From Icelandic State policy to local mobilization - small-boat owners and village inhabitants faced with changing fishing practices
This research about Icelandic coastal villages was conducted during the time of my Phd study. I received a grant from the French Polar Institute for the scientific programme DRISCLA-Nord (Dynamic, Resources, Innovations and Strategies of Northern-Atlantic Coastal Communities) to pursue this doctoral research. The purpose of this programme is to study these themes and compare different areas of the North Atlantic region. The first chapter of this research programm is Iceland.

I- Contextualizing the problem

Fisheries are deeply intertwined with the economical history of Iceland. Fisheries, fish stocks and marine ressource management are still an affair of national interest. Fisheries remain an important economical, social and political issue today and from an anthropologist’s perspective they can be considered as a Total Social Fact which involves all the facets and institutions of contemporary Icelandic society. The current debate involves the Ministry of Fisheries, Fishing Directory, the Marine Research Institute, fishermen associations, fishermen, fishprocessing sectors and village inhabitants and in the end every Icelander if not each one of them personally. Everybody still feels concerned with the fish resources as a national wealth.

Today about 7,6% of the population still works in the fisheries (many foreign workers are employed in the fishing plants).This small overall share however, is locally highly significant.

In 1984, politicians, marine biologists and econometric experts joined hands to work out an optimal resource management system, the fishing quota system. The twofold aim was to prevent the sea’s collaps and to rationalize and transform fisheries into a financially efficient industry. As the fishing fleet had increased by 300% between 1945 and 1988 something had to be done.

In 1991, the « beginning of the dance », this system became an Individual Transferable Quota System. According to this team of specialists the model of Individual Transferable Quota (ITQ) was and still is the most adaptated for a sustained ecological development and economical profitability. The results of this policy have caused much debate since they led to both population exodus from villages, to concentration of quotas and indebtment of the fisheries and the cod stock is not in a good state. Icelandic Westfjords have been particularly affected by this phenomenon and some villages have lost almost 70% of their fishing capital, i.e quotas, during the 1990s. It has been proven that fishery management and villages’desertion are interconnected aspects of the same underlying problem.

In the year 2004, the Icelandic government responded to this crisis by introducing a support policy which encouraged the development of small-scale longline fishing in « deserted » coastal villages. It created two different quota systems (one little, the other large) in order to protect small-scale fisheries. It was the first attempt to attenuate coastal socio-economic problems.

The Icelandic resource management system is highly unstable. Since 1984 the rules have been changed about thirty-three times. Fishermen try to gather informations to get to know if rules will be reconducted or not from one fishing-year to another.

 
II-Fieldwork: fishing from theory to practice
I would say even from theories to practices due to a plurality of rules and practices.

After the ITQ measures some fishermen and quota owners began to « play the game » by leasing and selling their quota. By playing and having to play this game they have considerably changed their way of working and the livelihood of villages has also changed. Boat owners haven’t only became « lords of the sea » (Palsson and Helgason, 1998), they had first to learn to manage a new “capital”, the fishing quota. My task was to describe these capital management strategies and to follow how local people were individually and collectively mobilized and how they dealt with the new measures: what do people do and how they do what they do.
I went to Iceland in 2005 and 2006 and spent almost one year there. These backward and forward motions allowed me to observe the same places during different seasons. I focused my attention on two villages of Iceland’s Westfjords whose economy is still entirely dependant upon fishing and fish-processing. I focused on the groups of small-boat owners. My interlocutors were employees from the fishing sector and other persons who worked outside this sector. Some of them had key role: the local bank director, the chartered accountant, the directors of fishprocessing and fishing companies. 

Our inquiry extended beyond the village boundaries as we collected information in “strategic places” in Reykjavik: the Ministery of Fisheries, the Fishing Directory, the Marine Research Institute, the National Federation of Small-Boat Owners.This research had to be « multibased » and required to integrate information concerning international markets, exportation situations, foreign currencies and Icelandic investments in fishing sectors abroad. 

This study covers the period 1995-2006 when small-boat fishing « mushroomed » in the area of the Westfjords in a context of bankruptcies among the fishprocessing and fishing companies. The only way for local fishers to maintain ther jobs was to invest in small boats – less than six tons, at that time; now, small boats are less than 15t and small-boat owners would like to extend the limit to 30. I wanted to cover a long period in order to be able to study processes such as changes in fishing activities during different seasons and the level of activity during one fishing year.

III- Original practices in a new context

In the village harbour many family-managed small boats replaced big ships because the local boat owners had sold their quota to bigger companies. Tradition? No, there were few small boats before 1990. LOng-line fishin had declined during the 1960’s and 1970’s when the trawlers became more and more numerous in fishing villages.

Small-boats didn’t belong to the quota system before 1995 when cod was set under quota. In 2001 wolfish and haddock were also set under quota. When small-boat fishing was put under quota those boat’s owners who had fished cod before 1995 received quota on the basis of their previous three-years’ fishing experience. Fishermen that only started after 1995 had to buy quota. At the same time the ones who still had quota claimed that they, however, had to buy more of them to perpetuate their activities all the year round. Most of the small-boats - presently up to 15 tons- are part of the so-called « longlinefishing system » (krokakerfi, litlakerfi) created in 2004. They fish exclusively with longlines or handlines because this system excludes other fishing gears – except nets for lumpfish fishing. The Ministry of Fisheries introduced/decided on  a policy privileging « hook men » who used handbaited lines because this created employment and was meant to contribute to the socio-economic « rescue » of the villages.

We noticed several aspects which point to the fact that the situation for fishers in Iceland’s Westfjord villages is different today. Longline fishing has always existed but it is unprecedented in this new context: longline fishing as it is practised today can be called a « re-invented » practice. 


Fishing on a small-boat all the year round is an activity that does not correspond to any previous situation because men that had small-boats used to fish as ‘independant’ owners during the summertime while during the winter time they joined each other on larger boats. Traditionally, longline fishing was not practised during the summertime: handline fishing was the dominant activity on small-boats. Small-boats existed but they were included in the so-called part-time fleet. 

Fishermen sometimes stated that fishing the same fish year in year out, being alone or two aboard, made this activity monotonous and little exciting. Before, they used to fish different species according to seasons; they worked alone or in a crew; they fished with different gears. All in all, these « welcome » changes signified new « adventures » and « change”. THe revival of long-line fishing was of great interest.

The come back of baiters is an element of great significance. People call it « oddness » in a context of a high technological state of equipement at sea. Baiters used to be considered as crew members; they got paid in the share system of the sea-workers until the eighties. During the nineties they got progressively paid for their piece work. Today baiters are less considered as sea-workers but rather as usual factory workers. Also women bait today, which was a rare phenomenon in the past. Longline fishing is not as it pretends to, a garantee of full employment throughout a fishing year.

Fishermen pass usually from longline to handline fishing in the beginning of the summer because a lack of quota at this stage of the « quota year » obliges them to reduce their diverse expenses; they fire their baiters. The part-time handline fleet used to start its activity at the beginning of the summer. It has now been significantly reduced and fishermen who still practise handline fishing do not « migrate » on great scale as they did before. As they phrase it, they practise « home fishing » in the neighboorhood of their harbour.

And last but not least, the group of fishermen has become dramatically reduced. Consequently, fishermen in some areas feel more and more alone at sea. This phenomenon seriously complicates work as they are too few in numbers to gather the information necessary to « draw up » a useful cartography of fishing areas day after day. This lack of daily information highly compromises their activity and weakens their feeling of security at sea. Thus the sea is perceived to be getting “wilder” than it has ever been .This highly interesting point shows that fishing is practised individually but is collectively thought about and prepared. It also points out that a the most modern technology might easily detect fish but cannot replace communication and social relations at sea beetween fishermen: fishermen need to communally built up their knowledge on a daily basis, mostly by exchanging information. Fishermen phone each other at sea, when they try to « fish » fresh news from their colleagues, when they decide to go « here » and not « there ».

We have set these very important questions about fishermen and their elaboration and upkeep of fishing knowledge into a context of the decline of their profession. The problems of small-boat fishing have been a « propitious » opportunity for us  to reveal these new professionnal difficulties. 

IV- From uni-local to multibased researches: discovery of multifarious policy effects

I visited also both Western and Eastern villages. In 2006 I spent several weeks in three others fishing villages of the Eastern coast and Westerncoast in order to compare the effects of fish management policies with the Westfjords. The East Fjords were particularly interesting because of the building of Iceland’s most important alumium processing factory which provides an economic alternative to fishing.

 It has been fruitful to analyze and compare the policy management effects from one place to another because their effects prove to be very diverse. In the second village of the Westfjords the situation varied to a high degree because the network of relationships beetween important economical and financial partners was very different. The consequences of the politics depend on how they are answered on the local level.

These disparities are due to different types of networks beetween the various economically important partners. For example, the bank of the first village had played a very important financial role for the « reconstruction » of the village. 

Then local inquiries in other villages in both Eastern and Western Iceland helped us to see clearly that the revival of the handbaited long line practice was specific to the Westfjords. Small-boat owners in other areas even strongly criticized the governmental measures of supporting handbaited longline fishing as a job-creation policy. 

In the East and West Iceland, longline fishing was not considered as a « salvation » to fishing. Our research also showed that long line fishing was a distinctive feature of the Westfjords. 
Throughout the local study of fishing practices we have cast light on a set of ruptures within the apparent continuity and immutability of longline fishing as a specific fishing technique. Continuity is true only for the one who does not consider the practice of fishing in its totality, i.e. economic, social, politic, juridical, cultural aspects. 

We have specified some of these original practices, like longline fishing and handbaiting, to highlight the fact that it is impossible to understand a practice without exploring the whole context within which it is performed. The Icelandic government has been progressively re-configuring fisheries in the context of a permanent arm-wrestling match with fishermen and their organizations.

The disruption we identified is highly significant: fishing on board small-boats is not anymore a traditional way of living but it has become a practice that has been institutionalized by the Fisheries Ministery in order to maintain some activity in peripheral areas. Long-line fishing in the way it is practised today is considered a new and fashionable technique which means both employment and ecological fishing.

We will finally consider how ethnographic methods are essential to re-think cultural notions of « tradition ». It is necessary to make recourse to history because longline fishing - which is deeply rooted in the maritime past of Iceland. It is a fishing gear of long standing cultural meaning. It is of great interest to investigate its present cultural meanings in the light of the contemporary context: today, long-line fishing is the economic, social and cultural expression of a local identity.


Future objectives 

I am about to finish the thesis next spring but I will pursue research in the same area and enlarge and extend it to the Norwegian context so as to be able to undertake further comparative analysis. I will still study fishing in theory and practice. Within the framework of the DRISCLA-Nord (Dynamics, Resources, Innovations and Strategies of Northern-Atlantic Coastal Communities) missions, we have a twofold aim : to pursue our long-term research in the Icelandic Westfjords and to extend our study to two Norwegian coastal villages in the Vesteralen and in the Finnmark region. We would like to deepen  our Icelandic fieldwork knowledge and begin comparative work with the Norwegian area in order to test and enrich our fieldwork method, our analytical tools and our results.

I will pursue work on the theme of fishing in « theory(ies) and in practice(s) ». We will study (1) Norwegian marine resource policies ; (2) the relationship beetween fisheries, fishermen and institutions ; (3) the creation, management and utilization of networks whose purposes are to protect or strengthen fishing activities; (4) fishing practices, their variants and their evolution over time.
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