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ABSTRACT This essay contends that the Atlantic Canadian small boat fishery is being
systematically dehumanised as the socio-economic and organisational conditions in which
fishers work become ruled by capitalist-industrial formal institutions and their rationali-
ties. More specifically, small boat fishers, largely participating in an owner/operator and
small community referenced fishery, are driven from deeply rooted attachments and
modus operendi articulated in familial and familiar social conditions to sharp-edged,
self-interested utilitarian rationalities as their livelihoods become dependent upon and
expressive of the imperatives and logic of capitalist-industrial formal institutions such as
government and board-based representative organisations. Canadian federal government
management interventions, the rise of representative organisations, and small fisher
responses are examined through social historical and case study means for the purposes of
investigating this contention and illustrating key moments in the process.

Introduction

The Atlantic Canadian fisheries are currently in the convulsions of yet another
socio-economic crisis. While not the only factor, tremendous expansions in
the capacity to catch and process marine resources, particularly since the
declaration of the 200 mile economic management zone, have precipitated
over-exploitation of resources and, possibly, ecological/environmental dam-
age resulting in dramatic declines in groundfish stocks. This situation has left
many small boat as well as industrial-scale fishers and fish companies without
access to sufficient resources. Consequently, boats and plants now lie idle for
lengthy portions of the year, and increasing numbers of catching and
processing operators throughout Atlantic Canada are finding themselves
unable to continue in the industry. As possessors of technologically sophisti-
cated, specialised fishing capacity and its accompanying debt, numerous small
boat owners face the prospects of either marginal incomes or creditor
repossession since buyers for idled vessels and fishing licenses are few and far
between. Many fisheries dependent communities are experiencing unemploy-
ment levels of such magnitude that their future as anything more than
retirement villages is being placed in jeopardy (Department of Fisheries and
Oceans 1989).

It is my contention that this crisis has been facilitated and expedited by
transformations in the small boat sector, wherein owner/operators have
undertaken the widespread adoption of industrial fishing practices and their
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associated organisational forms and world views. In essence, the brand of
utilitarian rationality particular to industrial capitalist market systems has
been woven systematically into the socio-economic fabric of the Atlantic
Canadian small boat fishery and its communities.

While always thoroughly integrated in the capitalist industrial market and
class systems at the level of exchange, small boat fishers mainly engaged in
fishing for their livelihoods rather than to accumulate capital. That is, the vast
majority fished in order to satisfy their material and social requirements.
Moreover, they recognised and expressed, in their behaviour more so than in
their words, the necessity to fish in a manner which did not jeopardise the
livelihoods of others and which did not inhibit access to livelihood for others.
Equipped with more or less the same technical ability and know-how,
socio-economic distinctions between small boat fishers within harbours arose
situationally rather than substantively, expressing differences in factors such
as work motivation, luck and risk taking. Rarely would such distinctions be
derived from circumstances that violated the livelihcod interests of others.
Moreover, their sense of collective interest and collective destiny construed
the small boat fishers’ approach to and organisation of fishing. It also
influenced within harbour fisher relations as well as the broader fishing
communities’ social dynamics (Acheson 1981; Andersen 1979; Davis 1984;
McCay and Acheson 1987; and Pinkerton 1989).

The last twenty years in particular have seen considerable pressure brought
to bear on these localised practices and norms. Federal and provincial
government fisheries management and industrial development policies,
changes in industry structure such as the movement away from salt fish and
towards fresh and fresh-frozen fillets, and the thorough immersion of rural
coastal communities in urban-referenced ideology through vehicles such as
consolidated schooling and mass media are among the key vehicles that have
facilitated the ascendency of competitive utilitarian rationality among fishers
and in coastal communities. Competitive utilitarian rationality has become
predominant in fisher decisions to invest in expanded capacity and to
specialise in mass harvesting approaches to resource exploitation, thereby,
expediting intra-occupational and intra-community differentiation and the
current resource crisis (Davis 1991; Environment Canada 1976; Government
of Canada 1983; Department of Fisheries and Oceans 1989; Sinclair 1983;
1985; and Thiessen and Davis 1988).}

In order to develop the argument this essay opens with a brief presentation
of recent developments concerning the professionalisation and institutionali-
sation of small boat fishing. Here an emphasis is placed on fisher-government
relations. This is followed by a presentation and analysis of some interview
data concerning membership opinions, attitudes and attachments to an
independent small boat fisher co-operative in Eastern Nova Scotia. These data
are employed to illustrate the character and expression among many small
boat fishers of competitive utilitarian rationality. These data are also
employed to suggest avenues of interpretation regarding the characteristics of

15

response associated with whether or not co-op members also belong to a
fishers’ trade union.

Professionalising Small Boat Fishers

Notably, the rise of competitive utilitarian rationality among small boat

fishers is coupled with the push to professionalise small boat fishing. In

Canada, national surveys over the last three decades concerning the socio-

economic status of occupations have reported fishing consistently in the

bottom quarter of the occupational status system (Pineo and Porter 1967;

Pineo, Porter and McRoberts 1977; and Blishen, Carroll and Moore 1987).

Low in status, fishing and fish processing occupations are thought of as’
minimal skill pursuits, jobs done in the main by persons with a poor formal

education and few alternatives. In short, these are viewed as occupations of

last resort.

While some of these perceptions persist, considerable resources have been
directed toward ‘professionalising’ fishing occupations, especially fishing
itself. For instance, achievement of ‘professional status’ by fishers was
identified as one of the key strategies in the new fisheries management policy
proposed in 1976 (Environment Canada 1976:66). In large measure, profes-
sionalisation of fishing has been an objective of federal government develop-
ment policy predicated on the notion that the small boat fishery must be made
economically effective. -

The effective matching of fishing effort to the resource .., require[s) a fair and practical
means to distinguish the professional fisherman from the casual participant that is, to
differentiate between the full-timer and the part-timer ... the fishery cannot possibly
support all those who now claim to be fishermen (Government of Canada 1983:215).

Economic sensibility, in turn, is taken to mean consistent in organisation and
performance with industrial capitalist market-driven dynamics. That is, small
boat fishers would become professional once their livelihoods were derived
from an organisation of production and occupational relations embodying a
small business ethos as well as the efficiencies of economic competition.

To this end, the federal and provincial governments initiated training
programmes, beginning in the mid-seventies, in areas such as accountancy,
small business operations, and taxation/fiscal planning. These courses were
designed for delivery within coastal communities during the winter months.
While providing useful information, these programmes were also intended to
seed and nurture the ethos of approaching fishing as a small business
enterprise rather than simply as a way to make a living (Government of Nova
Scotia 1972-85). Inherent in the new ethos was the rationality of competitive
utilitarian individualism, the presumption that business enterprises are neces-
sarily locked in competition with each other in their pursuit of scarce
economically valuable goods; the idea that success is measured by the ability
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of individual enterprises to maximise their portion of available wealth; the
notion that future economic success in the fishery is contingent upon the
ability of fishers to approach their occupation as professional small business
operators.

Wedded to this ethos embodied in the government industrial development
policy were measures prescribing access participation in regulation and in
management. For instance, throughout the late sixties and seventies various
government-fisher committees were required by the federal Department of
Fisheries and Oceans (DFQ) to recommend terms and conditions of fisher
access and participation. Out of these meetings came the bonafide fisher
d.esignation, reserving primary access to participants who derived a substan-
tial portion of their yearly income from fishing. These were to be considered
the professional small boat fishers. Part-time, seasonal participants in specific
fisheries such as lobster fishing were at first systematically constrained
through special regulations prescribing the amount of gear they were permit-
ted to deploy. Eventually, many part-timers were eliminated as the DFO
refused to issue the necessary licenses to those without bonafide status (Davis
and Thiessen 1988; and MacDonald 1984).

Of singular importance in this illustration is the setting within which the new
policy decisions and recommendations were developed. Basically, it entailed
a DFO constituted formal committee composed of fishers from various
sectors, DFO policy and science officials, and others of expert and vested
interest sFatus including representatives of fishers’ organisations such as
co-operatives, associations and unions. These committees have since evolved
into various management consultative mechanisms fully incorporated within
the DFO and its policy formation and implementation processes (Department
of Fisheries and Oceans 1985, 1988, 1989). Of course, fisher participation in
the committees was and remains legitimatised by the assumption that these
bodies constitute the basis whereby DFO consults directly with industry
professionals before designing and implementing policy. As a stage in
professionalising the occupation of commercial fishing, these committees
formalise consultative processes and dynamics within institutional settings
invented for this purpose, institutional settings foreign to most small boat
fishers and their communities. '

Moreover, representation in these institutional settings remains contingent
upon bonafide fishers nominating or electing peers from among categories of
participants largely specified by DFO, categories which largely reflect geogra-
phical location and sector participation, that is, the type of fishing gear used
in conjunction with locational factors (e.g., inshore, midshore and offshore)
and business characteristics (e.g., corporation, independent fisher). Sector
representation was, from the outset, designated as a key element of fisher
participation in the consultative process. From the DFO point of view, the
industry is comprised of different groups defined by differences in technology
and scale that compete for the resource and that are, as a result, often in
conflict with one and another. This approach represented a large step in the
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direction of legitimising and concretising sector divisions, beside the existing
differences between livelihood and accumulation approaches, as ‘real’ organ-
isational elements in the fishery. Moreover, in addition to being legitimised
and concretised within the formal institutional setting, sector divisions have
become definitive frames of reference and now underlie fishers’ categorical
thinking about their industry. Now, not only is the participant a bonafide
fisher, he/she is also a bonafide, professional longline, gill net, lobster, drag
net, crab or scallop fisher. These developments further facilitate fundamental
transformations in the world view, behaviour and social organization of small
boat fishers, transformations signifying the ascendency of a competitive
utilitarian rationality (Maclnnes and Davis 1991).

The determination of representation on consultative committees, not to ‘
mention order among participants in the industry, provided impetus for
federal and provincial government fisheries departments to encourage inde-
pendent small boat fishers to form organisations through which they could
pursue their interests and assure themselves a voice at government-industry
councils. Throughout the seventies and eighties numerous organisations have
arisen which purport to represent a body of independent small boat fishers.
While most of these are associations organised along either geographical
and/or sector participation lines (e.g., The Eastern Fishermen’s Association,
the Cape Breton Island Fishermen’s Association, the Southwest Nova Scotia
Inshore Longliner’s Association and the like), several trade unions, particu-
larly the Maritime Fishermen’s Union (MFU) and The Canadian Automobile
Workers Union (CAW), have had notable success in presenting themselves as
representative voices (Clement 1986). The MFU, an organisation which arose
during the mid-seventies from the struggles of Northeast New Brunswick
Acadian small boat fishers, styles itself as concerned exclusively with organi-
sing Maritime small boat fishers in order that they have effective leverage in
shaping economic and occupational futures (Theriault and Williams 1986).
Regardless of the organisational form of preference, the DFO insisted that
fisher participation on its consultative bodies be representative, whether
derived from special pan-fisher elections or interest group formations. Either
way, the voices of small boat fishers had to be derived from formal
organisational contexts and institutionalised processes, the only references
and processes sensible to the DFO and other governmental-industry agencies.
Indeed, the ability of small boat fishers to form themselves into such
organisations was considered indicative of the extent to which participants
had matured as professional, independent business operators. After all, to be
professional is to recognise that your particular interests, within the crucible
of industrial capitalist dynamics, are furthered by working through institu-
tions that provide voice which is especially necessary when other participants
in the fishery are seen as competitive and antithetical to one’s own particular
goals.

Central to the professionalisation and institutionalisation of small boat
fishers are the government access and resource management initiatives, such
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as limited entry licensing and quota allocations. Stock collapses in the late
1960s and early 1970s created an industry crisis which compelled government
to de-emphasise industrial development and focus upon the creation of stock
and access management strategies. For the first time, the central problem of
the industry was redefined as too much capacity uncontrollably pursuing too
few fish. Consequently, the federal government developed policies intended
to constrain fishing effort to within the biological capacity of the stocks to
bear specific rates of exploitation.

Replacing the view that argued for the necessity to modernise through the
adoption of new and better technologies was a biologically-grounded perspec-
tive that insisted the industry had too many fishermen pursuing too few fish.
The solution for this problem was believed to reside in the development of a
more refined, sophisticated and comprehensive management regime that
would limit access to marine resources through mechanisms such as licenses
and quotas. With this change came a much greater emphasis by government
on ‘policing’ fish catching and processing activities in order to assure
compliance with the regulations.

By the late seventies, commitment to this approach of fisheries management
had become thoroughly entrenched. Now the thrust of government policy was
to regulate precisely the exploitative effort directed at marine resources by
making participation the specific fisheries with particular technologies contin-
gent upon the annual provision of governmentally issued licenses. Entry into
fisheries such as scallop, lobster, shrimp, and snow crab, as well as those
employing mobile gears (seine and drag nets), is only possible today after
obtaining the necessary government issued limited entry permits which are
commonly purchased from retiring fishermen for tens of thousands of dollars
(Department of Fisheries and Oceans 1989; MacDonald 1984). Added to the
capital cost for a boat and fishing equipment, this licence ‘investment’ assures
that new entrants begin with a debt load that can only be serviced through high
volume catches and heavy exploitative pressure on ocean resources and
environments. Indeed, a fishing strategy solely expressing the individual needs
and goals of the captain/owner, over all other concerns, must come to the fore
in a set of circumstances shaped by debt servicing pressures. After all, it is the
individual captain/owner who is professionalised, who benefits from and is
targeted in government management and development programmes, and who
must satisfy livelihood needs and enterprise costs. In short, government
management and development policy assures that the self-interested harvester
upon which the policy is predicated comes to dominate the socio-economic
profile of the fishery, thereby creating fishers as pirates (Davis 1991; Davis
and Thiessen 1988; and Sinclair 1983).

Of course, many fishers, especially those middle-aged and younger, have
done little to resist and much to accelerate the industrialisation/professional-
isation process. As they have entered the fisheries as captains and owners,
these participants have demanded the latest and the best in boats, engines,
electronics and equipment. Fueled by promises of endless prosperity following
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the declaration of the 200 mile zone and buoyed by access to ‘cheap’ (low
interest) money through provincial loan boards, many fishers have displayed
an almost insatiable appetite for new capacity throughout the late seventies
and early eighties. Thus, by the time caps were slammed into place in the
mid-1990s the new fishing capacity and the debts it represented were in place
and fishing, fishing at a pace and with an avarice previously unseen in the
Atlantic Canadian small boat fisheries (Davis and Kasdan 1984). Competitive
utilitarian rationality was well seeded and nurtured by these developments,
developments that have placed the concerns and interests of individual small
boat captain/owners front and centre in industry dynamics.

Government management programmes, particularly limited entry licen- .
sing, are imposing rules governing access and participation without regard for
local-level conditions and practices. In the process, these initiatives are
fundamentally altering the social topography of the fishing occupation. First
and foremost in this process is the impact of government management
programmes upon the social organisation of community- and familial-based -
fisheries.

In such fisheries key aspects of the decision-making processes are governed
by an informal, locally-specific, system of rules worked out by the generations
of fishers who have exploited ocean resources from particular harbours.
These rules affect numerous areas of fishing activity. In many instances they
define the boundaries of harbour-specific fishing grounds. In addition, these
rules regulate certain aspects of exploitative behaviour. For instance, they
specify the types of fishing gear permissible (e.g., hook and line as opposed
to drag net or large mesh gill nets). Often these rules stipulate who can fish the
ground (the persons from ‘our’ harbour). They also spell out expected
behaviour, e.g., you don’t sell ‘tinkers’ (undersized lobsters), you don’t touch
another person’s gear, and you don’t interfere intentionally with another
person’s gear (i.e., set lines or traps on top of someone else’s, drag a net
through set gear, and so on).

Persons who persistently transgress the rules suffer consequences ranging
from verbal warnings, through tit-for-tat reprisals, to outright destruction of
their capacity to fish. Regardless of reputation, economic worth or other
measures of occupational success, individuals are expected to reflect in their
words and deeds respect for these experientially-based and consensually-
derived, local-level procedures. In effect, the rules constitute a fisher-
generated access and use management system. As with the most managem@t
systems, this one constrains the expression of individualism by attachl'ng
conditions to participation, conditions which define the points at wf}lch
‘rugged individualism’ is subordinated to collective interest. This is particu-
larly the case when the actions of individuals jeopardise the ability of other
fishers to make their living from fishing (McCay and Acheson 1987;
Pinkerton 1989).

Limited entry licensing and other management programmes focus on
controlling individual enterprises and their owners. This frame of reference is





















