A Policy Statement on Owner-Operator Fisheries in Atlantic Canada
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Introduction

In the late 1970s, the Minister of Fisheries at the time, Romeo Leblanc, put in place a policy framework that has profoundly shaped the fishing industry and fishing communities in Atlantic Canada. The framework contained two elements: the Fleet Separation Policy and the Owner-Operator Policy. The Fleet Separation Policy prevented processing companies from owning fishing licenses in the under 65’ inshore fleet. The Owner-Operator policy established that inshore fishing licenses could only be fished by their owners. The combined effect of the two policies is that only active professional fishers can own and operate fishing enterprises in the inshore sector.

When this policy framework was established, the most valuable industry sector was ground fish. Vertically integrated companies with offshore vessels (over 65’) largely controlled this sector. By the late 1980s, the cod, haddock and other ground fish stocks were almost fished out, but inshore shellfish fisheries (lobster, shrimp, crab) had rapidly grown in importance. In 1972, lobster generated only $37 million in landed value on the entire east coast of Canada. By 2002, lobster landings had increased three times in volume but more than 16 times in value to more than $600 million.

· For the last 5 years the Atlantic fishery, year in year out, has generated over $1 billion in landed value.

As a result of the Owner-Operator and Fleet Separation policies, almost all the wealth generated from lobster and crab remains in the hands of independent owner-operators in the inshore fleet. These fish harvesters operate out of small ports located close to their fishing grounds, and the substantial wealth they generate is distributed across literally hundreds of coastal communities. This economic base provides a central foundation for the sustainability and viability of these communities.

· On the Atlantic coast more than 1,300 communities depend heavily on the fisheries for their existence. Some 519,000 people -- 25% of the total population -- live in small fishing communities. In Newfoundland 54% of the population lives in such communities.

· The fleet separation policy has led to a roughly 75 / 25 split of the landed value between the owner-operator fleets (<65') and the licences held by corporations (>65').  The fleet separation policy was meant to ensure that  the more than $900,000 million dollars a year in landed value harvested by the <65' fleet is kept in the hands of owner-operators and the coastal communities where they live and maintain their fishing enterprises.

The increased value of lobster and crab, and the decline in the ground fish sector, has increased the pressure from processors and other investors to take control of shellfish licenses. Consequently, the Fleet Separation and Owner-Operator policies have been seriously undermined over the past decade by under-the-table arrangements. The most frequent abuse of the policy occurs when processors finance the purchase of licenses by individual fishers. The harvester is the nominal owner of the license, but the company takes real control through a trust agreement.



The cost of licence leasing on Canada’s west coast fishery…

· In recent years, licence leases have become even more prevalent in the fishery, and with the advent of pool fisheries in 1998, it is estimated that the percentage of lease agreements has risen to 75 per cent of both seine and gillnet licences. In 2000, average lease costs were $80,000 for a seine licence and $18,000 for a gillnet licence. Based on current fleet levels and the expectation that landed values will be similar to last year, those lease costs will take nearly 70 per cent of the landed value out of the fishery.

Resulting in…



A decrease in wages

· In the B.C. seine fleet, crewmembers shares are paid a negotiated minimum but increasingly, that negotiated share has become virtually a minimum wage. It has been falling as a percentage of the export value of herring for the last 15 years and is currently at an all-time low of 10.5 per cent, a dramatic drop from the high of 22 per cent in 1989.

The same phenomenon is occurring in Atlantic Canada…


Loss of income

· By allowing non-fishermen to become licence holders and absentee participants in the fishery, government policy is permitting the siphoning of income from the pockets of the real fishermen, the men and women whose skills, knowledge and hard work generate the wealth from the sea.
 In turn, this creates pressures on fish stocks, social programs, job availability and localized investment.

Resource conservation costs
· The resource belongs to the people of Canada. Conservation and sustainability are of paramount importance. Who better to grant the privilege to fish than those who live adjacent to it, and who care about having something there for generations to come? Corporations in the fishing and fish-processing industries already control the marketing of what is harvested from the sea. Their owners might be fine people, but their responsibility is to shareholders who do not all live in coastal communities, and whose main incentive is profit, not conservation. An Owner-Operator of a fishing enterprise is responsible for the way he fishes, the way he runs his business, and for what he leaves to his family. Within communities, we are responsible for each other in some ways.

Social and economic instability

· In LFA 34 the lobster fishery represents the single most important outside revenue source for our local economy, bringing over $240 million yearly (Socio-Economic Impact LFA 34 Lobster Fishery, 2003). This evidence shows that the economic and social sustainability of our communities depend on preserving the independence of the inshore fleet in Atlantic Canada to prevent a very serious social and economic impact on our rural coastal communities.

In 1999 the Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) initiated the Atlantic Fisheries Policy Review (AFPR) to “update and modernize” the policy framework for Atlantic fisheries. In response to the AFPR, harvester organizations throughout the Atlantic Region and Quebec came together to demand that DFO prohibit trust agreements that run counter to the intent of the Owner-Operator and Fleet Separation policies. In response, the processing industry lobbied hard for greater “flexibility”, if not outright abolition of the policies.

To find mechanisms to resolve this issue, the Minister of Fisheries, in the latter part of 2003, announced a separate consultation process entitled “Preserving the Independence of the Inshore Fleet in Canada’s Atlantic Fisheries”. Following an analysis of the results of seven public meetings around the region, DFO staff will report to the Minister in March 2004, and a final policy decision will likely be made soon after that.

"[F]isheries policy must be developed through real fish harvester participation".

In light of the commitment expressed in the discussion paper to effective industry participation in fisheries management decision-making, the Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters urges the department to disband the existing external advisory board and to establish an Atlantic Region fisheries management policy and planning body comprised of representatives of legitimate industry organizations and other direct stakeholders, to direct the development of the new fisheries management policy framework in phase II of the Atlantic Fisheries Policy Review process.

The position put forward below was developed at a Rural Policy Forum in Truro, Nova Scotia, on February 27th 2004. The Forum was sponsored by the Rural Communities Impacting Policy (RCIP) Project, a joint initiative of the Coastal Communities Network and the Atlantic Health Promotion Research Centre at Dalhousie University. The goal of the RCIP Project is to increase the ability of rural communities and organizations in Nova Scotia to access and use social science research in order to influence and develop policy that contributes to the health and sustainability of communities.

The Forum brought together close to 100 rural residents, educators, researchers and government officials to examine and find solutions to six major issues that impact rural communities in Nova Scotia: Fisheries, wharves and harbours, coastal communities, agriculture, health and community development.

Participants at the Forum came to agreement that based on substantial economic and social evidence, the sustainability of the owner operator fishery in Atlantic Canada is essential to the health and the social and economic well being of coastal communities throughout the region. The following statement supports efforts by government to maintain this policy.

RCIP Rural Policy Forum - February 26-28, 2004

Policy Statement
Actions to Strengthen 
The Owner-Operator and Fleet Separation Policies 
in the Atlantic Fisheries 

1. We call upon Canada’s Minister of Fisheries to take the necessary steps to ensure that the Owner-Operator and Fleet Separation are enshrined in regulations such that it is no longer possible to separate the beneficial use of limited entry inshore fishing licenses from the titular ownership of the licenses.

2. Pending full implementation of new owner-operator regulations through the established procedures, we call upon the Minister to enact a temporary regulation to prevent any further erosion of the Owner-Operator and Fleet Separation policies through trust agreements or such mechanisms. 

3. In developing the new regulations and in defining the areas of “flexibility” for fleets, we call upon the Minister to establish a working group made up of appropriate DFO managers and representatives of legitimate inshore fish harvester organizations, coastal community organizations and provincial governments.
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