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All That Holds Us Together

Kinship and Resource Pooling in a Fishing Co-operative

Charles R. Menzies
City University of New York

ABSTRACT This paper explores the role of networks of co-operation and resource
pooling within a fishers’ co-operative, the Prince Rupert Fishermen’s Co-operative
Association. Fifty-plus years after its initial establishment in 1939 the Co-op is the
only one of its kind to have survived in an industry dominated by three large vertically
integrated fishing companies. By identifying the way in which fishers organize their
productive enterprises, their specific forms of co-operation and resource pooling, and
the role of the Co-op in assisting the fishers in maintaining and perpetuating their
enterprises, this analysis suggests that the co-operation networks of member fishers
plays a crucial role in the economic survival of the Co-op.

Introduction

In this article I explore the role of resource pooling networks in the continued
success of a commercial fishers’ co-operative (Prince Rupert Fishermen’s Co-oper-
ative Association, PRFCA) and the role of the PRFCA in the social reproduction of
the member-fishers’ family-based fishing enterprises. In what follows particular
attention is paid to 1) the way in which fishers organize their productive enterprises;
2) the specific forms of co-operation and resource pooling among family-based
fishing enterprises, and; 3) the role of the Co-op in providing the institutional
framework within which a coalition of small-scale producers can raise financing
for vessel purchases and collectively process and market their fish.

Too often analysis of fishing co-operatives situate themselves in terms of either
particular attributes of the co-operative itself (cf. Rodman 1989; Clement 1986;
Hayward 1984; Suster 1980) or in terms of the attributes of the individuals who
belong to the co-op (Petterson 1980; Poggie 1980; Davis and Jentoft 1989). What
is left unsaid is the interaction between the networks of members on the one hand
and the organization that they helped to create on the other. By focusing on the
narrow aspect of resource pooling among the members of the PRFCA the dynamics
of the interrelationships between resource pooling networks among commercial
fishers and the economic viability of fishers’ co-operatives can be clarified.
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The Prince Rupert Fishermen’s Co-op

The PRFCA is located in Prince Rupert, British Columbia (Canada), a coastal
community of about 16,500 people. The local economy is dependent upon resource
extraction industries such as fishing and forestry. Prince Rupert is also a major grain
and coal exporting port.

Today’s Fishermen’s Co-op arose out of the struggle between independent

small-scale fishers and large monopoly fish processing firms over the price paid for
fish (cf. Clement 1986: Hill 1967). The early co-operatives that arose out of this
struggle were attempts by coalitions of small-producers to circumvent the private
companies control of the market. Their project was simple: sell collectively the fish
caught by a coalition of independent fishers direct to the fresh fish market and then
divide up the profit. If things went well everyone would receive a better price for
their fish than if they had sold through the private companies. These early co-oper-
ative experiments formed along lines of co-operation between kin and within
geographically bounded areas (for example, North Island Co-op, Clayoquot Sound
Co-op, Sontula, etc, see A.V. Hill 1967). Many co-ops failed, but those that survived
had at their core interlocking networks of co-operation and resource pooling that
had been in existence prior to the establishment of the co-op.
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Map 1. The British Columbia coastal area.
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As the co-operative movement matured a process of winnowing and amalga-
mation occurred leaving the Prince Rupert Fishermen’s Co-operative Association
as the only co-operative active in the British Columbian fishing industry. Over time
the Co-op has grown into a successful firm with an active membership of 500 fishers
and a member-owned fleet of approximately 200 boats (the difference between
number of members and vessels reflects the Co-op’s membership structure in which
both deckhands and boat owners are members). At its home plant in Prince Rupert
the Co-op employs up to 350 shoreworkers with an annual payroll of 10 million
doliars. During the ten year period, 1978-1988, the Co-op’s average annual produc-
tion was 38 million pounds with annual gross sales of 67 million dollars (PRFCA
1988).

The current recession has hit the PRFCA hard. During the past decade the Co-op
lost nearly 10 million dollars; mostly as a result of misguided attempts to diversify
into areas such as fish farming, fish food manufacture, and a specialty fish pro-
cessing plant in the United States. As a result the Co-op has been forced to undergo
an extensive programme of restructuring over the course of the last several years.
The most obvious and explicit change has been the creation of a new company,
Pacific Challenger which now owns all of the Co-op’s processing facilities and
assets. The PRFCA, however, retains majority ownership of Pacific Challenger. In
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Photo 1. Prince Rupert Fishermen's Co-operative Association home plant in Prince Rupert.
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a series of at times rambunctious and confrontational general meetings the mem-
bership of the PRFCA passed a sequence of resolutions that created this new
company and opened the door for ‘outside’ investment (that is allowing non-Co-op
members the opportunity to purchase a share in the Co-op’s processing enterprise)
and expanded its recent policy of processing non-members’ fish. Despite all of the
changes (perhaps in some cases because of them) the Co-op has maintained a

committed core of fishers. As I argue in this paper the commitment of these fishers -

to the Co-op can be explained in part by their extensive networks of co-operation
and resource sharing and in part by the ability of the Co-op to facilitate the
development and maintenance of these interlocking networks.

Family Fishing Enterprises and the Co-op

Co-op fishers’ primary fishing related economic activities are organized in terms of
family-based fishing enterprises (of which there are nearly two-hundred).! Each
family-based enterprise consists of groups of kin who combine and coordinate their
economic effort. In emic terms members of particular enterprises refer to each other
as members of the same family. However, one should not confuse this social group
whose primary purpose is economic with the anthropological unit domestic group:
‘those basic units which...[revolve] around the processes of production and repro-
dqction, of shelter and consumption’ (Goody. 1972:4). These family-based enter-
prises are constituted solely for the purposes of combining economic effort and only
periodically (during transitory phases of their developmental trajectory) do aspects
of reproduction, shelter, and consumption coincide.

Boats owned by the same family enterprise tend to operate as autonomous units
of production while fishing even though they might co-operate in the domain of
resource pooling. Exceptions do exist in which several boafs form a pool and
combine their fishing effort in such a way that competition between pool members
is eliminated and overall catching potential is expanided. However, this is an unusual
situation usually limited to the winter roe-herring fishery or during strikes by the
industry’s main fishers’ union, the United Fishermen and Allied Workers’ Union
(UFAWU). In the highly competitive herring fishery pools reduce uncertainty. Pools
d_uring UFAWU strikes allow Co-op fishers (who do not see themselves bound to
tie-up during UFAWU strikes) to co-ordinate their catching potential so as to
maximize productive capacity without exceeding their plants processing capa-
bilities. A more typical example of inter-boat co- operatlon on the fishing grounds
involves the sharing of information on fish catches and boat positions. However,
the overall level of coordination and co-operation between boats while fishing is
highly limited.

Farr}ily-based fishing enterprises are constituted in a variety of ways. One
enterprise may own a single vessel. A coalition of enterprises may own a single
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vessel. A single enterprise may own several vessels. In addition to these possible
ownership patterns crew members may also be recruited from members of other
enterprises. This degree of complexity makes focusing on the vessel and crew
problematic. In fact, the fishing vessel is best understood as a site of interaction
between several enterprises. This typically occurs in one of two ways: 1) at the level
of the crew, or; 2) at the level of ownership.

Ad 1. Labour requirements vary according to the fishery a vessel is engaged in.
For example, a typical herring seine crew is six, a halibut crew is seven,? and a
salmon seiner requires a crew of four or five. The regular crew, those fishers
considered to have security of tenure, is typically the salmon crew, Thus, a vessel
which is owned and operated by one family enterprise may at different times in the
fishing year require additional crew members.

Extra crew members required for fisheries such as the halibut are often recruited
from amongst the owners and crews of vessels which are not licensed for the fishery.
Thus the typical halibut crew would include the regular salmon crew, one or more
vessel owners and/or one or two crew members off a non-licensed vessel. Since the
additional crew members are not members of the family enterprise which owns the
vessel in question, but are reinvesting their halibut crew-shares into their own
family fishing enterprise, it would be misleading to consider this vessel as repre-
senting a single unified fishing enterprise. The point here is that the vessel defines
a place, a site of interaction where members of different family enterprises co-oper-
ate in meeting seasonal variations in labour requirements. One must not, however,
loose sight of the fact that co-operation at the level of the crew relies on there being
economic differences between family enterprises such that propels some family-
based enterprises into sending their members out to work on other boats (or, in
certain cases into industries other than fishing).

Ad 2. Whereas co-operation between family-based fishing enterprises in meet-
ing fluctuating labour demands necessitates a degree of social inequality between
co-operating enterprises, co-operation in ownership tends to be between enterprises
of roughly equivalent economic capabilities. The purpose of combining the capital
of several enterprises in the purchasing of a vessel is normally to provide an
opportunity for a young fisher to run a fishing vessel. In technical terms this is a
form of expanded reproduction ‘in which income generated [within one or more
family-based enterprise] is used to establish a new one on the same scale’ (Fried-
mann 1978:88). The form of expanded reproduction among Co-op fishers differs
from that extant under a fully capitalist form of production in that rather than
concentrating capital and reducing competition expanded reproduction among
Co-op fishers is subject to demographic pressures which result ultimately in the
fission of family-based fishing enterprises and increased competition on the fishing
grounds. Thus, by combining the capital of several enterprises young fishers are
able to run their own fishing vessel and eventually establish their own fishing
enterprise.
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Jason White, a longtime Co-op member has been involved in several joint
partnerships with kin, former shipmates, and crewmembers. His first boat, pur-
chased in 1961, involved a partnership with his father-in-law and his former skipper.
His current seine boat (the Northern Squall) involves a partnership with two other
fishers. In addition to this he owns shares in two other seiners and in 1989 sold off
the shares he had held in a third. Of the three boats he currently holds shares in he
skippers one, the second is a partnership with his eldest son, and the third is a joint
venture with an ex-crew member who had fished with Jason White for the ten years
previous to their purchasing the boat.

There is a great deal of diversity amongst the fishing enterprises within the
co-operative. Most of them (75-80%) operate only one fish boat. A few enterprises
are also engaged in non-fishing ventures such as real estate speculation, hotels,
marine supply stores, and fish farms. Out of the fleet of approximately two-hundred
vessels delivering to the Co-op 99 are licensed to gillnet salmon, 93 to troll salmon,
13 to seine salmon, 38 to longline halibut, 180 to gillnet herring, 10 to seine herring,
and 4 with trawl licenses.3

This diversity of enterprises conceals several crucialsocio-economic dif-
ferences which have an important impact on the ability of the Co-op to operate as
a viable economic entity. The first is the division between boat owner and crew. The
second is between small boat and big boat.4 These sets of social differentiation arose
in the course of the Co-op’s transformation from a marketing co-operative into a
processing co-operative. The small boat fishers who initially organized the Co-op
operated vessels thirty-five to forty feet long and rarely hired crews; if they did it
was from among kinsmen. During the Co-op’s expansion in the 1940s fishers
owning more capital intensive, larger vessels (fifty to eighty-five feet long), with
crews of four to seven men joined the Co-op. While some of these boats’ crew
members owned shares in these bigger boats, the majority-of the crews did not.

The position occupied by the crews of the Co-op’s bigﬁpoat fleet is one of the
most perplexing and is the one which most often breaks into open conflict (cf.
Menzies 1990a, 1990b). The deckhands on these ‘boats are also members of the
Co-op and thus have a say in the running of the plant. However, in the context of
the fish boat they are labour. The skipper-owner controls the means of production:
In this capacity he has the authority to hire, fire, and set the conditions of work. The
skipper thus occupies a position that allows him specific controls and powers that
to the crew are denied. Though fraught with tension this potentially volatile
relationship is constrained by the crews’ and skippers’ shared membership in the
Co-op.

The distinction between small and big fish boats also contains the potential for
conflict. The Co-op fleet is an amalgam of large and small vessels prosecuting a
variety of fisheries. These vessels range from a low of $150,000 for a small gillnetter
(the average ‘small boat,” with licenses and equipment is worth $300,000) to $2.5
million dollars for the most expensive seiner (the average big boat, with licenses
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and equipment is worth $750,000). Even though the Co-op’s big boat fleet is
relatively small (17 out of about 200 boats) they account for more than 40% of the
Co-op’s production.

These contradictions between Co-op members have on occasion threatened to
destabilize the Co-op’s ability to operate (Menzies 1992). One of the ways in which
Co-op members have attempted to mediate potential conflicts is through an informal
agreement that allocates a fixed number of seats on the board of directors to small
boat owners, large boat owners, and crew members. More important for our
consideration here is the way in which specific points of conflict, such as between
skipper and crew, are moderated and constrained by occurring within a matrix of
family-based fishing enterprises.

Family Fishing Enterprises and the Accumulation of Capital

Three types of family-based fishing enterprises can be identified: simple, cor'lft.ad.er-
ated, and complex. These types correspond with differing structures of the division
of labour within the enterprises and to the manner by which capital is accumulated.
Simple enterprises involve both the lowest degree of internal division of labour and
are the least able to accumulate capital in a manner that allows expansion beyond
their basic task of perpetuating the enterprise. In contrast, complex enterprises
exhibit a high degree of internal division of labour, rely more heavily on purchasing
the labour power of non-family members, and are able to accumnulate capital in such
a way as allows them to expand and diversify their productive capacity.

Family-based fishing enterprise are typically first constituted as either a simple
or a confederated enterprise. This variation is related to the size and type of fishing
vessel operated. Simple enterprises usually operate less expensive gillnetters or
trollers and are those in which the classic anthropological household coincides with
the economic, reproductive, and dwelling units on a one to one basis: a single family
owns and operates a fishing vessel without outside labour inputs.

A confederated enterprise links several households together in a joint enterprise
which operates the more capital intensive seine and longline vessels (see Smith
1989 for a discussion of confederations of households among Peruvian peasant
cultivators). The linkage is manifest in the pooling of operating capital and labour.
Consumption and reproductive processes are not inter-linked. Confederateq enter-
prises may own more than one vessel and coordinate their fishing operations or
several households may collectively own a single vessel.

In simple and confederated enterprises accumulated capital is shared equally
among (in the case of simple enterprises) household members or (in the case of
confederated enterprises) the constituent households. In both the social division of
labour is minimal. However, in a complex enterprise one or two central households
expropriate the bulk of the capital and the division of labour is unequal. Differences
























