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Women, men and fishing quotas

The professionalization of the coastal fishing
fleet and the introduction of fish quotas have
further marginalized women in the fishing
industry of Norway

by Siri Gerrard of the Department of Planning
and Community Studies, University of Tromsg,
Norway

In most Westernindustrialized countries, fishingis
considered amale profession; for, inmost cases, both
fishers and fishing boatowners are men. Yet, the
existenceand contributions of femalefishersarenot
in doubt; feminist researchers, particularly, have
documented women’sfishing-related activitiesthat
ensure good harvest and the viability of fishing
househol dsin many communities. A continuing festure
of these female activities is that they are mostly
supportiveof fishermen’sactivities, andremainunpad,
unregistered, unrecognized andinvisbleoutsidelocd
communities. Unseen work isgenerally uncounted,
unrewarded and outsidetherealm of public planning
and action; in Norway and other Nordic welfare
countries, social rights and opportunities are
connected exclusvely topaidand Satisticdly visible
work. Thus, cases abound of mismatch between
fisherwomen’swork and their public welfarerights,
such assicknessallowance, wages, and unemploy-
ment and pension benefits.

Theintroduction of thefishing quotasystemin 1990,
following anine-and-half month cod moratorium
inthe northern part of Norway, hashad tremendous
impact onthelivelihoodsof fisherfolk. Inthisarticle,
| intend to focus on the gender dimension of this
quotasystem.

Before addressing the rel ationship between gender
and fishing quotas, it isperhapsimportant to begin
withanoutlineof gender digtributionintheNorwegian
fishing industry. In 2004, while 281 women and
12,396 men wereregistered asfull-timefishers, 114
women and 2,795 men were fishing on part-time
basis. In 1990, there were 554 women and 19,921
men asfull-timefishers, and 112 women and 6,931

men aspart-timefishers. Inasense, whilethe number
of full-timewomen fishersdecreased by 50 per cent,
there was stability in the population of part-time
fishers. Full-timemal efishersdecreased by nearly 38
per cent inrelation to an almost 60 per cent decrease
in part-time malefishers. Several reasons could be
adduced for thesedownward trends. But there seems
to beadirect correlation between the quota system
and the number of fishers; thewomen and/or men,
who haveleft thefishing, were not replaced.

Sincethe quotasystem wasintroduced, the quantity
of fishlanded hasvaried from year to year. For 2006,
thetotal allowable catch (TAC) of cod was 240,000
tonnes. Such TACisshared among the coastal fleet
and the ocean-going boats according to a fixed
percentage, whichisoften challenged, especialy by
the coastal fishers.

Norway operatesasystem of non-transferable boat
guotas. Thismeansthat quotas cannot be sold; fishing
guotasfollow theboat. Full-timefishers, who have
been registered for ayear or more, can buy a boat
with aquotathat belongsto acategory referred to as
Group 1. Part-timefisherstoo can buy boatsin Group
2. Sincetheavailablefishfor theentirefleet in Group
2isfixed, fishersarerequired to ceasefishing when
they exhaust their quotas, unlessthey liveinthemost
fishery-dependent areasof Tromsgand Finnmark in
northern Norway. In principle, the quantity of fish
availableto boatsin Group 2islessthanin Group 1.
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In 1990, whenthe quotasystem wasintroduced, boats
in Group 1 had quotasfor cod, haddock and saithe,
themost val uablefish speciesin northern Norway.
The length of fishing boats was also relevant in
deciding the size of the quota. Thismodel hassince
been changed; registered full-time fishers can now
simultaneously buy and own several boats with
guotas. They can aso rent aquota or a boat with
aquota, and rent out aquotaor aboat with aquota.
In both 2005 and 2006, boats smaller than 10 m
in Group 1 wereableto harvest morecodinrelation
to boatsbetween 10 mand 15 minsize. Thereason
isthat many boatsin Group 1, smaller than 10 m,
were scrapped. Quotas of such scrapped boatswere
then transferred to the remaining similar-sized boats
inGroup 1.

Sincefishing quotas arerelated to boat ownership,
gender isarelevant tool for comparison.

In 2005, throughout Norway, 161 women and 7,386
menwereregistered asowning boatssmaller than 28
m, with an owner share of morethan 49.99 per cent.
In Groupl, women owned 11 of theregistered boats,
compared to 2,417 boatsfor men.

Itisparticularly interesting to compare thedatatrend
with previousyears. In 1994, 192 boats out of atotal
of 16,216 were registered in the name of women.
Fifteen boatswith quotaswereregisteredinthename
of full-timefema efishers, comparedto 3,382 for men,
while 148 women and 3,774 men owned boatswith
guotasin Group 2.

Furthermore, from 1994 to 2005, there was an
absol ute decrease in boat-owning women and men
in both Groups 1 and 2. In terms of percentage,
however, the decrease in male owners was
congderably higher. Also, theheavy gender imbaance
inownership of boatsand quotas persisted. Theright
tofish, which, before 1990, was open to both women
and men, hasnow practicaly becomemen’spreserve,
Thesefindingsclearly indicatethat women own and
control alimited shareof fishing quotasin Norway, a
country that is otherwise considered a symbol of
gender equality.

Many mutually reinforcing reasons possibly underlie
these glaring gender imbalances. But | will propose

only acoupleof assumptionsor hypothesesfor further
discussion or research:

» Thepriceof boatsincreased when maefishers
started buying boats with quotas, creating
difficultiesfor both new maleand femdefishers.

» Lackof experienceand capital posesproblems
for potentia femalefishers.

* The guota system has strengthened male
dominanceinfishing.

» Both gender neutrality and insensitivity in
fishery policy haveundermined women'saility
to buy, own and register boats, and their genera
involvementinfishing.

Insum, women, who perform unpaid fishing-rel ated
tasksare hardly recognized and registered asfishers.
Therearedsoindicationsthat the* market’, * advanced
technology’ and mal efishershavetaken over most of
women’spractical tasks. Thisisparticularly evident
in cases where fishers have converted privately
owned boats and quotas into private limited
companies- afairly recent ownershipmode for smal-
scalefishing boatsin northern Norway. Few of these
limited-liability companiesrelated to boats bel ow
15minsize, havewomen onther governing boards.
In cases where women have fisher-husbands,
they still continue asdiscussion partners, motivators
and in other statistically invisible roles, which
clearly represent work without any formal rights
and benefits.

Thesetendenciesshow that professiondization of the
coadd fishing fleet and thecommodification of fishing
rightsthrough the quotasystem, have not benefited
women. | agreethuswith researcherswho hold the
view that the quota system reflects a hegemonic
modd, whichisreminiscent of the* recent internationd
neoliberal consensus’. This model advocates a
market-based restructuring of economic and
environmenta policies aswell asthemediumof socid
communicationandlife. In countrieswherethequota
system has been adopted, there have been serious
consequencesnot only for femalefishersand fishing-
related women, but also for male fishers, whose
numbersare showing aheavy decrease.
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