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Returning power to fishers.  

Stewards of the sea. 



Power needs to be returned to 
fishers; but the power should 

carry with it the responsibility to 
fish sustainably. 



A thought to bear in mind. 

‘It is difficult to change people’s minds 
about what they eat for breakfast, let  
alone problems they have worked on all 
their lives’. Richard Thaler (2015). Misbehaving. The 

Making of behavioural economics. Allen Lane. 



How do I get to my conclusion? 

• Eating fish has consequences. 

• How fishers lost power. 

• Power in the existing fisheries 
management system. 

• What maintains the power structure? 

• Breaking free from current practice - 
putting the fisher at the centre. 

• How can power be returned to fishers? 



• Eating fish has consequences. 
 



Attitudes about 
fish supplies have  
changed since  
Buckland’s day 
(1826-1880). 



Is fish farming a solution? 



We need sustainably managed 
fisheries 



Are fish stocks being managed 
sustainably? 



Using MSY as an indicator, some 
say many are being managed 

sustainably 

Hilborn R & Ovando, D. 
ICES Journal of Marine  
Science (2014), 71(5),  
1040–1046. 

% stocks being managed 
sustainably 

Data from RAM database of fish stocks 



Whereas others emphasise that we don’t 
have good catch data on 80% of stocks so 

sustainability can’t be established. 



Rules for sustainability require an 
understanding of human economic 

behaviour. 



• Eating fish has consequences. 

• How fishers lost power. 

 



The fisher’s status in Buckland’s 
time (1826-1880) 

Picture from W. Wood 
(1911) North Sea Fishers 
and Fighters. Artist: 
F. H. Mason. 



Steam power led to increased 
pressure on stocks 

Picture from W. Wood 
(1911) North Sea Fishers 
and Fighters. Artist: 
F. H. Mason. 





The consequences of these reports 



As Carmel Finley has said: 
‘As the number of fishermen shrank, the 
number of researchers, assistants, 
bureaucrats and support staff would 
continue to grow’. (p131).  



• Eating fish has consequences. 

• How fishers lost power. 

• Power in the existing fisheries 
management system. 
 



Defining who the stakeholders are 
in a fishery. 

• 1. Legitimacy 

• 2. Power 

• 3. Urgency 

• Definitive stakeholders – have all 3. 

• Expectant stakeholders – have 2 

• Latent stakeholders – have 1  

Mikelsen & Jentoft (2001) Marine Policy, 25, 
281-292  



Who are the definitive 
stakeholders in the fisheries 

management system? 
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What is the power status of each 
stakeholder in the fishery system? 

 



How does power function in the 
present fishery system? 

• ‘In fisheries … management, one could 
well perceive power to be exercised by A 
over B in B’s real interest (…).’ S. Jentoft (2007) 

Human Organization, 66(4): 426-437. 

• Short term pain turned into long term gain.  

• Fishers have not been involved in making 
the judgement about sustainability.  

 

 



Definitive stakeholder power 

Brown -derived from Mikelsen & Jentoft (2001) Marine Policy, 25, 281-292 
Orange – my own view   
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• Eating fish has consequences. 

• How fishers lost power.. 

• Power in the existing fisheries 
management system. 

• What maintains the power 
structure? 
 



There are two factors to consider 

• The nature and persistence of institutions. 

• The way institutions use power to 
implement scientific advice. 



 
The nature and persistence of 

institutions. 
 

•  What is an institution? 

• A concept we all understand but is hard to 
define. 

• An institution is an internally justified 
fixed set of arbitrary rules designed so that 
a group of people can perform a particular 
function, e.g. manage a fishery. (Derived from 

David Bloor, Wittgenstein on Rules and Institutions (1997), 1997, p49). 

 



To do their work institutions build 
and maintain a physical presence 



Management institutions use their 
power to transform science. 

• Maximum sustainable yield is based on a 
very simple model of how a population 
changes in response to fishing effort. 

Michael Graham Milner Schaefer Johan Hjort 



The apparent demise of MSY 

Peter Larkin 

Here lies the concept of MSY 
It advocated yields too high, 
And didn’t spell out how to slice the pie. 
We bury it with the best of wishes, 
Especially on behalf of fishes. 
We don’t know yet what will take its place, 
But we hope it’s good for the human race. 
 
P. A. Larkin (1977) An epitaph for the  
Concept of Maximum Sustainable Yield. 
Trans., American Fisheries Soc., 106:1-11. 





The way institutions use power to 
implement scientific advice.. 

• ‘Power concerns itself with defining 
reality rather than discovering what 
reality ‚really‛ is’.  

• ‘… power defines what counts as 
rationality and knowledge and thereby 
what counts as reality’.  
 

Flyvbjerg, Bent (1998)  
Rationality & power. Democracy 
 in practice. Chicago UP 



The power of management 
agencies determines reality 

• ‘MSY is, and always has been, policy 
disguised as science’. Carmel Finley All the fish in the 

sea. (p10, 2011). 

 

 

 

WB Chapman 



Regulations imposed 
on a fisher 

Management Agency 
persists 

Management Agency 
with exclusive access 

to scientific advice 

Uses power to decide 
what aspects 

of reality are important 

Sets regulations 

Time 

Fisher driven 
out of business 

A consequence of 
dominant  
management power 



My proposal is that: 

• Fishers should be given the power to 
assess stocks and so fish sustainably, and 

• successful assessment of sustainability 
should be a condition of the permission 
to fish. 

 



• Eating fish has consequences. 

• How fishers lost power.. 

• Power in the existing fisheries 
management system. 

• What maintains the power structure? 

• Breaking free from current practice - 
putting the fisher at the centre. 
 



Beginning to restore power to the 
fisher. 





This collaborative process is still 
being directed by scientists & 

managers 

• Why should this matter? 

• Why is it important that the fisher is 
responsible for sustainability? 

• ‘Fishermen … do have … power within the 
present system of co-management, but they 
have no formal responsibility for the effects 
of management decisions. … Consequently, 
… there are few incentives for users to think 
in terms of consequences for the system … as 
a whole’. (Jentoft & Mikelsen [2004] p132). 

 



Proposal comes in two parts 

• Ownership of the assessment process. 

• Co-operation within the target group to 
assess sustainability and punish 
defectors. 

 



Ownership- the IKEA effect 

Daniel Ariely 



Cooperation and punishment. 

Fishers managing their fishery 

One or a  few 
don’t co-operate 

Revert to traditional 
management 

 

See Thaler (2015) Misbehaving. The 
Making of Behavioural Economics. Pp.143-147 



• Eating fish has consequences. 
• How fishers lost power.. 
• Power in the existing fisheries 

management system. 
• What maintains the power structure? 
• Breaking free from current practice - 

putting the fisher at the centre. 

• How can power be returned to 
fishers? 
 
 



What would fishers have to do  
to regain power? 



What fishers would need to do.  

• Gather data on their fishery. 

• Get it analysed. 

• Determine how the results match up with 
benchmarks for sustainability. 

• Interact with policy makers & other 
stakeholders to determine progress and 
develop new approaches. 

• Decide on management measures. 

• Specialist help would be necessary. 

 



Buckland’s proposal for fisher 
collected data. 

From Buckland & Walpole (1879) Sea Fisheries of England & Wales, HMSO. 



The Norwegian reference fleet as a 
model of data collection by fishers. 

High seas reference fleet Coastal reference fleet 



Implementing the proposal – start 
with fisheries targeting 1-3 spp. 

23 vessels  
as members 
Steve Mackinson  
as Scientific  
Officer 

The Pelagic Freezer-trawler 
Association represents the interests 
of 9 European pelagic freezer-trawler 
companies, which fish for human 
consumption. Martin Pastoors is the 
PFA’s Chief Science Officer. 



Experiments to test the system. 
Start with inshore fisheries. 

Crab fisheries in 5 areas Crab fisheries in 5 areas 

Managed  
conventionally 

for 5 years 

Fisher managed 
system 

for 5 years  



Why crab fisheries?  

Data from MMO: The United Kingdom fishing vessel list (excluding islands) as at 1st September 2017 
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Legitimacy and acceptance 

 
Would 

have to be 
accepted 

as 
leaders 

of 

Fisher 
management 

groups 

Established 
management 
and fishery 

science 
institutions 



Conclusions 



Advantages of the proposal 

• Power comes with the responsibility to show 
fish are exploited sustainably. 

• The fisher would own the assessments done 
on their fishery. This would make it more 
likely that they would abide by the rules. 

• Collaborating to assess stocks would 
strengthen fishing communities. 

• Having control over the assessment process 
would give them greater bargaining power 
when interacting with other users of the sea. 

 



Problems to be solved 

• Funding of the process. 

• Time constraints. 

• How would the fisher assessment process 
mesh with national policies? 

• Who would check that a fishery is being 
fished sustainably? 

• How would one get from here to there? 

• How to best test the new approach. 

 



Thanks for listening and feedback 
would be welcome. 
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