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Get on with it...?
Thefuture of the fishing communities of Shetland
I landsisthreatened by government regulations

By Donna Polson, who is with the fishermen’s
wives association, FISHING SOSSHETLAND

In 2002-2003, Shetland’ sfishing industry was reduced
insizedueto the de-commissioning scheme; someother
boatswere sold or lost. Theresult of thiswasthat the
Shetlands whitefish fleet was dlashed by 40 per cent
injust two years. Shetland isnow left with an ageing
whitefish fleet of only 20 boats, barely enough to keep
thewholeinfrastructure going.

Ontop of this, theworst yet fisheriesdeal possiblefor
the Shetland fleet, was enforced in December 2003.
A haddock permit scheme was introduced with the
intention of protecting cod stocksand ultimately limiting
fishing opportunitiesin certain areas. The areas most
affected are where our local fleet works. In order to
fish legally and remain viable, Shetland’s whitefish
boats must now buy days and quota—not only does
thisincrease overheads but it a so diminishes profits.

With the demise of thefleet, job losseswereinevitable.
In Shetland’ smost fishery-dependent community, the
idand of Whalsay, the young who had set their hearts
on being fishermen, now leavetheidetotrain assea
cadets. Experienced fishermen, now made unemployed
through the decommissioning scheme, havefound there
areno jobsfor them on board the remaining whitefish
vessels—some haveretrained, afew found dternative
employment, and othersremain unemployed.

Losing boats has hit the community hard—the effect
isprofoundly felt. Remaining fishermen and families
now fedl disillusioned about the future of theindustry.
One fisherman left with hisfamily to find alternative
trainingin England.

Theresult of all thishasbeen adramatic dropin births
inWhalsay—from an average of 16to 17 babieseach
year, only 2 babieswerebornin 2004. Idand midwives
arefinding they cannolonger maintaintheir qudification
at such alevel and haveto dotheir training el sewhere.

It hasbeen said that we have not yet felt thefull effects
of thedownturnin our industry. However, the knock-
on effects are dowly but surely making themselves
felt by all sectorsof the community, from shopkeepers
to nurses.

Dueto thefishing restrictions placed onthelocal boats
and their need to buy days and quota, there is less
money for boatsto spend. This, along with thefact the
fleet has been reduced, has affected al ancillary
bus nesses suich asengineering companies, net menders
and shops, to name but a few. And, of course, the
uncertainty of wages affects families too. Many
fishermen’ swivesfind thereisnow aneedtowork in
order to supplement the income from fishing. The
uncertainty of whether there will be a wage to pay
household hills, including the mortgage, placesagreat
amount of stressupon families.

Every year, fishing familieswonder if therewill bea
job for them the following year. These yearly
negotiations are a cruel way to treat our fishermen.
Many fishermen and their familieswould gladly see
the back of these December fishing councils. They
are held at atime when many fishermen are at home
for abreak. But instead of getting away from al the
pressures of work, they find insurmountabl e stress put
on them as they wait to see what deal is made. This
detractsfrom what Christmas should be—time spent
with family.

Furthermore, after Christmas, fishermen must takethe
time to find out what the new regulations are, how
they are implemented and what effect they will have
onfishing activities. And behind every fisherman, there
isafamily and community anxioudy waiting to seeif
they can survive the next 12 months.

The restrictions placed upon the fleet last year have
had adevadtating effect upon Shetland’ scommunities,
with places such as Whalsay depopulating. If more
congtraints are placed upon the Shetland fleet, they
undoubtedly will haveto moveaway. Familieswill have
to leave too—and that would mean an end for
Shetland’ sfishing communities.

Our community needs a boost; it needs to know that
thereisafuturein the whitefish sector and ultimately
afuturefor our coastd fishing communities. Jobs need
to be created to give the young who wish to stay at

<



YEMAYA

No. 17: Decemser 2004

home an opportunity to do so. Training and job
opportunitiesmust also be created for those men forced
out of thefishing.

Furthermore, after Christmas, fishermen must takethe
time to find out what the new regulations are, how
they are implemented and what effect they will have
onfishing activities. And behind every fisherman, there
isafamily and community anxioudy waiting to seeif
they can survive the next 12 months.

The restrictions placed upon the fleet last year have
had adevagtating effect upon Shetland’ scommunities,
with places such as Whalsay depopulating. If more
congtraints are placed upon the Shetland fleet, they
undoubtedly will haveto move away. Familieswill have
to leave too—and that would mean an end for
Shetland’ sfishing communities.

Our community needs a boost; it needs to know that
thereisafuturein the whitefish sector and ultimately
afuturefor our coastd fishing communities. Jobs need
to be created to give the young who wish to stay at
home an opportunity to do so. Training and job
opportunitiesmust also be created for those men forced
out of thefishing.

Fisheriespolicymakersmust redlizethat thereismore
at stake than fish stocks. Many of Shetland’s
communitiesare dependent upon thefishing industry—
itistheir livelihood. Morethought must be givento our
coastal communities and the effect fishing policy has
upon them; they cannot smply be l€eft, as we have
been, to“get onwithit”.

Donna Polson can be contacted at
donnappol son05@aol .com




