, the lake became over fished while exotic species like the infamous nile perch were introduced. 

There was mass extinction of indigenous fish, siltation from bad land use and pollution from industries while burgeoning towns added to the list of woes. So polluted is the water, that carpets of the floating weed — hyacinth, which thrives on polluted waters, blocks fishermens' boats. 

The nile perch and tilapia are mostly for export and fished during the day. The omena is purely for the domestic market. This tiny fish literally sustains the people who live around the lake in the three countries that share its waters - Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. Thirty million people, equivalent to the population of Kenya. 




