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INTRODUCTION 

" All the historical books which contain no lies are extremely tedious," 

Anatole France . 



WHY A HISTORY OF POLICY? 

Should anyone really care about the history of 
Pacific fisheries policy? The answer is a qualified yes. 
Managerial policy in any context is heavily influ
enced by events that have gone before, perhaps more 
so in the public service. The intransigency of regula
tory change implies that the public service does 
things in a certain way because, after all, it's the way 
things have always been done. Likewise, industry 
and special interest groups come to expect certain 
things of government because of its assumed histori
cal role. 

One of the biggest problems administrators 
have to overcome is something that could be labelled 
'regulatory myopia,' which may be described as the 
tendency to follow a policy that is politically saleable, 
easy to introduce, or is simply a short-term expedient 
reaction to get the problem off one's desk. It ignores 
the long-term context of one's actions. History is a 
valuable tool for placing these decisions in context, 
viewing things that have gone before, assessing why 
they happened, and determining how the present 
state of affairs came to be. Just as grown humans are 
products of their childhood as well as their current 
environment, so is present fisheries management the 
product of past policies. 

The reader may also find this paper to be a 
helpful introduction to the fundamental issues in 
fisheries management. An attempt has been made to 
trace the emergence of the major themes in fisheries 
policy, from the recognition of conserva tion issues to 
the economic consequences of overfishing. 

An attempt has also been made to include 
anectodal evidence in the place of statistical facts. If 
nothing else, this pa per should germina te a few seeds 
of thoug~t and generate a desire to look more deeply 
into the aspects of management that are of interest, 
regardless of one's area of expertise. 
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WHO SHOULD READ THIS 
DOCUMENT? 

This document is intended for a broad range of 
readers -- everyone from new staff at the Department 
of Fisheries and Oceans to senior managers and 
members of the public. Experience preferred, but not 
essential: it is assumed that the reader has at least a 
passing knowledge of fishing terminology, but this 
document is by no means a technical one and the 
direction of its train of thought is relatively straight 
forward . The information has been classified into 
historical segments, so tha t it need not be read in one 
sitting. 

The paper is written with tongue firmly planted 
in cheek, but its tone should not be taken as an 
attempt to belittle the difficulties of fisheries manage
ment. The constraints on fisheries management are 
considerable for mere mortals; thus, when this docu
ment criticizes fisheries 
policy, it does not impute to 
individual members of the 
Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans any evil intent. 
Rather, it presents histori
cal events in an effort to un
derstand how the con
straints have led to mana
gerial responses. 

It should also be noted that this paper is a 
synthesis rather than a thesis. As such, it does not put 
forth any new concepts as such, but attempts to 
summarize existing thought and reveal both sides of 
controversial issues. 



WHAT IS POLICY? 

It has been said that, in one way or another, 
every employee of the Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans works on policy. This statement underlines 
the confusion about what exactly constitutes policy. 
Part of the confusion arises because it is difficult to 
distinguish policy from regulation: policy is focussed 
at a 'macro' or large-scale level, whereas regulation 
focusses on the 'micro' decisions required to imple
ment policy. If policy is the direction in which a car 
is headed, regulation is the amalgamation of nuts 
and bolts that get it there. It is worth noting that, 
strictly speaking, policy can be changed at the whim 
of a Minister of Fisheries or senior administrator. In 
the words of Richard Sheridan, "The policy of a 
nation is often decided over a cup of coffee." Regula
tory change, on the other hand, is generally more 
exacting and time-consuming. 

Given the somewhat da unting task of condens
ing years of fisheries matters into a few pages, the 
scope of this paper necessarily is confined to large
scale decisions and issues. A review of all fisheries 
policy on the Pacific coast would be so fraught with 
detail that both reader and author would be hope
lessly confused. To this extent, this paper reflects the 
biases and interests of fisheries managers through
out history -- while it would be ideal to include a 
synopsis of regulation of every species, interest group 
and aspect of fisheries management, space constraints 
and the need for a cohesive narrative necessitate a 
more limited scope. It is hoped that the resulting 
generalizations, though over-simplified and open to 
question, may be useful and thought-provoking. 

It is only recently that managers have made 
a concerted effort to document fisheries policy. 
While such statements can be taken as an 
expression of policy, it is sometimes nec
essary to infer actual policy from the 
Department's regulatory history. Like
wise, policy must often be imputed 
from managers' actions and verbal state
ments rather than explicitly-docu
mented policies. 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF FISH 

The pre-contact Aboriginal era is not dealt with 
in this document, but we should not discount the 
significance of a culture that, at the very least, passed 
on a valuable endowment of fisheries resources. 
Since the arrival of European settlers on the West 
Coast, there have been three distinct phases in the 
evolution of Pacific fisheries policy. 

The first, lasting until about 1922, was an early 
regulatory period in which the govemmentattempted 
to define property tights and assisted in establishing 
the dominance of a few large processing companies. 
Conservation was the primary concern of regulators, 
and input controls on permissible fishing gear, areas 
and times were used to ensure the sustainability of 
fish stocks. 

The second phase, originating prior to the Sec
ond World War, saw the government become ac
tively involved in the modernization of the industry 
through capital assistance programs to processing 
firms and fish harvesters. Conservation was still a 
policy imperative, and this period saw the rise of a 
scientific approach to fisheries management. Maxi
mum Sustainable Yield as a management tool came 
and went, and resource economists directed atten
tion to the degree of economic waste in the industry. 
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The most recent phase, commenc
ing in 1969, has seen a radical redefini
tion of fisheries policy. The introduction 
of limited entry heralded the transition 
of economics from academic theory to 
govemmentpolicy,astheindustrygrap
pled with its fundamental problem of 
'too many boats chasing too few fish.' 
As time has gone by, limited entry has 
also failed to reverse the ever-expand
ing fishing effort, and the search for 
better methods continues. Individual 
quotas and area licensing are the su bject 
of considerable discussion at this time, 
and many suspect that fisheries man
agemen t rna y be en tering a fourth phase, 
one that will increasingly define indi
vidual or collective property rights. 

THE COMPLEXITY OF 
POLICY FORMULATION 

The brief history we have of regu
lated fisheries shows that there are two 
behavioural tendencies at work. On one 
hand, each fish harvester is continually 
trying to gain an edge on his or her 
counterparts, either with short-term ac
tions or long-term capital investments. 
On the other hand, the Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans aims to curtail ag-
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gregate fishing capacity by imposing 
restrictions on seasons, areas and gear 
types. Government stewardship does 
not necessarily pursue the same goals 
as market-driven mechanisms; as a 
result, the government's attempts to 
reconcile its own conflicting aims have 
led to ever-increasing regulatory in
volvement, instead of reliance on a 
few arm's-length controls overcritical 
elements of the fishing industry. 

Nonetheless, it is relatively sim
ple to account for the government's 
behaviour. The Department has to 
pay attention to a number of con
straints that restrict its initiatives but 
do not dictate how it should respond 
to certain situations. It has to con
serve the resource. It has to protect 
property rights, whatever those are. 
It has to satisfy an electorate while 
ensuring some degree of economic 
progress. It has to recognize popular 
values and deal with the demands of 
various interest groups, all the while 
acting, and appearing to act, in the 
public interest. Information, too, is a 
precious commodity, and the out
comes of the government's actions 
cannot alwa ys be predicted with accu
racy. Elected governments are typi-



cally as short-lived as one sockeye cycle (four years), 
and they preside over prototypical bureaucracies in 
which individual workers have their own, poten
tially conflicting interests. 

At the same time, government policy formula
tion must deal with a variety of claims on the re
source. Interested parties include not only aboriginal 
groups, but sport and commercial fish harvesters 
with different gear types, as well as stakeholders 
claiming fish stocks and their habitat for regional 
development, environmental preservation, and oc
cupations of last resort. Add to these stakeholders 
the secondary layer of provincial government, and 
those who benefit from habitat-threatening activities 
by mining, logging, farming, manufacturing and 
land development and one has "a political and ad
ministrative stew, rich in ingredients but distinctly 
unsavoury."l The result can be bedlam, and some
times passive fine-tuning is the most expedient way 
to avoid administrative and political difficulties. 

An aspect of fisheries management that is at 
once admirable and unfortunate is that well-moti
vated politicians and public servants yield to the 
human instinct to help. Ironically, when striving to 
mitigate the negative effects of change, government 
policy-makers can weaken the implementation of 
policy. 

Consequently, fisheries management has been 
sort of like a political seismograph. Given enough of 

a crisis in some comer of the industry, the Depart
ment or a Royal Commission would react. Process
ing firms and associations, government experts and 
administrators, biologists, unions, and professional 
fish harvesters' associations have all pressured for 
their own policy agendas. Frequently, the Depart
ment addressed a problem by creating new priorities 
and then reassessing them. For example, boat re
placement procedures, fish escapement targets and 
licensing policies were routinely established, under
mined and reset. These interventions have had 
adverse political and economic consequences, bol
stering the view among some stakeholders that the 
government was uncaring and incompetent, and 
certainly not to be taken at its word. 

CRISES: PRESSURE FOR 
CHANGE 

Radical change can be costly and risky. While 
the promise of greater efficiency is an incentive to 
undertake this kind of change, history suggests that 
some domestic crisis or an exogenous event is often 
required to galvanize authorities into active consid
eration of new policies. Interestingly, major crises 
about conservation of stocks - in 1893, 1900, 1928, 
1968 and 1982 -- have been accompanied by massive 
corporate restructuring, new measures to control 
access to the resource, or a Royal Commission. For all 
the hardship they cause, crises are probably the 
biggest contributing factors to new policy formula
tion. 
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Naturally, the presence of a crisis is not abso
lutely necessary for management reform. Consid
eration must also be given to the role of public 
pressure (from various stakeholders), political pres
sure (from Fisheries Ministers and their senior man
agement team), and internal pressure (from public 
servants). 

PUBLIC PRESSURE FOR 
CHANGE 

There is no question that the Department's 'cli
ents' include, on some level, the people of Canada. 
Public pressure has become increasingly complex 
over the years. It used to be that a fair degree of hand
shaking and arm-twisting by the canners was suffi
cient to effect regulatory change. The various fleet 
management regimes at the tum of the century are 
indicative of this phenomenon. Nowadays, with 
many more stakeholders maintaining an interest in 
the continuation of the fisheries, it is more difficult for 
the Department to acquiesce to one individ ual group. 
As probably ought to be the case in a democracy, 
those in positions of power must sort out the conflict
ing views of numerous interest groups or seek out 
some middle ground which may not be the optimal 
arrangement. Public pressure only becomes the 
driving force for change when some degree of con
sensus is present, thereby making the implementa
tion of new policies politically expedient. 

6 A History of Pacific Fisheries Policy 

POLITICAL PRESSURE FOR 
CHANGE 

Because of the difficulty in obtaining this de
gree of consensus, political pressure by a strong
willed senior manager or Minister is often viewed as 
an expedient method of enacting policy change. W.H. 
Found, J.P. Babcock, and Jack Davis exemplify the 
manager whose determination to implement a given 
policy is a driving force behind its introduction. 
While Pierre De Bane's reforms of 1984 were never 
enacted, his resolve to alter policy in the face of 
substantial industry opposition could place him in 
this class as well. 

INTERNAL PRESSURE FOR 
CHANGE 

Behind these forces for change lie the public 
servants, who hold the tripartite responsibility of 
implementing government policies, regulating 
exisitng policies, and proposing new methods of 
management. While internal pressure for change has 
been a recurring phenomenon for some time (par
ticularly since the arrival of biology and economics 
within the Department), a typical trend is for internal 
policy initiatives to sit on the back burner until one or 
more of the other conditions for change arises. That 
is, in the presence of a crisis, a strong-willed Minister 
or significant industry demand for change, the ideas 
of public servants are more readily accepted. 



James Crutchfield is somewhat pessimistic 
about this complex framework for policy develop
ment: 

"Given ... all the splendid research that has 
gone into expanding our knowledge of the 
sea, its living resources, and the technical 
problems of harvesting them, the results 
are remarkably disappointing. The number 
of programs that have actually succeeded 
in checking depletion of ocean fish stocks 
can be counted on the fingers of one hand. 
And those that have protected the stocks 
while providing some real improvement in 
earnings, stability of employment, and abil
ity to withstand the usual economic jolts to 
which fisheries are subject can be counted 
by someone with no hands at all."2 

In following Crutchfield's line of thinking, it can 
be surmised that the wealth of the industry has been 
redistributed, rightly or wrongly, to serve policies 
that are tangential to the fishery itself: regional devel
opment; the maintenance of isolated communities; 
equity in the distribution of income; and the provi
sion of 'free' services, to name a few. 

In addressing these conflicting desires, it seems 
logical to distinguish between wistful dreams and 
urgent priorities. It is admirable to want a perfectly
managed fishery with more fish for everyone, bu t can 
this dream realistically be expressed as policy? Until 
a state of near-perfection is reached, it may make 
more sense to have some sort of interim arrangement 
to establish management priorities. It is this frame-

work that has been missing throughout most of the 
history of Pacific fisheries policy, partly because it is 
politically very difficult to appear to be granting 
preferential rights to one group or sector of the 
industry. Senior managers have become acutely 
aware in recent years of the need for long-term plans, 
and the results of their efforts are eagerly anticipated. 

Part of the continuing frustration in fisheries 
mangement arises because the industry's problems 
are not new ones. In fact, complaints about the lack 
of policy and consultation, the persistence of 
overcapitalization, and misallocation among user 
groups are not revolutionary. Even so, after all is said 
and done, Canada has kept its fish, its fishing 
comunities, and a dedicated fisheries Department. 
For all its inconsistencies, Pacific fisheries policy 
must have done something right. Like all slow
moving, meandering rivers, it will continue towards 
its destination. 

ENDNOTES 

1 Philip A. Neher, Ragnar Amason and Nina Mollett 
(eds.), Rights Based Fishing (Boston: Kluwer, 1989) 8. 

2 David Wesney, "Applied Fisheries Management 
Plans: Individual Transferable Quotas and Input Con
trols." In Rights Based Fishing, Neher, Amason and Mollett 
(eds.) (Boston: Kluwer, 1989) 153. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

THE TREND SETTERS 

Pre-Confederation - 1922 

/ITo attempt change without a policy is to plow the sea./I 

Native Brotherhood of British Columbia 



EARLY NATIVE MANAGEMENT 

Contrary to popular belief, Pacific fisheries 
haven't always been in a state of crisis. Prior to the 
arrival of the Emopeans, B.C.' s aboriginal peoples 
employed a system of management that sustained 
the fish stocks for centuries. 

Although Aboriginal social organization var
ied from group to group, fishing rights were gener
ally granted to the kin-based group or extended 
family. On the coast, the chiefs exercised complex 
property rights according to standards established 
over generations. The chief had first rights of access 
and regulated other members' access to the site, in 
theory ensuring equity of access as well as conserva
tion. In the interior, where fisheries were usually 
river-based and the runs were almost always inter
cepted by many groups, fishing rights were more 
community-oriented. Weirs and traps were con
structed by the whole community, and the houses 
standing at weir sites indirectly regulated access. In 
this sense, Natives perceived the resource not as 
'common property,' but as 'communal property.' 
Nevertheless, despite the prevalence of access rights 
in Native management, most Natives did not believe 
that land or fish could be 'owned' in the modern 
sense of the word. 

The first European to arrive 
overland on the Pacific coast of 

Canada was Alexander Mackenzie, 
whose threatening stance on Native 

fishing was an ominous indication 
of things to come. Mackenzie wrote 

in his diary: "[ gravely added that 
the salmon, which was not only 

their favorite food but absolutely 
essential to their existence, came 

from the sea which belonged to us 
white men; and that as, at the 
entrance to the river, we could 

prevent those fish from coming up 
it, we possessed the power to starve 

them and their children . .. 

lOA History of Pacific Fisheries Policy 

EARLY CONCEPTIONS OF 
FISHING RIGHTS 

Historical conceptions of fishing rights have 
heavily influenced fisheries policy around the world. 
Until recently, the most dominant of these traditions 
has been the unrestricted right to fish. Ready access 
has been taken for granted for so long that most of us 
are unaware of where it originated. In fact, the 
Magna Carta has often been cited as the first Euro
pean declaration of fishing rights. 

Among more portentous things, the Magna 
Carta committed the monarch to cease granting ex
clusive property rights in tidal waters. Until this 
time, the King had granted fishing rights over in
shore tidal waters and estuaries, but the proliferation 
of weirs in these areas interfered with the barons' 
growing interest in navigation. Not wanting to 
offend his barons, King John included 'the public 
right of fishery' in the Magna Carta as an after
thought. In retrospect, this afterthought was to have 
a profound effect upon futme fisheries management 
regimes. Henceforth, countries that adopted English 
law were to treat tidal fisheries as public property. 

The ill-fated King John was not the only policy
maker of old to inadvertently shape the direction of 



Can~da's Pacific fisheries: the Dutch jurist Hugo 
GrotlUsalso tookahand. In 1609,Grotiusestablished 
the doctrine of mare libarum, or 'freedom of the seas,' 
arguing that private property could not exist on the 
world's oceans as it would be both inexhaustible and 
unenforceable. The maritime powers of Britain and 
Holland were pleased with this principle, as it an
nulled the Pope's bisection of the world's oceans 
between Portugal and Holland. Freedom of the seas 
~uickly .became a generally-accepted principle of 
mternatlOnal law. Its relevance for the twentieth 
century, however, was later called into question: a 
recent.observ~r has noted that, "however appropri
ate thIS doctrme might have been for over three 
centuries, it is now inimical to rational exploitation of 
wild fish stocks."J 

. The end results of John and Hugo's prodama-
t~ons were that citizens of European descent had a 
nght to fish in their own country's territorial waters, 
and anyone could fish on the high seas. These basic 
principles have been underlying themes in fisheries 
policy until only recently. Even when B.C fisheries 
development began again in the late 19th century, it 
was taken for granted that the right to fish could not 
be challenged by the government. Legislation and 
regula~ion focused instead on preventing fishery 
depletIon and maintaining access to the high seas. 

THE GOVERNMENT ENTERS 
THE FISHERY 

"Territory: 7,000 miles of shoreline; patrol 
boats: none yet, suggest an open launch 
and some rowboats; officers and guard
ians, as few as possible; laws: framed in 
Ottawa for Atlantic fisheries; conditions: 
unknown. Now, sir, as duly appointed 
agent of the Department of Fisheries and 
Marine, we charge you with enforcing the 
laws and regulations with respect to the 
fisheries on our Pacific shores."2 

These were the somewhat datmting conditions 
under which James Cooper took office when he was 
appointed B.C's first Inspector of Fisheries. The 
federal government had been content to ignore the 
emerging B.C fishery until canner John Sullivan 
Deas, in 1874, applied for a gillnetting monopoly on 
the Fraser River. Deas' correspondence alerted the 
Department to its new responsibilities on the Pacific 
coast. Cooperdidn'thavea whole lot todountil1876 , 
when the Fisheries Act was extended to B.C for the 
first time. 

The British North America Act of 
1867 laid out the boundaries of 
federal and provincial 
jurisdiction over fisheries and 
oceans ... or did it? While the 
BNA Act granted control over 
sea coast and inland fisheries 
to the federal parliament, the
proprietary rights of the 
provinces were to become a 
basic obstacle to a clear 
division of authority. 
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Years later, Prime Minister Trudeau was asked 
why the federal government retained control of the 
fisheries. "Because fish swim" was his eloquent 
reply.3 In reality, the 1867 British North America Act 
and the Fisheries Act had set out a division of consti
tutional responsibilities for fisheries management · 
that .was more tangled and subtle. While the appar
~nt. m.te~t of the BNA Act was to create a single 
JurIsdICtion over fisheries, it eventually failed to do 
so. The BNA Act granted the federal parliament 
control over 'sea coast and inland fisheries,' which 
s~emed simple enough. In reality, the proprietary 
nghts of the provinces were a basic obstacle to a clear 
d.ivision of authority. In non-tidal waters, the provin
c~a~ g?vernment's jurisdiction over property and 
CIV~ ~I.ghts granted them indirect control of fishing 
activIties. Also, under common law, fish were treated 
as a prod uct of the land, which created a fundamental 
conflict in jurisdiction. An attempt to resolve these 
~onflicts was made by a 1898 Imperial Privy Council 
J~dg~ent on fisheries, which allotted a larger role in 
fIshenes management to the province. In practice, 
the Department of Fisheries' policy has been to del
~gate almost complete responsibility for non-tidal, 
mland fisheries and the processing industry to the 
B.C. government. 

The Fisheries Act itself was one of the most 
sweeping and powerful pieces of legislation drafted 
by the new government. The Act was intentionally 
vague, permitting flexibility in the face of new devel
opments. One of the Act's poten tiall y comprehensi ve 
powers, for instance, prohibited anyone from 'alter
mg or polluting' fish habitat. Clauses such as these 
granted the Minister of Fisheries substantial powers 
under the Act; swift changes in policy were both 
theoretically possible and officially sanctioned. 

"Because fish swim." 

EARLY ENHANCEMENT 
INITIATIVES 

Swift policy change by 
the Minister of Fisheries was 
the theory, anyway. It is a 
truism in fisheries manage
ment that policy changes are 
notalways swift, and the three 
or four years after the Fisher
ies Act was extended to B.C. 
were no exception. With a 
powerful piece of legislation 
in hand, the first regulators of 
the Pacific fishery vigorously 

J .P. Babcock 

~et about doing nothing. Their first regulations, 
mtroduced by an Order-in-Council in 1878, were 
ineffectual: no offal was to be dumped in the river, 
and canners were to stop fishing each weekend for 
thirty-six hours to ensure adequate escapement. These 
regulations were promptly ignored. After all, who 
was going to enforce them? As it turned out, govern
ment policy was sensitive to canners' needs. In order 
to ease the strain on the pack in 1881, the thirty-six 
hour ban was rescinded. 

Fisheries management soon broke out of its rut 
of inactivity, however. All of the early regulations 
were indicative of the government's basic policy for 
years to come: conservation was to be ensured by 
specifying permissible gears, areas and times for 
fishing. More effecti ve regulations banned the use of 
fishwheels, pound nets and traps on the Fraser, and 
set a weekly close time. New rules in 1889 set the 
mesh size for salmon drift-nets and prohibited the 
use of seines (this regulation was revoked in 1903). 

Prime Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau, when asked why 
the federal government retained control of the fisheries. 
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Fisheries Minister Louis Prefontaine even proposed 
a one-year closure of the Fraser River in an effort to 
resolve a conflict with the U.S. over their continued 
use of fish traps. 

Federal policy at the turn of the century was 
hea vil y influenced by an emerging understanding of 
biological sciences, with a particular emphasis on 
hatchery development. Fearful of a decline in stocks 
but determined to maintain the size of the harvest, 
the canners lobbied the government to step up artifi
cial production, stating that "practically nothing has 
been done to clear the natural spawning beds, clear
ing log jams and the construction of fish ladders 
where necessary."4 

Hatcheries were also viewed as a panacea for 
the problems of the fishery by John Pease Babcock, 
B.C.'s Deputy Commissioner of Fisheries. Babcock 
believed that hatcheries could make the weak years 
of the Fraser sockeye cycle just as strong as the big 
years. Consequently, he constructed eight hatcheries 
by 1910. Unfortunately, most of the hatcheries were 
unsuccessful and short-li ved. For one thing, Babcock 
mistakenly believed that all sockeye could be trans
planted anywhere, since he thought they were a 
single race. Despite such shortcomings, Babcock was 
instrumental in introducing a systematic biological 
approach to fisheries management. He initiated a 
process whereby the numbers of salmon escaping 
up-river were recorded, eventually leading to har
vest management that focussed on achieving suffi
cient levels of 'escapement.' 

Increasingly, the Department of Fisheries saw 
itself as more than a conservation agency. Its influ
ence had begun to extend into marketing as well. A 
1904 regulation prohibited exporting fresh salmon 
caught in trap nets, and in 1907 the Department 
required that all sockeye and pink salmon had to be 
processed in Canada before it was exported . This 
protectionist policy was to last for more than eighty 
years. 

Fisheries research in Canada originated in 1903, 
when Dr. E.E. Prince, then the federal Commissioner 
of Fisheries, concluded that Canada should be a 
world leader in marine biological research. His ef
forts eventually led to the 1908 establishment of the 
Pacific Biological Station in Nanaimo. 

An unfortunate figure in early fisheries 
management, Thomas Mowat was the federal 
Fisheries Inspector from 1886-189l. Mowat is 
noted for his attempts to diversify the Pacific 

fisheries by leading 'fish prospecting 
expeditions' along the coast and offshore. He 
also attempted in vain to transplant lobster at 

the appropriately-named Cape 
Disappointment. Ironically, the Department 
of Fisheries was to encounter similar results 

at Useless Inlet eighty years later. 
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STOP, OR I'LL SAY STOP AGAIN: 
THE LOW PRIORITY OF ENFORCEMENT 

Eager as the fledgling Department of Fisheries and Marine was to effect its conservation policy 
on the Pacific coast,little attention was given to the corresponding policy imperative of enforcement. 
A comedy of errors that occurred in 1894 is a fitting testimony to the laughable state of enforcement 
at the turn of the century. 

At that time, the canners' disposal procedures for fish offal were, well, awful. Public protest 
against such dumping was mounting in 1894, so fisheries inspector John McNab hired W.M. Galbraith 
to investigate enforcement of the existing regulations. Galbraith was highly critical of enforcement 
policy, stating that, in two months of investigation, he had "never seen a fishing boat properly marked 
on the Fraser River." The Department's enforcement of a ban on dumping of offal, too, was suspect: 
"none of the fishery regulations had ever been enforced." Galbraith estimated that five fully-staffed 
steamers would be needed to adequately cover the river, but only one fisheries guardian was employed 
at the time. Of particular note is the testimony of fisheries guardian Charles F. Green, who informed 
Galbraith that "it was never intended that the regulations should be enforced as I enforced them, that 
no man could afford to do it, for if he did he would make an enemy of every man on the river and be 
driven out of the country." 

McNab, it seems, was not as zealous about enforcement as Galbraith. He instructed Galbraith 
to ignore illegally-marked boats, and when Galbraith proved too eager, he was fired. Incidents such 
as this one typify the legacy of enforcement in the early days of the commercial fishery . 

. adapted from Geoff Meggs, Salmon: The Decline of the British Columbia Fishenr 
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LIMITED ENTRY, TAKE 1 

Prince remains a pivotal figure in fisheries 
management for other reasons. The government's 
regulatory policy until the 1960s -- limits on every
thing but the numbers of fish and people fishing -
was in large part his creation. Prince also "recog
nized the importance of limiting licences and adjust
ing the number of people to the abundance of fish."s 
The good news for Prince is that he wasn't the only 
one to fail in limiting entry. Licence limitation did not 
become a practical concept, at least in policy-making 
circles, until 1969. 

Even prior to Prince's time, the Department of 
Fisheries had envisioned the potentially disastrous 
consequences of overfishing. In 1887, fisheries guard
ian Charles F. Green noted that about 250 boats were 
fishing in Canoe Pass on the Fraser. He suggested 
issuing a limited number of licences and allowing no 
cannery more than forty boats. Said fellow guardian 
John Bute, "itis about time that some limi t... be placed 
on the number of nets allowed on this river."6 

Two years later, Minister Charles Tupper 
heeded the guardians' words. The number of li
cences on the Fraser was limited to 500, of which 350 
went to canneries in proportion to their capacity. The 
only way the canneries could obtain more licences, 
then, was by obtaining more capacity. As fishing 
became more profitable, they did just that. The 
canners were also upset by the instatement of a 48-
hour closure on the weekends, as it "conduces to 
laziness, gambling and drunkenness, diminishes the 
profits of all parties, etc., etc."7 In addition, it was 
politicall y difficult to deny access to what wasconsid
ered a public resource. The vessel limitation scheme, 
therefore, broke down and was abandoned in 1892. 
Some historians view this first attempt at licence 
limitation as an example of the government's unstated 
policy of assisting cannery development: 'While 
conservation was the justification for these restric
tions, they also bolstered the ... position of established 
canneries."B 

ROYAL COMMISSION,ANYONE? 

Royal commissions are a natural response in 
times of crisis. The first-ever commission of inquiry 
into Pacific fisheries policy was headed by Samuel 
Wilmot, the Superintendent-General of Fish Culture, 
"a man who had seen his personal obsession with the 
artificial rearing of fish turn into a building block of 
government policy."9 Wilmot mistakenly believed 
that Pacific salmon were of a single species, and that 
they could spawn several times. 

Wilmot's commission was an unmitigated fail
ure. He spent only two days on the Fraser, and his 
criticisms of cannery waste were ill-received. Wilmot's 
recommendations for a 500 boat limit, an annual 
closed time and a limit on the number of canneries 
were also unpopular. They outlined the problems of 
the industry without addressing the fundamental 
economic problem of who should control the sale of 
raw fish. 

ANYONE FOR SECONDS? 

In response to Wilmot's failure, the federal 
government employed a tactic that was to become 
routine over the years: it launched another Royal 
Commission. In another routine move, they placed 
Wilmot in charge. However, the atmosphere of the 
inquiry was less than cordial and Wilmot once again 
failed to make a big impression. The Department 
passed new licensing regulations in 1894, limiting the 
number of licences held by each enterprise (twenty 
for canners, one for each bona fide fisherman), but the 
overall limit on the number of boats mysteriously 
vanished. Either the government was not fully com
mitted to its policy of limiting effort, or it did not 
realize the implications of its regulations (that is, the 
number of canneries and boats could continue to 
escalate). 
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ANYONE FOR THIRDS? 

The new Fisheries Minister took refuge in yet 
another Royal Commission, which lasted from 1905 
to 1907. This commission was headed by Dr. E.E. 
Prince, whose advancement of science as a compo
nent of government policy has already been noted. 
The Prince Commission quickly became a rather 
large sounding board for an industry that was enter
ing adolescence. Everything from stream obstruc
tions to the problems of the Native fishery were 
discussed during the hearings, but the majority of the 
attention was focused on the Americans' use of fish 
traps and Fisheries Minister Louis Pre fontaine' s pro
posed closure of the Fraser River. 

Prince's majority report achieved what some 
had said would be an impossible task, in that it did 
not stir up too much controversy. It appealed to the 
interests of both canners and fish harvesters to some 
degree, recommending sharp restrictions in 
gillnetting and a 36-hour closure of the entire Fraser 
system. It was the Commission's minority report, 
prepared by Babcock, that was the more contentious: 
he recommended a four-year closure of the Fraser, 
and suggested that "overfishing is the sole cause of 
the decline and elimination of river fishing the only 
available solution."lo 
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A NEW SUPERINTENDENT 
TAKES CHARGE 

If, as Thomas Carlyle said, "the history of the 
world is but the history of great men," then W.A. 
Found could be considered one such person. Found 
shaped fisheries policy from Prince's retirement in 
1908 until his own in 1938, standing "at the peak of 
the national fisheries bureaucracy with a decisive 
role in every significant policy decision."ll It has 
been suggested that Found's policy was motivated 
by a desire to move the fisheries to an entirely open 
system, where in theory the opportunity to fish 
would be available to all without discrimination. 

It was only a theory. In order to open the 
fishery to some, others had to be excluded. The 
government's policy from the Hell's Gate slide until 
the Great Depression was to support the processing 
sector through intensive harvesting of the remaining 
salmon stocks. The move to an unlimited seine 
fishery, among other things, curbed the involvement 
of Natives and Japanese in Pacific fishing, as they 
owned a relatively greater proportion of the gillnet 
and troll fleets. 



LIMITED ENTRY, TAKE 2 

Found attempted the most thorough limiting 
of effort to date on the North Coast, where nearly all 
the fleet was owned by canneries. Interestingly, 
limitation came not from government-imposed poli
cies, bu t from an ind ustry-goverrunen t consensus. In 
1908, the government announced that "no additional 
canneries should be permitted to be constructed in 
the North, and tha t a limit be placed upon the number 
of boats which the existing canneries should be per
mitted to operate."12 The canneries voluntarily set a 
limit on their number of boats and allotted boats 
amongst themselves. 

When dissention among the participants be
gan to undermine this agreement, the provincial 
government stepped in under Babcock, who speci
fied the number of boats eligible to fish and the 
allocation of boats to canneries. Again, high profits 
for the canneries led to the demise of the regulatory 
system. As the value of salmon escalated during the 
First World War, the government bowed to pressures 
to issue more cannery licenses. When returning 
soldiers needed jobs at war's end,licence restrictions 
were lifted altogether in 1917. 

DEALING WITH THE HELUS 
GATE SLIDE 

"The river was black with fish ... the air was 
foul with the stench arising from the dead 
fish that covered the exposed parts of the 
river. .. the living were not spawning and 
the dead were unspawned."13 

One of the worst environmental disasters in 
Pacific fisheries history occurred in 1913, when rail
way construction on the Fraser River dislodged great 
quantities of rock and mud that completely blocked 
the river to returning salmon. Of great import was 
the absence of a habitat management policy with 
which to address potential environmental catastro
phes. During the immediate aftermath of the slide, 
the Department of Fisheries denied the existence of a 
problem while its policy-making officials worked at 
cross-purposes. When Ottawa ordered a closure of 
the Fraser in October, federal Chief Fisheries Inspec
tor F.H. Cunningham wired back that "a closure 
would prove disastrous to cold storages and 
fishermen ... I recommend the fishery be allowed to 
continue."14 Not surprisingly, Cunningham ignored 
Ottawa's directive. 
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The Department of Fisheries also proved un
able to enforce the sweeping habitat-protection meas
ures of the Fisheries Act. When Ottawa issued a 
warning to the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1914, the 
CPR simply replied, "perhaps this letter has been 
misaddressed and was intended for others."ls Rail
way construction continued, unfettered by the de
sires of fisheries officials. 

Even when the tremendous losses on the Fraser 
became obvious, critics felt that the Department did 
not have a coherent policy to deal with the crisis. 
Some fisheries officers under Babcock toiled for years 
clearing debris, and others found it easier to restore 
stock abundance by curtailing aboriginal fishing on 
the river. Faced with substantially lower runs after 
the slide, the Department once again turned to a 
Royal Commission for help. 

THE 1917 EVANS COMMISSION 

One of the more comprehensive Royal Com
missions ever undertaken was chaired by W. Sanford 
Evans, an economist whose rather broad mandate 
was "to explore the problems of the salmon indus
try."16 The report was remarkably prescient for its 
time, exhibiting a clear understanding of the eco
nomic implications of unchecked fleet growth. In an 
oft-quoted passage, Evans writes: 

"It is clear public duty not merely to con
serve the supply of salmon in its present 
proportion, but to increase it until each 
year it reaches its economic maximwn and 
it appears to us equally clear that all condi-

tions surrounding the industry should as 
far as possible be stabilized and the exces
sive use of capital and labour obviated and 
prevented .. .the solution of this problem 
would no t seem to be fOW1d in encouraging 
or permitting the employment of morecapi
tal or more labour than can efficiently per
form the work .. .if the cost of production 
becomes too great all hope of advantage to 
the public as consumers will disappear."17 

Here, in 1917, was advance notice of the mod
ern theories in fisheries economics. Evans argued 
that free entry would contribute to unnecessarily 
high costs, thereby squandering the economic poten
tial of the resource. Consequen tl y, he recommended 
that the fleet be limited and excess profits be collected 
by the government. Provincial fisheries Commis
sioner William Sloan took this idea one gargantuan 
step further in 1919 by advocating government con
trol of the fishery. 

In response to the Evans Commission and 
Sloan's report, Fisheries Director W.H. Found took a 
deep breath and recommended that there be "not 
only not any restriction on the number of cannery 
licenses but on the number of fishery licences as well, 
and that we must safeguard the situation by decreas
ing the fishing season where necessary and putting 
on sufficient Fishery Officers to prevent illegal fish
ing."IS Found had dismissed Evans' objectives, but 
he was still advocating a policy direction for fisheries 
management. The government's role would be not to 
regulate the economic direction of the industry, but 
solely to ensure conservation of the resource .. 

'~ .. all conditions surrounding the industry should as far 
as possible be stabilized and the excessive use of capital 
and labour obviated and prevented ... " 

Evans Commission, 1917 
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.. None of Evans' recommendations were 
adopted, partly because of the need for employment 
among returning soldiers. C. Alex Fraser suggests 
that Evans was "simply too far ahead of his time .. .it 
was a cry in the wilderness; a cry that was not heard 
for over forty years."19 

LEASES AS AN EARLY 
MANAGEMENT TOOL 

Meanwhile, another form of limiting effort had 
been discreetly operating for fifty years. From 1871 
to 1920, the Department gave out exclusive drag
seine and cannery licenses that effectively amounted 
to area-specific monopolies. In return for the mo
nopoly, the lessee was usually obliged to pay rent or 
engage in enhancement. 

The reasoning behind these leases seemed to 
make sense. Lease-holders would, in their own self
interest, promote conservation. In practice, how
ever, "the door was left wide open to political pro
curement and, as might be expected, some abuses 
did result."20 Leases fell into disuse after 1907, when 
Prince's Royal Commission pronounced them unde
sirable. Even so, some old privileges stayed in opera
tion until World War II. 

For the time being, all forms of limited entry 
had failed. Nonetheless, historian Joseph Cough 
approves of the Department's attempt, saying that 
they "pioneered in the thorough application of lim-

ited entry ... from the beginning, fisheries people on 
the Pacific were quicker to grapple with fundamental 
questions of management."21 The fundamental prob
lem with licence limitation appeared to be the diffi
culty of developing an acceptable mechanism for 
allocating licences. The government was willing to 
charge only nominal fees for fishing, and its criteria 
for allocating licences were subjective, to say the 
least. As a result, licensing and leasing were subor
dinated to the secondary role of an enforcement aid. 
Licensing came to be used mainly for statistical pur
poses, while the Department's conservation policy 
relied increasingly on gear, area and time restric
tions. 

SALMONCENTRIC POLICIES 

Early Department policy focused almost exclu
sively on salmon. To some degree, this emphasis is 
understandable. No fisheries for other species were 
of large-scale economic significance, with the possi
ble exceptions of herring and halibut, which had been 
fished commercially since the 1880s. Despite the 
introduction of more effective seine nets to catch 
halibut and other deep sea species, the government 
steadfastly pursued a laissez-faire policy in ocean 
fisheries. Arguing that there was no evidence that 
the new gear types were damaging the resource, the 
Dominion Commissioner stated, "as in all other in
stances of deep sea fishing, it appears highly desir
able to abstain from interference as much as possi
ble."22 
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DISCRIMINATION IN EARLY 
FISHERIES MANAGEMENT 

In the early days of fisheries regulation on the 
Pacific coast, the government recognized its power to 
allocate the opportunity to fish among citizens. While 
unlimited fishing rights were theoretically not open 
to question, some people were still excluded from the 
industry. In fact, such exclusionary policies were 
often racist in practice. Historical hindsight suggests 
that the government's policy of meeting socio-eco
nomic objectives through racial segregation was not 
only morally reprehensible, but it aggravated the 
problems of the industry as well. 

By 1893, the assortment of ethnic groups fish
ing in B.C. included Scandinavians, Greeks, Italians, 
English and French, but Asians bore the brunt of the 
racial hostility. Anti-Oriental sentiment was sweep
ing the province, fuelled by increasing immigration. 
Canner Henry Bell-Irving's attitude was not uncom
mon: "1 look upon them as steam engines or any 
other machine."23 Racial hostility was given official 
sanction by fisheries managers: in 1903, the legaliza
tion of purse-seining was accompanied by the clause, 
"white men and Indians only to be permitted, thus 
excluding Chinese, Japanese, etc."24 During and a~er 
the First World War, numerous industry assoCIa
tions, labour councils and town governments lobbied 
for a preferential licence system for whites and Na
tives. Fisheries Inspector W.H. Found was strongly 
su pporti ve, and "the question was no longer whether 
Asiatic licences would be reduced, but by how many 
and when."25 
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Japanese efforts to remain in the fishing indus
try were further suppressed by the return of soldiers 
after the First World War. To aid the soldiers' re
entry into the industry, Japanese licences were cur
tailed and returning soldiers were guaranteed 30% of 
gillnet licenses. 

Perhaps more frightening is that these policies 
were officially sanctioned at the highest levels of 
fisheries management. A 1922 Royal Commission, 
headed by William Duff, recommended a 40% reduc
tion in the number of Oriental licences in all fisheries. 
The Department acted on Duff's proposal, feeling 
that it would provide "greater encouragement to 
white men and Canadian Indians to take up fishing 
for a living."26 Duffs method of inquiry was ~uspect, 
to say the least. Twelve meetings were hel? I~ ?rder 
to collect information, not one of them mVItmg a 
Japanese-Canadian. 

It is interesting to note that the exclusion of 
Japanese from the fishing industry ran c.ounter to the 
interests of the canneries. The cannenes preferred 
Japanese workers, viewing them as a sour~e of inex
pensive, productive labour. Protests agams~ Japa
nese exclusion from fishing had little effect unt1l1928, 
when the Supreme Court of Canada held that" Any 
British subject residing in British Columbia ... has the 
right to receive a licence."27 

So committed was the government to its policy 
of racial exclusion, however, that it circumvented the 
Supreme Court's decision. The Mi~istry of Fishe.ries 
drafted legislation that reaffirmed Its absolute ng~t 
to issue or withhold licences. Japanese were permIt
ted to use only sails and oars, rather than power 
boats, until 1930; Natives and whites faced no such 
restrictions. The governIDent-sponsored exclusion 
of Asians. was to continue until after the Second 
World War. 

Japanese flags cross a cannery door in Steveston, 
July 1912. Discrimination against Orientals wa~ 
prevalent in the early days of the fishery. As s~ld 
by one canner, "1 look upon them as steam engInes 
or any other machine." 



• NATIVE RIGHTS (?) 

During the early years of their contact with 
Natives, Europeans were generally content to pre
serve the Native right to fish in its existing form. The 
aboriginal system of exchanging fish among groups 
was simply extended to include sales to Hudson's 
Bay posts. The Department of Fisheries' early re
quests for opening weirs and closing the fishery 
during poor runs were viewed as minor inconven
iences by Natives at the time, and the Department 
had no desire to encroach on Natives in any signifi
cant way. Historian Reuben Ware supports this 
contention, stating that "in this era there was no 
distinction between food fishing and commercial 
fishing. There were no regulations, no Proclama
tions, no Orders-in-Council, no laws of any kind 
which specifically restricted or regulated Indian fish
ing in British Columbia."2s 

Subsequent to this initial contact, fisheries man
agers constructed a legal and institutional frame
work for Native rights whose lack of clarity was its 
only clear feature. The Native right to fish was first 
recognized in 1877 by a joint Indian Reserve Com
mission. The provincial government, it seems, had 
con vinced federal au thorities that B. C. Natives would 
not require large land reserves if they were accorded 
their traditional fishing rights. 

For the most part, the government's policy of 
recognizing Native fishing rights was in jeopardy 
from its inception, and it gradually shifted to an 
implicit policy of encouraging commercial sector 
development at the Natives' expense. While canner
ies were all too eager to enlist Natives in the commer
cial salmon harvest (in 1880, Natives operated more 
than 600 gillnetters), the canners were increasingly 
seeking fish stocks upon which the Natives depended, 
and began lobbying the government to curtail Native 
fishing on the spawning grounds. "As always in the 
fishing industry, the argument was cloaked in the 
rhetoric of conservation, and as always, it was really 
about money."29 

Even the first Inspector of Fisheries was unable 
to salvage the government's policy. A.c. Anderson, 
who included protection of aboriginal rights as one of 
the cornerstones of his policy, declared that "any 

interference with the natives ... would be imprudent 
as well as unjust...the exercise of aboriginal fishing 
rights cannot be legally interfered with."30 Anderson 
reasoned that when Natives fished for subsistence 
with traditional locations and gear, their right to 
harvest, trade and sell their catch should be unre
stricted. When Natives fished for delivery to the 
canneries, however, they would be subject to the 
same restrictions as everyone else. 

Anderson's efforts to protect aboriginal fishing 
sites and exempt Natives from the Fishel ies Act were 
heeded by Ottawa, albeit in diluted form. An 1888 
amendment to the Fisheries Act specified that "Indi
ans shall, at all times, have liberty to fish for the 
purpose of providing food for themselves, but not for 
sale, barter or traffic, by any means other than drift 
nets or spearing."31 Unfortunately, the distinction 
between commercial and food fishing was not as 
clear as it seemed. Native chiefs categorically re
jected limits on their right to trade and seil their catch, 
as well as any notion of a licensing system. Conse
quently, collecting licence fees proved to be difficult. 

Some astute Natives, in fact, began to wonder 
why they were the ones being regulated, and they 
found it preferable to collect fees from everyone else 
instead. In 1888, a chief on the Nass River declared 
that he owned all the fish, and that his people were 
entitled to all of the licence money. Evidently a 
reasonable chap, the chief offered the local fisheries 
guardian half of the money for his trouble and let the 
guardian off with a warning. 

Limits to the Native fishing effort did not sub
side, however. By 1894, Natives required formal 
permission of the Department in order to fish. By 
1910, Natives had to obtain a permit that outlined 
permissible fishing gear types, areas and times. In 
the 1920s, the Department stated that Natives would 
be denied independent licences in northern waters, a 
regulation that was created ''based on the govern
ment's unstated objective of creating a white fishing 
population."32 This hypothesis is corroborated by 
the recommendations of the 1919 Sloan Report, writ
ten by the provincial Fisheries Commissioner, who 
urged that Ottawa purchase and eliminate aboriginal 
fishing rights. In the following year, the Superin
tendentofFisheries, W.H. Found,directedhisstaffto 
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issue seine licences to members of the white race 
only. Chief Inspector F.H. Cunningham went so far 
as to state, "it is my desire to eliminate [Native beach 
seine fisheries] as much as possible."33 The Depart
ment of Fisheries' shifting priorities were even ex
plicitly noted in its Annual Report of 1929: "in view 
of the intensive commercial fishing which has devel
oped in recent years, the operators feel that the catch 
of the Indians, on the spawning grounds particu
larly, should be curtailed if not discontinued en
tirely."34 

Nonetheless, Department officials were cogni
zant of maintaining at leasta semblance of equity. No 
motor boats were allowed north of Cape Caution 
until 1924, the stated purpose being not to ensure 

conservation of the fish stocks, but to allow Natives 
to compete more or less equally. When the Fraser 
River was completely shut above Mission in 1919, the 
government significantly promised compensation to 
the Natives (though this commitment was not kept). 

Aboriginal rights wouldn't be erased from offi
cial recognition until 1927, when a special parliamen
tary committee rejected Native land claims and made 
it a crime to raise money for the pursuit of these 
claims. Superintendent Found's goal of curtailing 
Na ti ve fishing had been realized. A t leas t for the time 
being, he "not only dramatically curbed the Interior 
native fishery, he had reduced the coastal people to 
supplicants for jobs on the decks of seine boats."35 

UP THE CREEK WITHOUT A PADDLE: 
THE BABINE BARRICADES 

The Barricade Agreements on the Babine River remain a landmark in the government's 
conception of aboriginal rights. In many ways, the Department's treatment of the Babine 
incident is typical of its aboriginal policy during the turn of the century. The good news: the 
Department acknowledged the Natives' right to fish and sell their catch. The bad news (at least 
in the short term): when that catch interfered with commercial harvesting and cannery 
production, a compromise would have to be reached. When it came to conflict between 
canneries and Native fisheries, Natives were invariably shut down - nonetheless, most 
historians concur that Native fishing was shut down with the best of intentions (i.e. concern for 
the long-run productive potential of the stocks). 

In the early 1900s, the enormously productive traps and weirs of the Babine system, 
known as the Babine Barricades, were the object of criticism from canners up and down the 
coast. If the barricades were not removed, reasoned the canners, virtually no fish would be 
available for commercial production. 

The canneries' lobbying had the desired effect. Dutiful fisheries overseer Hans Hegelsen 
paddled up the Skeena to enforce a ban on trap fishing and investigate the barricades, which 
he described as "<1: [Ylagnificent fence which not a single fish could get through ... beautifully 
made of slats woven together with bark set in front of all." Beautiful as they were, the traps had 
to go. The Babine people took down the weirs, waited until Hegelsen left, then promptly put 

22 A History oj Pacific Fisheries Policy 



.. 

them up again, figuring that they could not survive the winter without the catch of fish 
provided by the barricades. 

Hegelsen and hiS crew paddled back up the river, only to discover "a desperate 
situation ... an infuriated mob, with their sleaves rolled up, their fierce passion aroused, shaking 
with excitement." After being "jostled about in a fearful manner" by "multitudes of squaws 
armed with clubs," Hegelsen yelled to Ottawa for help. 

In the resulting Barricades Agreement of 1906, the Department of Fisheries promised to 
provide the Natives with nets, on the condition that the fish caught with the nets would be used 
for subsistence purposes only. The government had acknowledged a Native right to fish, 
although harvesting methods such as the barricades had been outlawed. 

Hans, as it turns out, got the best of the deal. With a gold cane, a purse of $630 and a letter 
of appreciation from the canners "for the active and important part you played in obtaining the 
permanent prohibition of the Babine Barricades," Hegelsen retired in style . 

. adapted from Geoff Meggs, Salmon: The Decline of the British Columbia Fishery 
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EARLY INTERNATIONAL 
CONFLICTS 

Even in the early days of commercial harvest
ing, Pacific fisheries policy was deeply committ:d to 
protecting Canadian territorial rights. It was WIdely 
recognized that sound fisheries management could 
not take place in isolation from other nations. The 
disrespect of certain species (including salmon) for 
international boundaries implied that there would 
always be international disputes over access to fish. 
For one thing, the competition to catch fish migrating 
across borders resulted in higher fishing costs. More 
importantly, there would be no incentive for the 
country where the spawning stream was located to 
invest in the stock if the returns from that investment 
would be intercepted by another nation. 

At the turn of the 20th century, conflict, rather 
than cooperation, characterized international rela
tions in the Pacific fishery. "Relations with the 
United States have been .. .indelicate,"36 a British 
spokesperson declared tactfully in 1854. ~e l!.s. 
had just imposed import duties on Canad.lan fis~, 
contrary to provisions in the pre-Confederati?n Re~l
procity Treaty. This indelicacy was to c?ntinue: m 
1869, the Canadian government entertamed a mo
tion "to absolutely prohibit fishing by United States 
fishennen in colonial waters."37 

It was not until the 1890s that Canadian policy
makers focused their attention on resolving clispu tes 
rather than taking an eye for an eye (or a fish for a 
fish). Developing international agreements for man
agement of fish stocks became a priority, in additi.on 
to the implicit goal of securing access to as many fish 
as possible. Throughout the 1890s, a variety of 
appeals were made in vain to the. Un~ted St~tes 
concerning the need for joint regulation m conti~
ous waters, but "the efficacy of the conservation 
measures ... was undermined by relatively unrestricted 
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fishing in U.s. waters."38 Cooperative efforts were 
also confounded by a controversial tribunal decision 
in 1903, which awarded the U.s. its present territory 
in the Alaska panhandle, along what has corne to be 
known as the A-B Line. American claims to territorial 
sea running off the A-B Line have since been the 
source of sporadic fishery disputes. 

A classic example of incongruent goals be
tween Canada and the U.S. occurred in the Fraser 
River salmon fishery. The majority of Fraser River 
sockeye travel through the Strait of Juan de Fuca, 
passing through U.s. territorial waters before reach
ing Canadian fishing groun~s: A~ a~eady .n?ted, 
Canada had introduced restnctlve fishmg poliCies as 
early as the 1880s in order to conserve Fraser ~ver 
stocks. Weekly closed periods, fishing boundanes, a 
closed season, and a ban on seine, trap and net gear 
had all been used in an effort to conserve the resource. 
Significantly, no such restrictions existed south?f the 
border. In 1891, U.S. fish harvesters set up an mter
ception fishery using fish traps and ~urse seiners, 
and the American catch of Fraser River runs ex
ceeded 60% of the total by 1900. 

Canadian fishing interests were, to put it mildly, 
disconcerted. In an abrupt reversal of previous 
policy, the Department of Fisheries allowed Can~di
ans to match the Americans' fishing effort by usmg 
traps and purse-seine gear. Getting even wi~ the 
Yanks, it seems, was of greater short-term satisfac
tion than conservation. Historian Joseph Gough 
suggests that the necessity of keeping up with the 
U.s. "may have strengthened the tendency on the 
Pacific to regulate capacity and effort-the number of 
boats and fishennen and the length of fishing times
-rather than method."39 

However, efforts at cooperation were not com
pletely abandoned. Nor were they completely suc
cessful. In 1908, the Canadian and American govern-



ments negotiated a treaty setting up an International 
Fisheries Commission to govern Fraser River fishing. 
While the Canadian government amended the Fish
eries Act to conform with the Commission, the treaty 
was never approved by the US. Congress. Another 
draft treaty was rejected in the U.S. Senate in 1919. 
The major points of contention during this second 
round of talks were the American use of seines and 
traps and Canada's failure to unplug the cork in 
Hell's Gate. 

Efforts at international management had been 
frustrated, and Canada's reaction was to fight like 
mad for the fish that were left. As such, bilateral 
negotiations with the U.S. after 1908 assumed a 
confrontational, give-and-take character. For exam
ple, the US. requested an extension of their fishing 
privileges in Canadian waters in return for removing 
duties on unprocessed Canadian fish. The US. even 
entertained a bill that would have prevented imports 
of Canadian fish altogether. Despite its best efforts, 
Canada was to remain without the desired treaties 
until after the First World War. 

FUR SEAL BONANZA: 
CANADA'S FrnBT INTERNATIONAL FISHERIES AGREEMENT 

Despite their protestations of angelic innocence, the Canadians were not blameless in 
encroaching on foreign fishing grounds. In the 1880s, Canadian schooners travelled to the Bering 
Sea in search of fur seals, and began "launching Indians in canoes for dare-devil ocean hunting." 
Accusing Canadians of decimating their resource, the Americans seized Canadian vessels in four 
successive years from 1886 to 1889. 

For the first time in the Pacific, international tribunals were used to settle a fisheries dispute. 
Canadians were barred from the Bering Sea in 1891 and reinstated in 1893; despite continued 
harassment, the pesky Canadians kept sealing. The dispute was finally put to rest in 1911, when it 
was agreed that the US. alone would conduct the fur seal hunt, on land only. The other countries 
involved - Japan, Canada, and Russia -- each received a share of the proceeds, with Canada's share 
at 15%. 

Thus, the first international agree-
ment on fisheries management pertained 
to a single fishery, one that was largely 
carried on in international waters outside 
any country's jurisdiction. The agree
ment established two precedents for in
ternational disputes: third-parties and 
international tribunals were henceforth 
viewed as effective dispute resolution 
mechanisms; and compromise between 
the extreme views of the opposing parties 
became the norm, perhaps encouraging 
countries to take an extreme position in 
hopes of a more favourable settlement. 

. adapted from Joseph Gough, Fisheries 
Management in Canada 1880-1910 
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SUMMARY 

The first regulators of the fishing resource were 
B.C.' s aboriginal peoples, who sustained themselves 
and the fish stocks for centuries using a relatively 
simple regulatory framework. Property rights were 
usually vested in the community, with the chief 
regulating access to the fish. 

When Europeans voyaged across the Atlantic, 
they carried with them centuries-old traditions gov
erning fishing rights. These rights had been laid out 
by both the Magna Carta, which granted a universal 
right to fish, and a Dutch jurist named Hugo Grotius, 
who held that the high seas were open to all. 

Given these ideologies, the government's ini
tial reaction to the fledgling commercial fishing in
dustry was understandable. The British North 
America Act, apparently influenced by the view that 
neither fish nor the waters in which they live are 
respectful of political boundaries, gave the federal 
government responsibility for the regulation of fish
eries. The Fisheries Act set forth broad regulatory 
powers relating to the harvesting of living aquatic 
resources and the protection of their environment 
from pollution and obstructions. 

When the new Act was extended to B.C. after 
Confederation, the primary policy of the government 
was to limit its intervention to resource conservation 
issues. The regulations themselves were based on 
popular concepts -- protect the young and don't 
interfere with reprod uction. The chosen method was 
'input restriction,' which limited allowable fishing 
times, gear types and areas. Early regulation, like 
early fishing, moved from the rivers out, and atten
tion was concentrated on those stocks where the 
danger appeared to be greatest (i.e. the fish and 
shellfish caught close to shore and the freshwater and 
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anadromous species). Salmon was the most visible 
and commercially significant species, so fisheries 
policy centered on it to the virtual exclusion of other 
aquatic resources. 

Conserving fish wasan attractive prospect, but 
increasing the catch held even greater appeal. Under 
the influential John Pease Babcock, the government 
devoted itself to enhancement and constructed a 
number of spawning channels and fishways. This 
faith in hatcheries was largely unjustified from a 
scientific standpoint at the turn of the century, and 
the pendulum eventually swung to widespread dis
satisfaction with the failure of these early attempts. 
Dr. E.E. Prince was another influential figure in early 
fisheries management, and his construction of the 
Pacific Biological Station established science as a 
management support mechanism. These two men 
saw much of their work in stock enhancement be-

Portrait of a Makah fisherman, circa 1900. 



come nullified after the Hell's Gate slide of 1913, 
when the Fraser River salmon runs were reduced to 
a fraction of their former abundance. 

The Hell's Gate slide and similar threats to 
resource conservation pressured the government to 
envision a different way to manage the fisheries. 
Even at this early date, fisheries managers were 
highly resourceful in developing new policies. Lim
ited entry was attempted not once, but twice around 
the tum of the century, both times being repealed 
following a boom in the industry and a correspond
ing desire for more boats. In the decades before 
World War II, fishery managers had already thought 
up licence limitation, overall quotas, and individual 
boat quotas. Application was often weak, partly 
because Fisheries Ministers were disinclined to act 
without a combination of political and industry will 
to make major improvements. 

Consequently, people became accustomed to 
the assistance of Royal Commissions, no fewer than 
five of which were completed by 1922. The most 
famous of these was the Evans Commission, which 
saw the first recognition of the economic problems 
associated with overfishing. 

Discrimination was not only prevalent in those 
days, it was an explicitly-stated government policy. 
Consequently, early Native involvement in the com
mercial fishery was subject to racism as well. Tradi
tional Native fishing practices were first tolerated, 
then curbed as overfishing became noticeable. By 
1922, Native particpation in commercial fishing had 
declined to a fraction of its pre-Confederation level. 

Aside from its conservation imperative, the 
government saw itself as the defender of Canadian 
fishing interests in the international arena. The ear
liest fisheries policies in Canada protected local fish 
harvesters against foreign competition in a number 

of ways, including controls on exports and relaxation 
of gear restrictions. In the absence of stringent re
strictions in the U.S., Canada felt itself to be suffering 
unduly, and the turn of the century was character
ized by bickering over foreign fish interceptions. 

The needs of fishing communities dominated 
early fisheries policy as well, and the lack of alterna
tive employment was recognized by the earliest fish
ery managers. Intuitively, maximization of the catch 
seemed to solve this problem in the long run. From 
an early date, policy-makers took care to minimize 
the negative short-run impacts of regulatory meas
ures, and the government became committed to sup
porting an adequate level of employment in the 
industry. 

Roughly put, then, the early attempts to regu
late were aimed at stock conservation and reconciling 
conflicts between fish harvesters competing for ac
cess to stocks. In resolving these conflicts, politicians 
and administrators were essentially managing the 
distribution of fishing income. This task was re
garded by some officials as a welcome source of 
power and prestige, but others saw it as an onerous 
responsibility for which they lacked a mandate. 

The tum of the twentieth century provided the 
essence of the present management system -- keep
ing a careful eye on everything in sight. This period 
was dominated by supremacy of open fishing in 
ocean waters, respect for the public right to fish, and 
a 'game warden' approach to regulation. Regula
tions accumulated on mesh and net sizes, types of 
gear, boundaries, and so on, creating a proliferation 
of ad hoc restrictions. In the 1880s, the main fishery 
regulations filled only one page; by 1911, a summary 
of federal and provincial laws and regulations took 
up thirty pages; today, War and Peace resembles a 

. pamphlet by comparison. 
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From our own turn-of-the-century vantage 
point, the Royal Commissions of the early manage
ment period left out a few things. First, they created 
no provision for consultation with industry repre
sentatives. Second, in spite of Prince and Babcock's 
efforts, they failed to apply science to fisheries man
agement in a systematic way (some argued that it 
was science that was not ready for fisheries, rather 
than the other way around). Biological Board scien
tists were not integrated with the Department and 
rarely took part in experimental management. A 
number of hatcheries were constructed, but nobody 
measured their effects until half a century later. Early 
faith in the hatchery process may have contributed to 
complacency in some instances of overfishing and 
may have slowed the progression to sound fisheries 
management. 

In addition, the economic questions of fisheries 
management were addressed only tangentially. Early 
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managers did not tackle the issue of excessive fishing 
capacity. In effect, fishing was reduced by tying one 
hand behind the back of the fish harvester. In re
sponse, the other hand kept getting bigger, thereby 
increasing the cost per unit of catch and reducing the 
net returns per fish harvester. 

Despite such drawbacks, the Department of 
Fisheries and the Royal Commissions did reasonably 
well in building the Canadian system of manage
ment. Most importantly, they instilled a conserva
tionist attitude that has persisted to this day. By the 
end of the First World War, the industry was aggres
sive and organized, as likely to lead government in 
management as to accept change passsively. There 
became entrenched a thriving group of fish harvest
ers whose access to fish could be regulated but not 
eliminated. Consequently, the government felt 
obliged to ensure employment in the industry. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

MODERNIZATION AND 
DEVELOPMENT 

1923-1968 

''The nicest thing about not planning is that failure comes as a complete surprise, and is not 
preceded by a period of worry and <;lepression." 

John Preston 



GOVERNMENT ASSISTANCE IN 
INDUSTRY GROWTII 

In 1927, an economic crisis shook the industry. 
It was claimed that Fisheries Inspector W.H. Found's 
policy of de-regulation had resulted in additional 
gear entering the industry, leading to poor runs and 
losses all around. Author Cicely Lyons reports that 
"the ordinary weekly restricted periods were ex
tended, all salmon fishing areas were closed for seven 
consecu ti ve days ... while an earlier than usual closUIe 
of the fishing season was enforced."1 The policy of 
ensuring conservation through gear, area and time 
restrictions was pursued even more vigorously in 
1929,1930 and in subsequent years. 

Chief Fisheries Inspector ].A. Motherwell con
fidentially advised Found that the crisis had been 
partially precipitated by government policy. Late 
runs, dry streams and mounting fleet capacity had 
necessitated tough closures. As well, "it was hoped 
that the more stringent regulations would have the 
effect of compelling the fishermen to get together and 
materially reduce the amount of gear in the water," 
WTote Motherwell.2 

Motherwell's tactic was successful, to a point. 
In 1927, a conference of canners and fishermen asked 
Ottawa for a 50% reduction in the number of purse 
seines, a 30% reduction in the number of gillnetters, 
and a moratorium on cannery licences. They also 
suggested the creation of area licensi~g to. comp:l 
seines and gillnetters to fish and to deliver m speCl
fied areas (a concept of fishing rights that would be 
resuscitated years later by resource economists). 
Found deflected these proposalstpartly because they 
did not represent the views of the entire industry: 
seine fishermen, Natives, and some processors were 
infuriated with the plan. 
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Found, it seems, had an even more compelling 
reason to do nothing. That was all he could do. In 
1927 a canner named Francis Millerd made use of an 
obsc~e clause in the Fisheries Act that permitted 
processing at sea. Millerd's mobile cannery incens.ed 
the existing canneries as well as the feds, who m
sisted that Millerd pick a location for five years and 
remain there. Millerd ignored the warning, and his 
licence was rescinded. The ensuing trial in the B.C 
Supreme Court acquitted Millerd. In o~e fel~ swoop, 
federal authority to control cannery licensmg was 
completely eradicated. 

The processors, who knew Found's newfound 
splendid isolation, took it upon themselves to shape 
the future direction of the fishery. They proposed 
that the coast be divided into seventeen areas, each of 
which would have strict limits on the number of boats 
and the kinds of gear allowed. More ominously, the 
canners agreed not to buy fish from independent 
fishermen and to impose penalties on fishermen who 
delivered outside of their specified area. 

Independent fish harvesters were chagrined. 
In response, the Department substantially watered 
down the processors' area licensing proposal. Twenty
seven areas were to be used instead of seventeen, and 
raw fish was permitted to be transferred from area t~ 
area. The number of seines was fixed in each area; if 
it exceeded the allowable total, the closure of that area 
would be extended from forty-eight to seventy-two 
hours. One of the aspects of the agreement that the 
Department left untouched was the industrial struc
ture implied by the processors' agreement. In a 
nutshell, it heralded the emergence ofB.C Packers as 
a dominant firm in the postwar processing industry. 



GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT 
DURING WORLD WAR II 

The outbreak of World War II and the expro
priation of extraordinary powers by the government 
created a major change in the structure of the fishing 
industry. As Geoff Meggs writes, "the exigencies of 
war required a single-minded dedication of all gov
ernments to what the canners did best: harvest and 
preserve every available fish. Concerns about con
servation and the underlying structural problems of 
the industry were pushed aside."3 

The Department of Fisheries carne under the 
authority of a Wartime Fisheries Advisory Board, 
among other organizations, and wasted no time in 
reorienting its policy to meet the new situation. The 
stated intent of government policy during the war 
was to accelerate the modernization of the industry 
while providing supplies for overseas soldiers. 

The Fishing Vessel Assistance Program (FV AP) 
was introduced in 1942, its objective "to assist Cana
dian fishermen in the purchase of fishing vessels .. .in 
doing so, it is expected to help modernize the fleet 
and improve its fishing capacity."4 The FV AP was 
another 'good news, bad news' policy for the federal 
government. It achieved its objectives admirably. 
They just happened to be the wrong ones, as critics of 
fleet overexpansion were to point out in future years. 

The government also took an active role in 
promoting new markets for B.C's fish products. 
Through their boards and committees, the Canadian 

, government purchased 80% of the canned salmon 
pack, 90% of the canned herring pack, most of the 
dogfish liver oil, and all of the fish meal produced 
during the war years. 

DISCRIMINATION DURING 
WORLD WAR II 

The onset of war with Japan finally signalled 
the elimination of the Japanese from Pacific fisheries. 
Regardless of citizenship, Japanese-Canadians had 
their boats seized and impounded. For the duration 
of the war, no person of Japanese origin was em
ployed in B.C commercial fishing in any capacity 
whatsoever. No thought was apparently given to the 
loss of skilled labour and vessels at a time when all 
hands and boats were sorely needed. 

As it turned out, the government was unpre
pared to deal with the large fleet of boats it suddenly 
had on its hands. The Department's 1942-43 Annual 
Report mentions "scarcity of labour, shortage of 
fishing vessels, closure of canneries in outlying areas, 
and the necessity of using inexperienced labour"s as 
pervasive problems during the war. Joseph and 
Anne Forester state that "most of these difficulties 
could have been mitigated had it not been for the 
removal of the Japanese from the fishing industry."6 

It was not until 1948 that the restrictions were 
lifted and the Japanese were allowed to return to 
commercial fishing. In the meantime, the financial 
investment necessary to enter the fishery had risen 
dramatically, and many Japanese had not been com
pensated for the loss of their fishing vessels. Conse
quently, Japanese involvement in the commercial 
fishery has never returned to its pre-war level. 

THE "IRON CHINK" 

"n" 
Cunner:" 

Advertisement appearing in the February 1936 issue of Western 
Fisheries magazine. Automated canning machines were but one 

example of advances in technology facilitated by dramatic 
increases in government assistance during the Second World 
War. "The Iron Chink" was the racist hibel given to one such 

machine, in sarcastic acknowledgement of the Chinese workers 

Faithful 
friend" 

it replaced. 
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FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE AFTER 
THE WAR 

The government's desire to modernize the fish
ing fleet did not stop with the end of the war. The 
major thrust of modernization occurred in the 
processing industry, which utilized gove~me~t.s~b
sidies to build new plants and expand theIr facilIties. 

The policy of subsidising development was not 
limited to processors, however. In 1953, the Fisher
men's Indemnity Plan (later the Fishing Vessel Insur
ance Plan) was initiated to provide fish harvesters 
with affordable insurance. In addition, the Fisheries 
Improvement Loans Act (FILA) was instituted in 
1955 to increase credit availability to fish harvesters 
by guaranteeing loans from private sector lending 
institutions. The Department of Trade and Industry 
also contributed to the expansion of capacity by 
introducing accelerated capital cost allowances after 
World War II. Essentially, vessel owners were able to 
write off the cost of their vessel over three years 
instead of fifteen, thereby increasing their incentive 
to invest. The Income Tax Act provided for invest
ment tax credits for vessel construction, and fish 
harvesters became eligible for excise tax rebates on 
fuel and equipment. 

Marketing assistance after the war was particu
larly generous. The collapse of the U.K., European, 
and sterling bloc markets meant that processors had 
to develop an increased presence in the domestic 
market. They were assisted in this regard by the 
Fisheries Prices Support Board (FPSB), which was set 
up in 1947. This board granted two types of support: 
deficiency payments, representing the difference 

between a prescribed price and the average market 
price (in order to ensure adequate returns for fish 
harvesters); and inventory financing, which con
sisted of payments to remove products from the 
market temporarily (these products were sold back 
to suppliers when market conditions improved). 

B.c.'s involvement with the FPSB was height
ened in 1955, when B.C. fish harvesters received 
substantial assistance to destroy dogfish. Dogfish 
had been highly-valued during the war for their 
Vitamin A content, but the development of low
priced synthetic Vitamin A in 1949 led to the closure 
of the fishery. Consequently, by the 1950s the species 
was so abundant that it was interfering with the 
harvesting of other species. The FPSB's support 
helped curb the expanding dogfish population to 
manageable levels. 

The government's policy of fleet and process
ing sector modernization gathered steam through
out the 1950s and 1960s. When coupled with the 
Department's ongoing policy of regulating fishing 
effort through area, gear and time restrictions, fleet 
development expanded to the point of threate~~g 
some stocks and undermining the level and stabilIty 
of some returns. Vessel owners adopted innovations 
that increased the speed of their boats and their hold 
capacity, reduced running time, and made P?ssible 
offshore operations. In a nutshell, the aSSIstance 
programs launched after the war served to "encour
age a larger, more capitalized fleet, structur~d more 
towards seine vessels ... the move to more seme ves
sels increased overall buyer concentration because of 
the high concentration of purchases of seine~caught 
salmon."B 

Following World War II, the Department of Fisheries tried its hand at 
marketing. In one instance, $300,000 was provided to west coast process~rs f?r a 
marketing program to sell canned salmon in the domestic ma:ket. The hIghhght 

of this program was apparently "an experimental kitchen, where home 
economists tested and developed fish recipes."7 Consequently, more home 
economists than fisheries economists were employed in the Department of 

Fisheries -- some found this arrangement quite palatable. 

34 A History oj Pacific Fisheries Policy 



INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION 
IN STOCK MANAGEMENT 

Since the 1860s, bilateral negotiations between 
Canada and the U.S. to reduce overfishing had been 
a frustrating process. Finally, in 1923, the first sub
stantive multilateral agreement governing Pacific 
fishing was introduced. Significantly, it was for a 
species other than salmon. 

While the halibut fishery is one of the oldest 
and most valuable on the Pacific coast, it was not 
strictly regula ted un til 1923 , when the Duff Commis
sion hastened the establishment of the International 
Fisheries Commission (renamed the International 
Pacific Halibut Commission, or IPHC, in 
1953). The IPHC made recommendations to 
both the U.S. and Canadian governments in 
order to reverse the overfishing and stock 
decline that had become self-evident. It has 
been claimed that "this was the first interna
tional treaty designed for conservation pur
poses."9 

also ushered in an era of regulation which continued 
for another thirty-five years: the Commission was 
henceforth to set a Total Allowable Catch (T AC) for 
each of three administrative areas in the North Pa
cific. These quotas were backed up by size and gear 
limits. 

The Conunission was adamant about manag
ing for conservation only, and it had an explicit policy 
of "prohibiting management for economic pur
poses."ll James Crutchfield suggests that this man
date may not have been followed in the strictest 
sense: in regulating the fishery, "the favourable im
pact on both fishermen and most processors was 
clearly a prime concern as well."12 Despite -- some 
would say because of -- its lack of an economic 

The Commission took some time to 
find its bearings. Its initial imposition of 
three-month closures in order to facilitate 
biological management "proved to be inad
equate."IO Consequently, at the Commis
sion's next convention in 1930, it acquired 
greater power to establish catch quotas by 
area, to regulate gear, and to close spawning 
areas. 

The 1953 Convention was also signifi
cant because it mentioned, for the first time, 
the explicit biological objective of Maximum 
Sustainable Yield. The 1953 Convention 

The members of the International Pacific Halibut 
Commission ham it up for the camera. The IPHC 
was instrumental in introducing a methodological 

scientific approach to fisheries management, and it 
helped secure lasting increases in the halibut catch. 

'The IPHC had an explicit policy of prohibiting 
management for economic purposes. ". 
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mandate, the Commission's policy appeared to be 
successful in conserving stocks. Catches increased 
from just over thirty million pounds in the early 
1930s to a peak of seventy-five million pounds in 
1962. 

However, the Commission's success had its 
limits. Because the Conunission had no authority to 
regulate participation in the fishery, the fleet ex
panded under unrestricted entry and the fishing 
season grew progressivel y shorter. Crutchfield notes 
that: 

"the overall economic results of the IPHC 
programme to 1960 were disheartening 
... the same catch could have been taken at 
far lower costs .. .it is a hollow victory to 
preserve an industry that could contribute 
so little to the overall welfare of the Cana
dian and American economies."13 

This shortcoming is somewhat understand
able. The Conunission was limited by treaty in the 
actions it could take to deal with the undesirable 
effects of shortened seasons, even though it was able 
to limit departure of vessels when the quota was 
about to be reached. In the 1930s and again in the 
1950s, the industry voluntarily agreed to a lay-up 
program that required ten days between trips and 
limited catch according to crew size. Lay-up pro
grams eventually fell into disuse as they proved 
difficult to enforce and could not be incorporated into 
the Conunission's regulations. 
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OTHER INTERNATIONAL 
AGREEMENTS 

Success in halibut regulation had convinced 
Canada and the U.S. that bilateral negotiations for 
salmon may work after all. In 1937, the International 
Pacific Salmon Fisheries Commission (IPSFC) was 
established, assigning half of the Fraser's sockeye 
salmon (and pink, after 1957) to each country and 
balU1ing net fishing on the high seas. 

The Commission was subsequently charged 
with building fish ladders in the Fraser Canyon and 
undertaking research to improve spawning beds. In 

the two decades following the war, the Department 
of Fisheries used IPSFC resources to re-dedicate itself 
to a policy of salmon enhancement. The Hell's Gate 
fish ways, financed in 1945 under the auspices of the 
IPSFC, were perhaps the most ambitious and suc
cessful project. 

The Department of Fisheries launched its own 
enhancement initiatives as well. Major fishways to 
help salmon upstream were constructed on the Fra~er, 
Bulkley, Nass, Cowichan, Somass, Sproat, Indlan 
and Naden Rivers. These enhancement measures 
may have had a small positive effect, increasing 
average alU1uallandings from twenty million fish in 
the 1930s to twenty-three million fish in the 1970s. 

Another interesting international agreement 
occurred in 1953 at the North Pacific Fisheries Con
vention, which was heavily influenced by American 
peace treaty negotiations with the Japanese. Canada 
became a secondary power in the negotiations, largely 
because American policy was concerned with estab
lishing Japan as a post-war ally and the fisheries ~e~e 
a convenient bargaining chip in this strategy. PatnCla 
Marchak states that, ''because fish provided the sta
ple in the Japanese diet, compromise b~twe:n ~he 
demands of the American and CanadIan fishmg 
interests and the political aims of the American gov
ernment had to be achieved." 14 

Major fishways and spawning 
channels, like the one shown 
here at Weaver Creek, were 
given new emphasis during 
the 1950s. Constructed by 
the International Pacific 
Salmon Fisheries 
Commission, the channel 
approximates conditions in 
Weaver Creek itself with the 
added protection of controlled 
water levels. Spawning 
channels such as these 
proved vastly superior to the 
old hatchery methods. 

The outcome of the Convention for Canada 
was that salmon, halibut and herring fisheries were 
protected from Japan~se fishing for a period of ten 
years .. Canada received the right to ~sh in U.S. w?ters 
except for Bristol Bay, and granted in return reclpro
cal rights to the Americans. 

Canadian support for the Convention revealed 
that an important element of national fishery policy 
was to protect coastal fishing interests from high-seas 
fishing. A 1950s surfline agreement between the U.S. 
and Canada gave further expression to this policy.-
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Many historians are highly supportive of the 
collective efforts at international management; writes 
Joseph Forester, "though the Department of Fisher
ies was alread y guided by its mandate to protect and 
encourage the fisheries, the formation of these inter
national bodies added the elements of international 
cooperation and extensive research."ls At the turn of 
the century, Ba bcock had und ertaken scien tific in ves
tigations, but not until international treaties were 
signed did such research weigh heavily in the formu
lation and enforcement of fisheries policy. 

GROWING INTEREST IN 
EXTENDED FISHERIES 

JURISDICTION 

As foreign fishing pressure and internal politi
cal pressure built up in the years after World War II, 
Canada took an increasing I y assertive role in interna
tional fisheries negotiations. The Law of the Sea 
Conferences and numerous bilateral negotiations 
were indicative of a more expansionist oceans policy. 
Over the next thirty years, Canada was to become a 
forceful advocate of coastal state interests and con
tribute extensively to the development of interna
tional fisheries relations. In the process, as Parzival 
Copes writes, "Canada had to modify its traditional 
internationalist approach to foreign relations that 
was marked by Pearsonian overtones of altruistic 
mission."16 

The first Law of the Sea Conferences were held 
in 1958 and 1960, and most nations quickly became 
entrenched in one of two positions. The maritime 
group, including the U.s.s.R. and the U.S., was gener
ally opposed to the extension of territorial jurisdic
tion because of the adverse consequences it might 
have for military passage and mineral rights, among 
other things. The coastal states group, of whom Canada 
and many underdeveloped countries were mem
bers, was more concerned with preservation and 
expansion of their fishing jurisdictions. Canada was 
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instrumental in developing the concept of a fishing 
zone beyond the territorial sea in which the coastal 
state would exercise its functional jurisdiction in 
fisheries. Consequently, Canada proposed a fishing 
zone of twelve miles. 

This proposal narrowly failed to be adopted, 
however. In fact, none of the proposals that were 
adopted during the first two Law of the Sea Confer
ences affected the west coast fisheries in any signifi
cant way, concentrating instead on agreements re
garding the continental shelf. With the failure of the . 
Law of the Sea Conferences, Canada's efforts moved 
once again towards bilateral negotiations. 

Extended fishing jurisdiction became a topic of 
interest again by 1964, when Canada unilaterally 
established a twelve-mile fisheries zone. Canadian 
negotiators in the Pearson era had been strongly 
committed to limited economic jurisdictions at the 
general level, but to greater jurisdiction for fisheries 
specifically. Marchak suggests that the Pearson gov
ernment was motivated by "concern about dwin
dling stocks in the Atlantic .. . in the west coast fisher
ies, the major dispute concerned the baselines deter
mining the boundary at sea."17 Partially because the 
twelve-mile boundaries were in direct conflict with 
those claimed by the U.s., contending nations were 
permitted to enter Canadian waters despite the leg
islation. Fry suggests that the Pearson government 
was so committed to multilateral action that it sirnply 
could not uphold the interests of its own nationals. 
On the other hand, Copes argues that "Canada's 
timing of these measures appears to have been judi
cious,"ls since it paved the way for subsequent nego
tiations at the Third Law of the Sea Conference later 
in the 1970s. 

By 1970, Canada had joined with 57 other 
nations in declaring a 12-mile limit, but this extension 
was seen merely as a first step. Increasingly, interna
tional opinion was mounting in favour of 200-mile 
limits. 



LICENCE LIMITATION RETURNS 

While international agreements were taking 
up the headlines, the government's basic policy of 
regulating based on stock conservation principles 
had quietly continued. The primary policy goal was 
to allow adequate spawning escapement, while a 
secondary purpose was to allocate the catch between 
each of the three gear types. The basic mechanism for 
carrying out these policies was area and time closure. 
The only significant yardstick available to managers 
from 1920 to 1950 was the estimated number of 
spawners in periods of former abundance, which had 
not been reached since before the Hell's Gate slide. 
To top off the confusion of enforcing government 
policy, nobody had a great understanding of the 
productive potential of the stocks. At what level of 
spawners would they be most productive? How 
much of the original spawning grounds had been 
destroyed? Naturally, some degree of guesswork 
was present. Ray Hilborn and Randall M. Peterman, 
fisheries scien tis ts 0 f this era, phrase these difficul ties 
quite succinctly: 

"the 1920-1950 period can be characterized 
by a great uncertainty about sufficient es
capement, and by important political con
straints which required a sufficient harvest 
for the commercial fisherman. The objec
tive appears to have been a compromise 
between pressure applied by fishermen for 
large catches and the biologists' desire for 
large escapements."19 

The more things changed, themore they seemed 
to stay the same. Overcapacity was still a growing 
concern, and political pressure was mounting once 
again for the enactment of licence limitation on a 
fishery-specific basis. At its 1948 annual convention, 
the United Fishermen and Allied Workers' Union 
passed a resolution requesting "the formulation and 
enactment of practical plans of licence limitation 
based upon conditions in each fishery."20 In doing so, 
the Union had, knowingly or otherwise, reiterated 
the objectives of the Sanford Evans Commission 
thirty years earlier. 

On the other hand, the government had not yet 
awoken to the presumed need for licence limitation. 
In 1954, Fisheries Minister James Sinclair stated that 
"the objection to licence limitation is that those who 
have a licence are in preferred positions ... the licences 
which cost only a dollar become things of value."21 
The government was also unsure how to address the 
issue of allocating the excess profits of limited entry 
to the public at large. 

Even so, regulators knew that something wasn't 
working optimally. Beginning in the early 1950s, 
increased pressure on the resource was leading to 
much more stringent application of closures. By 
1959, the average number of fishing days per week 
had declined from five and a half to three and a half 
in only eight years. As written by Doug MacDonald, 
"it is clear that more effort per unit of time being 
applied in the fishery was frustrating management 
attempts to ensure adequate escapement."22 Fisher
ies management needed a regulatory overhaul, which 
was to be arrive in the form of fisheries biologists and 
economists. 
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THE RISE OF FISHERIES 
BIOLOGISTS AND ECONOMISTS 

Despite the efforts of people like Babcock and 
Prince at the turn of the century, a widespread scien
tific approach was largely absent from fisheries man
agement. As previously noted, the International 
Pacific Halibut Commission and International Pacific 
Salmon Fisheries Commission made perhaps the 
most significant strides by initiating international 
research efforts during the 1930s. 

Because science itself was not a clear compo
nent of policy formation, there was not a demonstra
ble need to hire scientists. Prior to World War II, 
fisheries department officials were primarily politi
cal appointees with little trainng beyond their ap
prenticeship in the department. Their role was "to 
deliver the maximum volume of fish to the canners at 
minimum cost to the government, political or other
wise."23 

In the post-war period, a new generation of 
fisheries managers emerged, many with formal train
ing in biology. The science of fisheries management 
assumed increasing importance, with the Hell's Ga te 
fishways standing as a symbol of the emerging pres
tige of fisheries biology. This shift in the c~mpos~ti~n 
of personnel is indicative of a correspondmg ~hift ~ 
policy imperatives: science, and later econonucs, dI
rected management in addition to the various stake
holders within the industry. 

The work of the biologists laid the foundation 
for the principle of Maximum Sustainable Yield (MSY), 
which was quickly adopted asa policy of.~ar:'est 
management. Peter Larkin, 'the dean of Pacific fish
eries biology,' describes MSY as follows: 

"the dogma is this: any species each year 
produces a harvestable surplus and if you 
take that much, and no more, you can go on 
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getting it forever and ever (Amen). You 
only need to have as much effort as is 
necessary to catch this magic amount, so to 
use more is wasteful of effort; to use less is 
wasteful of food." 24 

Unfortunately, fish are by and large non-schol
arly creatures, and they tend to ignore even the most 
sensible theories: MSY did not initially achieve its 
theoretical promise. Larkin postulated that MSY 
would only be 100% effective if it commanded re
search and management expenditures that were 
greater than the value of the resource itself. Res.ource 
economists, in particular, argued that the nohon of 
harvesting to an MSY level violated economic com
mon sense by forcing the fishing effort above its most 
cost-efficient level. Not content merely to question 
the biological basis for stock management, the re
source economists tried out their own ideas. 

Dr. William Ricker undertook 
studies of population dynamics that 

assisted the Department of 
Fisheries' staff biologists, who were 

experiencing some population 
growth of their own during the 

1950s. 



FISH BY NUMBERS: 
MAXIMUM SUSTAINABLE YIELD EMERGES AS A 

MANAGEMENT TOOL 

The 1950s brought in the era of extensive use of mathematical models for salmon 
management, including the Maximum Sustainable Yield model. The following explanation of 
Maximum Sustainable Yield is an excerpt from Fisheries Science: Rowand Why It Works For Marine 
Fisheries. While the economic consequences of MSY were not realized for several years after its 
introduction, they are presented here for clarification. 

We'll startat a square one situation. When a stock of fish has never been fished, scientists 
call it a virgin stock. The total weight of this stock is larger at this time than at any other time 
after it has been fished. A virgin stock exists in balance with its environment. It's balanced 
because growth of individual fish in the stock and additions through reproduction equals the 
weight of fish which die from natural causes (natural mortality) such as predators, starvation 
or disease. The net (total) growth rate of a virgin stock is zero because the weigh t of the fish which 
die from natural causes cancels out the weight of the fish being hatched and growing in the stock. 

Fishing upsets the balance of a virgin stock. As soon as fishing begins, the death or 
mortality rate of the stock goes up, and because deaths by fishing are removing fish from the 
stock, the size of the stock goes down. However, because there are less fish in the stock, there 
is more food for the fish that escape the fishermen. In other words, there is less competition for 
food. When there is less competi tion for food, indi vid ual fish grow faster and fewer fish die from 
natural causes. 

The faster and more intensively a virgin stock is fished, the faster the remaining fish grow 
and replace themselves. So even though the stock size goes down because fish are being taken 
from it, the net growth rate of the stock as a whole goes up. The stock keeps trying to replace 
itself as though it was in the virgin state. It adds new weight to itself at a faster rate, trying to 
replace the weight the fishermen remove. 

But this net growth rate does 
not continue to go up forever - it's 
related to the size of the stock. When 
the size of the stock goes down to a 
certain level, the net growth rate 
reaches its highest point and then 
drops off quickly. It will eventually 
diminish to zero, when the stock 
size approaches extinction. This up 
and down relationship between 
stock size and the rate of net growth 
is shown in Graph 1. 
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When fish harvesters startfishinga virgin stock, their total catch (total tons of fish caught) 
will be high and the catch rate (pounds of fish per hundred hooks fished, or pounds per otter 
trawl tow, for example) will be high at the beginning, too. At this time, the stock is being only 
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lightly exploited, the net growth is increas
ing, and the size of the stock as yet hasn't 
gone down very much. 

However, as more and more vessels 
fish the stock, the stock size is, of course, 
dropping down from fishing mortality ,and 
the net growth rate of the stock is getting 
closer and closer to reaching its peak. Sci
entists call the level at which this peak or 
high level of total catch is reached the level 
of Maximum Sustainable Yield or level of 
MSY. 

As more fishing brings the stock 
closer and closer to the level of MSY, the 
total catch will increase slowly, but a single 
boat's ca tch ra te will really startto drop off. 
At the level of MSY, individual catch rates 

• .. 
;; 

-~ will have gone down 50% or more from '" 
what they were for the virgin stock. Graph 
2 shows how the total catch increases be- i 

I: 

fore the MSY level is reached and drops off ~ 

after. Graph 3 shows how both the size of ~ 
the stock and the catch rates drop down 
quickly from the point when the stock is 
first fished. 

To sum up: if a stock is fished at the 
level of MSY or close to it, the total catch 
will be maximized but individual catch 
rates will become lower and lower as the 
MSY level is approached. 
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If fish harvesters' catch rates are low, they will soon be placed in a break-even financial 
situationatbest,and will lose money at worst. They will be making more trips out, for example, 
to catch basically the same amount of fish. On the other hand, if the whole fishing effort is 
controlled (as it is under the limited entry program) so that fish harvesters take a certain amount 
of fish at some point before the level of MSY is reached, their costs will be lower and theirretums 
higher. 

hi other words, if our purpose of fishing is to maximize the poundage of fish caught, regardless of 
the cost of doing so, then the MSY level is the most favourable approach. However, if our purpose is to 
maximize earnings from our fishing effort (as is the case in Canada), then we need to fish at a yield level 
where the costs of fishing are taken into account. 

Let's look at these two approaches in terms of vessels, catch rates (or cost of fishing) and 
total catch, using an example stock. If the stock was fished at the level indicated by the arrow 
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"A" on Graph4A (which shows catch rates) 
and Graph4B (which shows total catch), the 
results would be those shown on the table. 

Worked out in percentages, it 
can be seen that from the level indicated by 
the arrow II A" to the MSY level, the number 
of vessels fishing has gone up 80% and the 
total catch has gone up 12%. However, the 
tons of fish caughtper trip out, or ca tch rate, 
has gone down 37%. In other words, the 
more the stock is fished, the faster it reaches 
the MSY level, and the closer one gets to the 
MSY level, the more it costs to fish. 

We can examine Graph 4C to see 
more clearly how the cost of fishing is higher 
at the MSY level than at a point before MSY 
is reached. Lookat the distance between the 
dollar value of the catch and the cost line at 
the level indicated by the arrow "a'i and the 
MSY level ''b". 

Marine fisheries management is 
now founded on the principle discussed 
above, commonly called a "best use" basis. 
The cut-off point for total allowable catches 
is now geared to the optimum sustainable 
yield level which corresponds to a point 
where net returns from the total fishery are 
highest - i.e. before the MSY level is reached. 
In other words, catch quotas are set on the 
basis of economic catch rates, with the bio
logical facts setting the limits. These eco
nomic catch rates will vary, of course, from 
species to species, and depend very much 
on costs and prices received . 

Total Catch 
(in tons) 

87.5 

98.0 

. from Fisheries 
Science: How and 
WhyIt Works For 
Marine Fisheries 
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H. SCOTI GORDON CATCHES 
THE GOVERNMENT'S EYE 

It's been said that an economist is someone 
who sees something work in practice and wonders if 
it will work in theory. Enter Canadian economist H. 
Scott Gordon, who is widely cited as the first to give 
overt recognition to the economic consequences of 
overfishing. ''The Economic Theory of a Common 
Property Resource: The Fishery" expressed in a dozen 
pages what many people had been trying to say for 
more than a century. Although fishery managers 
such as Prince, Babcock and Found had understood 
the effects of too much competition, only in the 1950s 
did Gordon give theoretical expression to the way 
that increased effort reduces both abundance and 
profitability. 

Gordon wished to direct attention away from 
the strictly biological issue of fish depletion to such 
economic problems as the dissipation of profits 
('rent'), misallocation of the fleet, and the poverty of 
fish harvesters. He used the phrase 'common prop
erty' to describe the nature of sea fisheries, meaning 
that they are not privately owned or controlled, but 
that everyone has access to fish. 

Essentially, Gordon reasoned that common 
property is a permanent invitation to overfish~ng . 
Where fish harvesters can claim as much as possIble 
in open competition with each other, they have a 
strong incentive to expand fishing power to catch a 
bigger share of a fixed pie. Every fish that is left alone 
will probably end up in someone else's nets, so 
individuals are induced to catch what they can as 
quickly as possible. Temporary profits stimulate fi~h 
harvesters to expand their vessels' fishing capacity m 
order to increase their catch. Short-term profits have 
the additional side-effect of attracting new entrants 
into the fishery. 

The end result will inevitably be expansion of 
the fishing fleets, even if the fleets are already large 
enough to take the available catch. As they expand, 
the additional labour and capital raise costs and 
reduce profits. This process continues until the 
fishery reaches a kind of Malthusian equili~ri~, 
characterized by higher costs and redundant fishmg 
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capacity. Fisheries research scientist Michael Graham 
has referred to this process as The Great Law of 
Fishing: "Fisheries that are unlimited become un
profitable."25 Paradoxically, this process of decline is 
most pronounced in fisheries with the greatest eco
nomic potential. 

Gordon's work, and the work of other early 
resource economists such as F.T. Christy, Anthony 
Scott and James Crutchfield, was groundbreaking for 
another reason. It heralded an absolute shift in 
fisheries policy, giving expression to something that 
had been an implicit desire of regulators for years. 
The success of fisheries management would hence
forth be measured not only in terms of stock survival, 
but the economic benefits of fishing. The offspring of 
MSY and maximum economic rents was Optimum 
Economic Yield, which Peter Larkin defined as "the 
maximum sustained yield of social benefits."26 

This new concept of a common property prob
lem gained momentum in regulators' thinking so 
quick! y that it was no longer an idea, but an ideology. 
It motivated fisheries biologists to conserve and en
hance the resource, and it motivated fish harvesters 
to accept government management of the res~urce . 
On the other hand, if the government ever tned to 
assume rights of ownership (e.g. in attempting to 
reallocate the resource), fish harvesters would hence
forth have a justification for mounting opposition. 

Other theorists were to investigate the com
mon property problem in a wider context. Garret~ 
Hardin coined the term 'traged y of the commons, 
suggesting that "freedom in a commons brings ruin 
to a11."27 That is, commonly-owned resources, even 
when replenishable, will ultimately be depleted and 
destroyed as population i,ncreases. Others take a 
different viewpoint, arguing that the term 'common 
property' is at least technically inaccurate, sinc~ the 
government has implicitly defined property nghts 
by granting licences to fish. The real pr?blem, reason 
these critics, is a disjuncture between nghts of access 
and rights of management: fish harvesters lack the 
management rights normally associated with prop
erty. Consequently, "instead of talking about the 
tragedy of the commons, we should be concerned 
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SHARING THE GOLD: 
AN ILLUSTRATION OF THE COMMON PROPERTY PROBLEM 

For those whose grasp of economic jargon is as feeble as my own, the following story from Scott and Neher's 
The Public Regulation of Commercial Fisheries in Canada, while admittedly fanciful, should shed some light on the 
nature of the common property problem. 

To start with, we will create an imaginary resource "in the form of a widow's cruse (pot or vessel) streaming 
with gold coins at 20 troy ounces per minute. Assuming that gold has true social value, does having the cruse 
truly represent value to society? The answer is not obvious. It depends crucially on the social and economic 
arrangements devised to reap the harvest. 

"If ci tizens ha ve freedom of access to the common-property pot, it would be na tural to expose the cruse in 
the city square with an invitation for all to help themselves. It would be in the interests of individuals to drop their 
normal employment to reap free gold. People would crowd about the pot, each grubbing what he or she could. 
We could predict that the harvest would go to the powerful, the agile, and the clever ... 

" ... more important for this exercise is the efficiency problem in the remainder of the economy. As citizens 
downed tools and congregated at the fount, society would lose its usual product. And the crowd would increase, 
with crowding reducing each person's expected reward, until the marginal grubber for gold could expect to earn 
no more (or less) at the pot than he or she could have earned in regular employment. At this point, the value of 
the gold would be matched by lost production elsewhere in the economy, and the cruse would have lost most, 
if not all, of its social value. 

"If simple crowding and altercation are sufficient to diminish the pot's social value to nothing, then it is 
perhaps academic to speculate how human ingenuity can enlarge the waste of the free-for-all arrangement. 
Escalation of effort, from the introduction of pocket knives through poison gas and laser death-rays, is constrained 
only by externalla w-and-order rules and by the relative costs and benefits of these warlike measures, as calculated 
by each individual without regard for the welfare of the group. If we call this yield a rent, we can say that the rent 
has been dissipated by free-for-all stuffing and crowding. So long as citizens had free access to it, the cruse had 
no value, and nobody would pay to own or acquire it." 

We will leave it to the reader to draw parallels between the cruse of gold and commercial fisheries. One 
critical distinction should be drawn, however: fisheries have the added complication of being an 'extinguishable' 
resource . 

. adapted from Scott and Neher, The Public Regulation of Commercial Fisheries in Canada 

'The success of fisheries management would 
henceforth be measured not only in terms of stock 

survival, but the economic benefits of fishing. H 
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THE GROWTH OF THE SPORT 
FISHERY 

While sport fishing has existed in some form 
throughout B.C.'s history, the growth in affluence 
and leisure time after World War II assured 
sportfishing of greater importance in the fishery. As 
the sector grew, however, the government was con
spicuous in its absence of a sportfishing policy. In 
1960, Sol Sinclair wrote: 

"The policy of the Department of Fisheries 
is to impose a minimum of restrictions on 
sport fishing, with year-rotmd fishing per
mitted in all tidal waters. In keeping with 
this policy to encourage sports fishing and 
to promote recreational and tourist activi
ties, certain fishing areas are denied to 
commercial fishermen. "29 

This policy of abstaining from regulation of the 
sport fishery was increasingly tested over time, as 
catch, size and area restrictions were applied to the 
fishery. A daily bag limit of ten salmon was intro
duced in 1951; this was reduced to eight in 1959 and 
four in 1963. The minimum size for keeping salmon 
increased from eight inches in 1951 to twelve inches 
in 1965 and eighteen inchesforchinook in 1981 . Even 
so, a sportfishing licence was not required, and would 
not be for some time. 
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The growing sportfishing 
industry came to the 
attention of policy-makers 
after the Second W orId 
War. Increasingly 
stringent restrictions on 
daily limits and allowable 
catch sizes became the 
favoured means of 
ensuring conservation. 



THE 1960 SINCLAIR REPORT 

In 1960, the Department of Fisheries was not 
universally admired by stakeholders in the fishing 
industry. Fish harvesters and processors were 
paricularly upset with the government's response to 
the huge Adams River runs of 1958. Fearful that the 
sudden abundance of fish would lead to overcrowd
ing, the IPSFC had killed almost a million fish by 
placing an electric fence at the mouth of the Adams 
Riyer. Consequently, the commercial sector felt that 

)hey had been denied a bonanza harvest. A costly 
. strike in 1959 had also raised tensions within the 

industry. 

In the great tradition of Royal Commissions, 
Fisheries Minister J. Angus MacLean appointed a 

I University of Manitoba economist named Sol Sinclair 
to study the issue of licence limitation. Though its 
recommendations took some time to be enacted, 
Sinclair's report eventually "was to form the corner
stone of fisheries licensing policy for more than a 
generation."30 

Relying on Scott Gordon's ideas, Sinclair con
cluded that "in a fishery with unrestricted entry, 
fishing will always be intensified beyond the opti
mum economic level and most likely to the point 
where the net yield is wholly dissipated."31 The 
theories of the tragedy of the commons and optimum 
sustainable yield had become an influence on gov
ernment policy. Sinclair's plan was fairly simple, 
calling for a five-year moratorium on new licences 
followed by a competitive auction for the existing 
licences. These licences would be transferable among 
fish harvesters, who would pay only token fees. 

One alternative that Sinclair dismissed was 
sole ownership of the resource. Theoretically, it 
would be in the interests of a sole owner to maximize 
returns by optimizing exploitation of the resource. 
Given the political difficulties of implementing such 
an option, however, Sinclair decided against it. In his 
mind, it would be" out of the question on many legal, 
political, or social grounds quite apart from any 
possible abuses that may arise out of the monopoly 
position ... we must therefore look for some middle 
position."32 For similar reasons, Sinclair felt that a 
system of taxes on fish harvesters and their catch 
would not diminish the difficulties associated with 
overcapitalization. 

'~nyone who can come up with a plan to limit licences 
justly and in a democratic manner would be blessed with 
so much insight and intelligence he would be too smart to 

have anything to do with the fishing industry." 

Western Fisheries Magazine· 
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THE AFTERMATH OF THE 
SINCLAIR REPORT 

As convenient as they must seem during times 
of crisis, the recommendations of Royal Commis
sions can certainly prove controversial and difficult 
to enact for the federal government. Angus MacLean 
was the Fisheries Minister in a crisis-ridden govern
ment, and was unsure about how to deal with Sinclair's 
controversial recommendations. Even though most 
interest groups agreed with the principle of limited 
entry, they had very different ideas about the form it 
should take. 

The UFAWU, the largest labour organization 
in the industry, was both the most consistent propo
nent of licence limitation through the years and the 
most vocal critic of Sinclair's report. They considered 
cyclical and seasonal unemployment to be the most 
significant contributors to overcrowding in the fish
eries, and suggested that alternative employment 
opportunities were not as readily available asSin~lair 
implied. The Union also vigorously opposed the Idea 
of a licence auction that might eliminate some bona 
fide fish harvesters from the industry and 'enslave' 
the remainder to the processors. 

Other organizations reflected the diversity of 
views on licence limitation: the Pacific Trollers' Asso
ciation was in favour of single-gear licensing; the 
Fishing Vessel Owners' Association wanted licences 
to apply to gear and vessels instead of fish harvesters; 
the Prince Rupert Fishermen's Co-op didn't want 
any licence limitation at all; and the proce~sors felt 
that the proposal "failed to guarantee theIr future 
through some control on entry to processing and 

. ful "33 threatened to make fishermen more power . 

Unable to find strong backers from any sector 
of the industry, MacLean declined to act. The win
dow of political opportunity passed when minority 
governments were in power from 1962 to 1968, a 
period that G. Alex Fraser labels 'the twilight ye~rs.' 
In March 1962, Western Fisheries Magazine had thIS to 
say: 

"It looks as if licence limitation is going to 
be quietly forgotten by the government, if 
not by some fishermen. There are many in 
the industry, especially the independents, 
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who will say good riddance, and we are 
inclined to agree with them ... anyone who 
can come up with a plan to [limit licences] 
justly and in a democratic manner would 
be blessed with so much insight and intel
ligence he would be too smart to have 
anything to do with the fishing industry."34 

As it turned out, this viewpoint was incorrect. 
Whether negotiations were just and democratic or 
not, the government had accepted the sermons of 
Gordon and Sinclair as gospel. It was determined to 
enact licence limitation in some form. Geoff Meggs 
sees the government's steadfast pursuit of its policy 
as a turning point in fisheries management: 

"For more than eighty years, it had been 
the processors who wanted changes and 
dictated them to government. This time, it 
was the government that forced its views 
on the processors ... Ottawa's officials agreed 
some form of licence limitation was essen
tial. "35 

For the first time, the main pressure for limita
tion was coming from outside the industry. Fisheries 
minister Louis Robichaud announced a licence limi
tation program in 1965, only to withdraw it within 
the year ''because of unforeseen difficulties."36 

The difficulties surrounding the implementa
tion of licence limitation were to disappear. The 
processing sector, recognizing Otta wa' s commitment 
to the idea of limited entry, made an abrupt about
face and became determined to make the most of 
licence limitation. In 1967, the Fish~ries Association 
of B.C. (representing the processors) proposed a full 
limitation program that would ensure "passag.e of 
the buyers' licences to the most stable and contmu
ously operatingprocessors."37 Significantly, theproc
essors added the concept of a government-funded 
bu yback in order to reduce the fleet to some magic 
number. With a few minor exceptions, the proces
sors' plans were to become government policy. 

The election of the Trudeau government in 
1968 stirred licence limitation out of an eight-year 
hiatus. With the processors fully committed to action 
and amajoritygovernment,Ottawa was able to move 
at last. 



SUMMARY 

Fisheries policy during its second phase was a 
double-edged sword, centering around extensive 
government assistance in industry development and 
the continuing use of watchful regulation to ensure 
conservation. 

Federal assistance increased significantly dur
ing and after World War 11. Subsidies were intro
duced to facilitate marketing, to ensure the continued 
presence of fish harvesters, to improve fish handling 
and processing, and to encourage regional develop
ment and corporate restructuring. It has been sug
gested that, by causing fishing and processing capac
ity to expand excessively, assistance programs prob
ably exacerbated cycles and enhanced the industry's 
dependence on the public treasury. In other words, 
government assistance clearly undermined the sec
ond policy objective of controlling the fishing effort. 
Not only that, but government assistance came to be 
taken for granted by both the donors and the recipi
ents of the financial aid. Consequently, the eventual 
removal of assistance programs was painful and 
difficult to accomplish. 

That is not to say that fisheries policy-makers 
did not envision better methods of management. The 
explosion of fishing technology and capacity had far
reaching consequences, and the government showed 
an interest in extension of Canadian fishing jurisdic
tion. International cooperation in fisheries manage
ment was strengthened, with the International Pa
cific Salmon Fisheries Commission and the Interna
tional Pacific Halibut Commission demonstrating 
that cooperation in stock management was both 
possible and profitable. The sport fishery, too, was 
showing signs of economic growth as it attracted 
increasing numbers of participants. Better methods 
of management had their price, though. Japanese 
fishing was all but eliminated amidst the xenophobia 
of World War II, and Nati ve involvement in commer
cial fishing was still diminished from its historical 
levels. 

Up until the end of the Second World War, 
fisheries policy had been concerned almost exclu
sively with conservation of the stocks, using a huge 
variety of controls on permissible gear, area and 
times. These measures were aimed at limiting catches 
to something that biologists called Maximum Sus
tainable Yield (MSY), which became the governing 
ideology in stock management. By restricting the 
technology and efficiency of fishing effort, though, 
government regulators found themselves on a tread
mill, designing new restrictions to keep pace with 
technology and the ever-present tendency of fishing 
fleets to expand. 

The results were mixed. While some attempts 
at conservation were successful, a new breed of 
academics, called resource economists, came out of 
the woodworkin the 1950s to say that little or nothing 
had been achieved in economic terms. Prominent 
among them was H. Scott Gordon, whose seminal 
article "The Economic Theory of a Common Property 
Resource: The Fishery" established a new standard 
for fisheries management. The potential benefits of 
fish conservation, argued Gordon, were wasted by 
excessive costs in an unlimited fishery. In a sense, 
Gordon's arguments signalled the beginning of the 
end for MSY. 

As alternate employment increased after World 
War II, limiting the number of licences became more 
feasible. The ancient ideas of Whitcher and Prince 
were finally to form the basis for the modern system 
of management. The notion of limited entry found 
increasing support among government regulators, 
who commissioned economist Sol Sinclair to investi
gate limlted entry in 1960. Sinclair's support for a 
licence limitation program met with both "a loud, 
eager expression of support, an overwhelming af
firmative vote" as well as disapproval, and fisheries 
management entered a decade of indecision. The 
1960s saw a succession of minority federal govern
ments that were reluctant to implement politically 
sensitive programs in the absence of industry con
sensus. With the election of a majority government 
and industry support mounting in 1968, the curtain 
was about to be raised on a new era. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 

BRAVE NEW WORLD 

1969 - PRESENT 
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" ;There is nothing more dangerous to manage than the creation of a new order of things 
... the initiator has the enmity of all who would profit by the preservation of the old 
institution, and mere lukewarm defenders of those who would gain by the new ones." 

Niccolo Macchiavelli 



THE DAVIS PLAN 

Historians generally concur that the appoint
ment of Jack Davis, a B.c.-trained economist, as the 
Minister of Fisheries was one of the events that made 
po.ssi?le a fundamental shift in government policy. 
Withm a month of the federal election in 1968, Davis 
visited the west coast, where fishing industry organi
zations almost unanimously declared the need for 
some fonn of licence limitation. 

Davis was encouraged about the prospects for 
limited entry. In December 1968, he announced a 
comprehensive plan "to increase the earning power 
of B.c. salmon fishennen and to permit more effec
tive management of the salmon resource by control
ling the entry of fishing vessels into the fishery.") 
Certainly, the notion of common property had been 
enunciated in government policy for the first time: 
the plan was designed to "reduce the costs of produc
tion and create an economic surplus,"2 at the same 
time securing a lasting improvement in fish harvest
ers' incomes. A conservation imperative was still 
acknowledged by the need for 'more effective man
agement.' Generally, then, it appears that the Davis 
Plan was fundamentally new both in practice and in 
its intentions. No longer would there be a public right 
to fish. Rather, those who were fishing would have 
a collective right to exclude others. 
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The plan itself involved four phases. The first 
was intended to freeze the fleet by licensing only 
those who could demonstrate a dependence on the 
salmon fishery. Phase two was intended to reduce 
fleet size gradually by buying out excess vessels. The 
third phase sought to improve vessel standards and 
product quality, while the goal of the final phase was 
to introduce economic regulations to improve fishing 
effort for the reduced fleet. 

The UFAWU was largely alone in its opposi
tion to the plan. It had long argued in favour of 
limited entry, but was opposed to the Davis Plan 
because it felt that "the licensing of vessels rather 
than individuals and the saleability oflicences would 
lead to overcapitalization."3 The Union also sus
pected that the real thrust of government policy was 
to "isolate the UFAWU and destroy its support in the 
fleet"4 by vesting control of the resource in the hands 
of the processors. 

On the other hand, small-vessel owners gener
ally approved of the plan, as it offered attractive buy
back provisions and the possibility of reduced com
petition and increased returns. The Fisheries Asso
ciation, representing processors, was another staunch 
supporter of the plan. Restrictions in the size of the 
fleet would theoretically prolong the longevity of the 
industry without depleting the processors' access to 
supplies for their existing markets. 



PHASE ONE OF THE DAVIS PLAN 

By and large, Phase One stayed true to Sinclair's 
recommendations of eight years earlier. Fleet stabil
ity was to be achieved by creating a specific salmon 
licence instead of the general fishing licence that had 
previously been required. Vessels were licensed 
rather than fish harvesters, partly for reasons of 
administrative simplicity. Licences were conditional 
upon proof of participation in the salmon fishery: 
those harvesters with catches greater than 10,000 
pounds received an' A' licence, while others received 
a '8' licence that was eventually to be phased out. 
Class 'A' vessels could be replaced if retired, and 
licence transfers upon vessel sale were permitted. 
Licence fees doubled, but remained nominal at $10. 
One of Sinclair's recommendations that was not fol
lowed was that licences should initially be non
transferable, so that a sufficient reduction in the 
number of vessels could be achieved by attrition. 
This provision, reasoned Sinclair, would have re
moved the need for a buy-back program. 

Phase One encountered a number of difficul
ties. For one thing, its implementation was sensitive 
to political pressure. In response to the UFAWU's 
fears about processor monopolies, Davis limited the 
number of boats each company could own. When 
accused of slashing jobs, he relaxed eligibility re
quirements by allowing all fishing vessels, not only 
salmon vessels, to qualify for a licence. With one 
stroke of the pen, the fleet increased by about 150 
vessels. "In retrospect," writes G. Alex Fraser, "this 
modification caused serious problems for the licens
ing programme."s Don Cruikshank is less diplo
matic about the relaxation of eligibility rules: "the 
Department condoned the present status through 
their omissions and commissions ... they issued more 
licences than the resources can reasonably support."6 

While many government policy-makers were 
rattled, Davis did not seem to be. He reiterated that 
the government's policy would not fluctuate with the 
claims of stakeholders: "if it happened at some point 
in time that two-thirds of the fishermen didn't think 
it was the best scheme in the world, I would still [put 
it in] because I think it is the best."7 

At its inception, the Davis Plan also neglected 
to control for net tonnage increases when boats were 
replaced. As one critic noted, "The' A' licence system 
is going to completely defeat your avowed 
purpose ... the capital investment in the industry is 
going to increase instead of decrease, because every 
time a Class 'A' fishing vessel changes hands it will 
do so at a vastly inflated value."s In two years, 76 
vessels with a carrying capacity of 186 tons and a 
value of $174,000 were replaced by 76 vessels with a 
carrying capacity of 596 tons and a valueof$1,773,OOO. 
For this reason, a 'ton for ton' replacement rule was 
brought into effect in 1970. Naturally, this restriction 
brought with it administrative and measuring diffi
culties, and the race between the government regula
tors and the boat designers was on. 

Limiting tonnage hadn't worked either. With 
a humph of frustration, the government now had to 
limit length. Consequently, the configuration of 
vessel technology became a direct result of the se
quence of regulatory changes. As Rognvaldur 
Hannesson puts it, the government's futile attempts 
to restrict fishing effort were "like pressing a balloon 
in one place, it just expands in all directions." 9 It is 
clear that each successive restriction was necessitated 
by the failure of the previous restrictions to control an 
expanding fleet. This process of circumventing input 
controls has come to be known as 'capital stuffing,' 
which is essentially a new manifestation of the com
mon property problem in the presence of limited 
entry. 

'The government's futile attempts to limit effort were like 
pressing a balloon in one place: it just expands in other 

directions. " 

Rognvaldur Hannesson 
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PHASE TWO OF THE DAVIS PLAN 

The second phase of the Davis Plan dealt with 
reducing the fleet by substantially increasing licence 
fees, phasing ou t the 'B' fleet, and funding a buy-back 
program. In response to luke-warm results in the 
first year of the plan, Davis also tightened the re
quirements for an I A' licence, thereby increasing the 
size of the 'B' fleet. 

Once again, an inattention to the details of 
implementation reduced the effectiveness of the plan. 
One such case was the government's decision to 
allow two or more 'A' licences to be converted into a 
single 'A' licence. I t sounded like an efficient method 
of reducing capacity, but it fell short of success by 
encouraging the practice of 'pyramiding.' Hypo-

government would sell it at auction with the proviso 
that it was never to be used again in the B.C. commer
cial fishery. 

For a brief time, the buy-back program enjoyed 
some success, although it sputtered to a halt in 1974. 
It had succeeded in removing from the fishery 361 
boats, representing about 7% of the fleet. These boats 
were valued at about $6 million, but indications are 
that the new investment in the salmon fishery was 
already many times that amount. 

What had gone wrong? One of the reasons the 
buy-back program didn't work was that licence val
ues had escalated beyond the government's ability to 
pay for them. Licences had come to be seen as a form 
of property under the Davis Plan, and, with limita-

'The buy-back program succeeded in removing 7% of the 
fleet ... but indications are that the new investment in the 

salmon fishery was already many times that amount. " 

thetically, the licences of a few small gillnetters could 
be combined into a seine licence, enabling a much 
greater fishing capacity than that of the original 
gillnetters. Moreover, the move to seine vessels 
corresponded with increasing capacity - no restric
tions were placed on allowable gear types until 1977. 

The government-run buy-back program, too, 
was intended to retire fishing capacity. In theory, the 
proceeds of vessel sales and higher licence fees were 
to be used to buyout a portion ofthe 'A' fleet. Prices 
were to be negotiated and participation in the scheme 
would be voluntary. When a boat was purchased, the 
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tion on their numbers, steadily increased in market 
value. By the end of 1973, licences were selling for 
$4,000 to $5,000 per vessel ton. Parzival Copes calls 
this process an 'expectations trap,' writing that lithe 
anticipation of higher returns led to an increase in 
licence values, which stopped the buy-back pro
gramme, and thus prevented fulfilment of the antici
pated higher eamings." l0 It has also been suggested 
that values increased because licence fees remained 
minimal: in a sense, the increased profitability of the 
fleet was not 'captured' by the government. In addi
tion, as the number of vessels in the fleet decreased, 
the earning potential of the remaining vessels grew 
accordingly. 



Limited entry was not the only contributing 
factor to the escalation of licence values, however. 
La.rge salmon runs combined with increasingly high 
pnces for salmon and herring during the 1970s to 
make the fishing industry a lucrative investment. 
Markets were expanding as well, as the Japanese 
sought new avenues of supply after their high-seas 
fishing had been curtailed. Sol Sinclair writes that 
"everything that was happening in 1973 explicitly or 
implicitly embodied an incentive for fishermen to 
stay in fishing." 11 In this sense, the partial failure of 
the buyback resulted not so much from a lack of 
foresight in government policy but from an untimely 
market development. 

Buy-back also had adverse consequences for 
some isolated fishing communities. The buy-back 
program probably removed a disproportionate 
number of non-urban fish harvesters, since such 
vessels were earning less money and their debts had 
escalated most rapidly. It can be inferred from these 
~ffects that the government did not fully implement 
~ts policy .of .maintaining the economic viability of 
Isolated fishmg communities (the government of 
Canada had stated explicitly since 1970 that it would 
only 'rationalize' the industry as quickly as alterna
tive opportunities were opened up for people af
fected by these changes). 

PHASES THREE AND FOUR OF 
THE DAVIS PLAN 

. The third phase of the Davis Plan was designed 
to unprove vessel standards, safety and products. 
When its provisions were implemented in 1973, they 
stressed greater hold size, better insulation from 
heat, improved refrigeration, and so on. The effect of 
these standards upon fleet size was probably mini
mal, particularly since vessels could be upgraded if 
they failed inspection. 

Davis informed the processors in late 1971 that 
he intended to press on with the final phase of his 
plan. One of the goals of this phase was to maximize 
fleet mobility and improve quality by reducing the 
~umber of river-caught salmon. With one-day open
mgs, of course, this reliance on ocean fishing would 
necessitate a further investment in fleet mobility and 
transportation costs. The government's policy, it 
seems, had re-acquired a desire to assist in the deliv
ery of the best quality fish. 

In 1972, faced with a renewed economic crisis, 
Davis put decision-making authority for Phase Four 
in the hands of a West Coast Fleet Development 
Committee. Representatives of fish harvesters' or
ganizations, the goverrunent, processing firms and 
Natives all sat on this ground-breaking board. The 
Committee's final report, drafted in part by an econo
mist named Peter Pearse, "was to provide the frame
work for future industry development."12 An en
dorsement of the Davis Plan, the report urged contin
ued fleet reduction, buy-back programs, catch royal
ties, acceleration of enhancement programs, and elimi
nation of fish harvesters' unemployment insurance. 
~~e Commi~t~e' s recommendations proved too po
litIcally sensItive to be implemented, and they gradu
ally fell by the wayside. An interesting aside: the 
Committee's minority report, prepared by the 
UFAWU, echoed the 1919 Sloan Report by advocat
ing "public ownership and management of fisheries 
resources."13 
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A REPORT CARD FOR THE DAVIS 
PLAN 

Most analysts agree that the Davis Plan suc
ceeded in downsizing the fleet but not in removing 
excess capacity. As one group summarized: 

"The Davis Plan was successful in provid
ing one of the world's most efficient and 
modem small boat fleets. And therein lies 
the problem. The fleet has a tremendous 
increase in catching power at the cost of a 
near total dissipation of economic rents."14 

G. Alex Fraser is somewhat more charitable, 
stating that "the programme was a reasonable suc
cess." lS After fifteen years of restrictive licensing, 
already-excessive capacity had doubled or trebled by 
1982. From 1969 to 1982, the capital value of vessels 
(including the trading value of their licences) esca
lated by almost 500% in real dollars, despite a reduc
tion in fleet size of 1,500 vessels. 

The government's licence limitation policy con
tained a fundamental error in its basic assumption 
that vessel numbers alone could be used to control 
the intensity of the fishing effort. It soon became 
apparent that vessel numbers werea ve~ poor prox.y 
for the amount of capital employed. WhIle the DavlS 
Plan did recognize that further rationalization was 
needed beyond the initial limitation of effort, the 
critical fourth phase proved too politically difficult to 
implement and the effectiveness of the entire scheme 
was undermined. In response, the government 
adopted a policy of placing additional restricti~.ns on 
length, tonnage, gear, time and area, but these mput 
controls' were limited in success. There are so many 
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dimensions to a vessel's fishing capacity, and they 
are so manipulable in the hands of a fish harvester, 
that each restriction was inevitably overcome. Con
sequently, fishing costs rose but catches did not. ~s 
the 1970s progressed, policy makers came to realize 
that "limited entry programs do little, if anything, to 
remove the cause of the problem, that is, the incen
tives that drive the overinvestment treadmill."16 

Nonetheless, the failure of the licence limita
tion policy to effect radical improvement was not 
necessarily due to its imperfect design. It is highly 
likely that the capacity of the fleet rose by a less~r 
extent than it would have in the absence of the DavlS 
Plan. In addition, the development of new markets 
and the boom period for salmon prices adversely 
affected the buy-back programme's chances for suc
cess. 

While licensing fish harvesters and vessels to 
fish on the Pacific had been a recurring control method 
since the late 188Os, the adoption of a licence limita
tion program in 1968 represented a massive change 
to the continuing problems of the fishery. Earlier 
attempts had dealt with fishing effort strictly on a 
conservation basis, but the Davis Plan at least at
tempted to improve the economic conditions of the 
industry. James Wilen suggests that "it was only in 
the British Columbia salmon fishery that the prime 
motive was initially one of addressing the economic 
consequences of overcapacity."17 ~ a~ditio~, the 
B.C. salmon fishery was the first major fishery m the 
world to pursue limited entry as a policy impe~ative, 
and that it was attempted in the most valuable fIshery 
on the Pacific coast. 
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'The Davis Plan was successful in providing one of the world's 
most efficient and modern small boat fleets. And therein lies 

the problem. " 

A POLICY FOR CANADA'S 
COMMERCIAL FISHERIES 

In 1976, the Department of Fisheries issued its 
Policy for Canada's Commercial Fisheries, the first com
prehensive written statement of fisheries policy ever 
issued by a Canadian government. With over a 
century of pent-up policy waiting to be expressed, 
one can only suppose that the Department wanted to 
cover a lot of ground. It announced that its policy 
imperatives were: 

"to maximize food production, preserve 
ecological balance, allocate access optimally, 
provide for economic viability and growth, 
optimize distribution and minimize insta
bility in returns, ensure prior recognition of 
economic and social impact of technologi
cal change, minimize dependence on pa
ternalistic industry and government and 
protect na tional security and sovereign ty ."18 

Naturally, this exhaustive set of conditions could not 
be met simultaneously, and the Policy document 
came to be regarded as one of the more ambitious 
motherhood statements ever written. 

Even so, the document provides valuable in
sight into the government policy imperatives of its 
time. For one thing, it clearly confirmed the economic 
analysis that had emerged over the previous fifteen 
years. It acknowledged the need to apply limited 
entry universally, to reduce significantly the exces
sive capacity of the inshore fishery, and to rationalize 
the fragmented processing industry. The policy set 
as its guiding principle not maximizing yield from 
the resource, but obtaining "the best use of society's 

resources ... defined by the sum of net social benefits 
(personal income, occupational mobility, consumer 
satisfaction and so on) deri ved from the fisheries and 
the industries linked to them."19 Conscious of socio
economic problems, the policy went beyond the cri
terion of resource rent maximization by including a 
notion of consumer and producer surplus, leaving 
room for social considerations. Still, how was this 
best use to be attained? The document was silent on 
this question. 

So was the Minister. Romeo LeBlanc later 
seemed unsure about the best use for the 'best use' 
concept. At one point, he suggested that "if fisher
men get too rich, we can always issue additional 
licences to bring down the average earnings per 
boat."20 This statement implies that the govern
ment's policy was to secure additional jobs at the 
expense of higher incomes, an approach that does not 
necessarily equate with the economists' notion of the 
long-run 'best use' in generating maximum benefits. 
Even so, LeBlanc felt that the government should not 
be the employer of last resort: "government regula
tion and policy [were] imposing a special social 
tax."21 The document recognized that, in the past, 
"remedial action of an urgent nature may have been 
confused with real development of the fishery.f122 For 
example, processing facilities (to encourage produc
tion) and catch restrictions (to encourage conserva
tion) had been introduced in the same place at the 
same time. 

Perhaps more indicative of the government's 
priorities was its stated intention to increase its inter
vention in the fishery and to control "the use of 
fishery resources from the water to the table."23 This 
statement provided open acknowledgement of the 
now-comprehensive nature of government involve
ment in the fishery . 
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THE DEPARTMENT GROWS 
DURING THE 1970S 

Coupled with the sudden surge in salmon and 
herring markets during this period, the government's 
'water to table' policy required constant policing of 
the capture process as well as research to increase 
resource supplies. Consequently, the new policy 
heralded the creation of a substantial number of 
government employees with a vested interest in the 
continuation of the fisheries, even though the unu
sual market growth of the 1970s later disappeared. 
Patricia Marchak submits that "there is a symbiotic 
relationship between the fishers and the bureaucrats, 
but it is an essentially neurotic one."24 On one hand, 
policy imperatives put bureaucrats in the position of 
monitoring the harvest, frustrating the fishing effort 
and causing fish harvesters a loss of income; on the 
other hand, the bureaucrats had to support fish 
harvesters in their attempts to salvage the industry. 
Bureaucracy was here to stay. As Marchak puts it, 

"In the end, the great Canadian fish chase 
involved increasing numbers of experts, 
bureaucrats and enforcement officers ap
prehending, separating, processing and 
returning fish harvesters to the sea, newly 
tagged, ready to chase the appropriate fish 
in the required location, at the right time. 
The privilege to fish was radically 
refashioned as bureaucratic imperatives 
changed."25 

REGIONAL POLICY DURING THE 
1970S 

As far back as 1970, the government had explic
itl y stated that "while it is desirable to restructure the 
industry,rationalizationcouldonlyproceeciasquickly 
as acceptable alternative opportunities were opened 
up for people affected by these changes."26 The basic 
principle of minimizing the disruptive impact of 
change has been a recurring tenet of government 
policy for years, but the Policy for Canada' 5 Commercial 
Fisheries affirmed for the first time that "policies 
should not further impinge upon -- should even 

1 .. "27 preserve -- isolated coasta commumties. 

58 A History oj Pacific Fisheries Policy 

Critics argued that the government's dedica
tion to this policy was somewhat less than single
minded. The buy-back program, as has already been 
noted, diminished the size of non-urban fleets sub
stantially. Other restrictions in the troll fishery had a 
similar impact. Keith Warriner believes that "this is 
not to say there is no hope of government aid in this 
matter. The state's current program of salmonid 
enhancement may in time directly benefit certain 
isolated communities. A policy of area licensing 
could also provide some incentive for settlement."28 

THE LOW PRIORITY OF 
RESEARCH 

New government policies also indicated the 
state of confusion surrounding research support for 
management functions. Internally, the state of re
search had been in some confusion, with two compet
ing organizations providing technical support: the 
Fisheries Research Board in Nanaimo, and the De
partment's own technical su pport staff of biologists. 
There were a number of other problems to muddle 
through: successive waves of federal government 
austerity were interspersed with new infusions of 
funds; the new policy favoured contracting out re
search rather than developing in-house capabilities; 
and the Fisheries Research Board, which some felt 

. had become increasingly remote from day-to-day 
management questions, was disbanded during the 
1970s and its staff amalgamated with the Depart
ment's. In retrospect, argues Pearse, "These changes 
adversely affected the capability to respond at a time 
when some of the most profound developments in 
the history of the fishery were occurring."29 



CONTINUING GOVERNMENT 
ASSISTANCE POLICIES 

During the 1970s, critics argued that the objec
tives of fisheries policy weren't particularly well 
coordinated. In particular, the limited success of 
limited entry was compounded by an unlimited set 
of government capital-assistance programs. In direct 
contrast to the aims of the Davis Plan, the federal 
government provided Pacific fish harvesters with 
$133 million from 1974 to 1981, twice theamount that 
had been provided from 1955 to 1974. With govern
ment guarantees for loans and subsidies, chartered 
banks had a degree of protection in the event of 
defaults. A further $100 million flowed into the 
industry from banks during the mid-1970s. 

The major purpose of these loans was to pro
vide financial capital and guarantees for capital costs 
on vessel purchases and reconstruction, especially 
through the Fisheries Improvements Loans Act. 
Subsidies to Canadian shipyards, under the auspices 
of the Department of Industry, Trade and Com
merce, continued to be a further incentive for increas
ing capitalization of vessels. Tax credits were still 
granted for new investments in fishing vessels, as 
were provisions for accelerated depreciation. 

In addition, the federal and provincial govern
ments continued to provide financial support for 
upgrading processing facilities. Upgrades were con
sidered necessary because of the growing demand 
for roe-herring and higher quality salmon, coupled 
with the emergence of new firms catering solely to 
the Japanese market. The Fisheries Development Act 
was passed in 1967 with the intent of "subsidizing 
processing companies to build or expand processing 
and ice-making capacity and to improve fish han
dling capability."30 In the course of the next decade, 
twenty financial assistance programs were geared to 
the processing industry, including: four for exports, 
marketing and new product development; two for 
manpower assistance; and one each for working 
capital and counselling assistance. It appears, then, 
that government assistance policy was partially mo
tivated by the immediate interests of processors, 
whose dominance was threatened externally. As 
Patricia Marchak puts it, 'The history of the 1970s is 

filled with state interventions designed -- but unable 
-- to 'save' the traditional processors in the faceofnew 
competition created by state intervention at another 
level."31 

THE FIGHT FOR EXTENDED 
FISHING JURISDICTION 

In the 1970s, it became increasingl y apparent to 
Canadian negotiators that an extension of territorial 
control over fishing rights was necessary. This policy 
imperative was spurred on by a number of interna
tional developments. Long-standing complaints 
about foreign overfishing on both coasts resurfaced 
in the 1970s, with the eventual result that Russian 
ships were banned from Canadian ports. Mineral 
rights also played a role: ad vances in offshore drilling 
technology increased the depth at which drilling was 
possible, and many nations were interested in ex
ploring for manganese nodules on the deep seabed. 
In addition, Canadian sovereignty was seen to be 
threatened by the passage of the 5.5. Manhattan, a 
u.s. ship, through the Northwest Passage in 1969. 
Canadian worries were also aroused by the sinking 
of a Liberian oil tanker off Nova Scotia and the 
sinking of the Torrey Canyon in 1967, which raised 
public awareness about the potential for environ
mental catastrophes. 

A changing climate in Ottawa facilitated the 
emergence of a strong position on ocean issues. The 
development of a Canadian oceans policy coincided 
with the inauguration of the Trudeau government in 
1968. Trudeau initiated a broad review of foreign 
policy when he came to power, and ultimately re
jected the tenets of Pearsonian diplomacy. Canadian 
foreign policy would henceforth be based on "sover
eignty and independence, territorial integrity, consti
tutional authority, national identity, and freedom of 
action."32 

Given this ripe climate for action, Canada was 
to become a leading representative of coastal state 
interests and make marked contributions to new 
concepts in international fishery relations. In 1974, 
an International Fisheries and Marine Directorate 
was established "to meet the increasing challenges 
facing Canada in the international fisheries and ma-
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'The main economic implication of extended jurisdiction was 
that coastal states were presented with the opportunity for 

efficient economic management of fishery resources. " 

rine environmental fields."33 Canada passed the 
ArcticWaters Pollution Prevention Act in 1970; re
lated legislation extended Canada's territorial seas 
from three to twelve miles, as we have already seen. 
At the 1971 Seabed Committee meetings, Canada 
argued in favour of coastal states having preferential 
rights over a 200-mile area. West coasters wanted 
even more than 200 miles, given the peculiar migra
tory patterns of salmon. 'Fishery closing lines' were 
drawn in the water from Queen Charlotte Sound to 
Dixon Entrance, but they were promptly ignored by 
the U.S. 

Actually, the U.S. ignored most of Canada's 
efforts for extended jurisdiction. Spurred on by the 
mining industry and the military, the U.s. was the 
most vociferous proponent of open access to the high 
seas. Even so, international opinion was mounting in 
favour of extending fisheries jurisdiction beyond 
twelve miles. 

Consequently, the United Nations Conferences 
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) were convened to 
discuss, among other things, the extension of territo
rial jurisdiction in the high seas. A number of propos
als went forward, one suggesting that each country 
would have control over its continental shelf. Natu
rally, the continental shelf varies in width from a few 
miles to a few hundred miles, and the proposal failed 
to sneak by. Another failed Canadian proposal 
suggested international management on a fish-spe
cific basis. 

A compromise was reached at the third 
UNCLOS in 1974, allowing for a 200-mile economic 
zone. Coastal states would have exclusive rights to 
resources within this zone, but freedom of navigation 
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would be assured for all nations. More specifically, 
the coastal state would have a legal obligation to 
determine the Total Allowable Catch (TAC) and its 
own capacity to harvest that T AC. The coastal state 
would be obliged to grant access to foreign fishing if 
it did not have sufficient capacity to harvest its T AC. 
Despite a few continuing reservations, the U.s. was 
largely in favour ofthis compromise. In 1975,Canada 
and the U.s. signed a treaty recognizing territorial 
control to the 200-mile limit. On the basis of this vital 
agreement, other countries followed suit, and Cana
da's 200-mile zone legislation went into effect in 1977. 

The main economic implication of extended 
jurisdiction was that coastal states were presented 
with the opportunity for efficient economic manage
ment of fishery resources within their 200-mile zones. 
Before the extended jurisdiction, any state that re
strained its catches of fish in the interests of stock 
conservation or industrial efficiency would be frus
trated by the expanded fishing of other countries. 
Afterwards, most of the world's valuable stocks were 
enclosed within individual nations' control. Once 
again, this process considerably broadened the fish
eries responsibilities of the coastal state governments. 

Indirectly, extended fishing jurisdiction was a 
harbinger of difficulties with International Pacific 
Halibut Commission (IPHC) regulation of the hali
but fishery. The U.s. and Canada began to find it very 
difficult, in the face of conflicting industry pressures, 
to maintain the pattern of reciprocal fishing that had 
developed over many years. Consequently, the U.S. 
announced its intention to phase Canadian halibut 
fishing out of its waters by 1980. Canada responded 
by prohibiting American fishing for halibut and re
stricting the U.s. catch of several other species. The 



government took several steps through an Alaskan 
Halibut Relocation Plan to minimize the dislocation 
caused by this international bickering; halibut fish 
harvesters were encouraged to sell their gear and 
vessels to the government. Significantly, a tempo
rary Protocol changed the program's 0 bjecti ve from a 
biologically-based management system (Maximum 
Sustainable Yield) to an economic one (Optimum 
Economic Yield). 

While the coastal states group, of which Canada 
was a leading member, was sometimes characterized 
as being greedy, Canadian negotiators received gen
erally favoUIable press regarding the implementa
tion of their oceans policy. As Parzival Copes puts it, 
"Canada's preparation for, and timing of, the move 
appears to have been excellent."34 For the first time, 
"government departments concerned with maritime 
issues in general and fisheries in particular gained 
greater public attention than at any previous period, 
and fisheries issues necessarily became more impor
tant on government political priority lists.//35 

With so many other policies falling by the way
side, why did this one work? For one thing, Canada's 
policy regarding the Law of the Sea was remarkably 
consistent from 1970 to 1977. Policy had largely been 
formulated by 1970, so that the emphasis after that 
was on finding the best tactics to implement the 
chosen goals. Canadian Law of the Sea policy was 
single-minded in its determination to secme extended 
jUIisdiction, with the very important qualification 
that it always stopp~d short of demands for full 
sovereignty. Canadian policy was generally unified 
and integrated as well. While Canada made a number 
of concessions, the most significant being on the 
marine environment, its position was generally firm. 

It seems that Canadian negotiators did a com
mendable job of assessing what policy objectives 
would be acceptable to the international community. 
Many of the countries attending the Conference were 
developing nations who wanted coastal-state control 
over fishing and scientific research. Canada sup
ported these claims, entering into an influential coa
lition that could block alternative proposals. 

Copes suggests that the Canadian constitu
tional process also helped out. Because both foreign 
affairs and fisheries were under federal jurisdiction, 
"the government in Ottawa [was] able to integrate 
and co-ordinate fisheries policy within and between 
two important spheres."36 

Canadian Law of the Sea goals appeared to be 
complementary rather than contradictory, in that 
Canada's negotiators put forth a strong effort to 
integrate policy formulation and implementation. 
Barbara Johnson suggests that "this accommodation 
OCCUIred largely through informal bureaucratic chan
nels rather than through formal channels."37 Internal 
differences were few, as the Law of the Sea issue was 
generally a non-partisan one within Canada. When 
there were differing interests, there was a tendency to 
resolve conflict internally rather than to seek outside 
support. It is also worth noting that the Department 
of External Affairs played a lead role in UNCLOS lIt 
along with the Department of Fisheries. 

Perhaps more importantly for OUI pUIposes, it 
should be noted that it was possible to detect a clear 
oceans policy for Canada. That is, the mere existence 
of a coherent, consistent policy that did not enshrine 
'motherhood' statements probably contributed to 
Canada's success in extending fisheries jurisdiction. 

Chapter Three: Brave New World (1969 - Present) 61 



FISH WARS 

During the 1970s, Canada participated in a 
wide range of bilateral fisheries agreements. Most of 
these established reciprocal fishing rights and, in the 
case of shared coastal stocks such as halibut and 
salmon, took action to allocate and manage these 
fisheries. The U.s. and Canada established a short
term reciprocal fishing agreement in 1973 and a 
separate agreement for Pacific salmon in 1971. Canada 
and the U.S.'s eventual cooperation regarding the 
extension of fishing rights appeared to solidify rela
tions between the two countries, but bilateral nego
tiations were complicated in the mid-1970s by the 
Boldt decision, and by continuing friction over the 
Fraser River catch. 

In 1974, Justice Boldt ofthe U.S. Federal District 
Court ruled that Washington State was obliged to 
cede half of its salmon fishery to Native inshore fish 
harvesters. In the ensuing shuffle, Canadian fish 
harvesters in U.s. waters were squeezed by lower 
quotas. As a retaliatory measure, the Canadian 
government closed the Vancouver Island shrimp 
fishery, thereby prohibiting Canadian as well as 
American shrimp fishing. Thus began a period that 
has been dubbed 'the fish wars.' Conflicts over Dixon 
Entrance, Swiftsure Bank, the Fraser River salmon 
fishery, and export duties were among the more hair
raising confrontations. As an aside, it is worth noting 
that during this period, "provincial governments 
became more actively involved in fisheries policy 
because countervailing duties, federal subsidies, and 
the impacts of these on the processing sector neces
sarily brought them into the debates."38 

Canada was also vocal in multilateral fishery 
commissions such as the International North Pacific 
Fisheries Commission (lNPFC). One of this commis
sion's significant decisions was the further restriction 
of Japanese high-seas fishing. In 1978, Fisheries 
Minister Romeo LeBlanc proudly declared, "this 
means there will be virtually no salmon ofB.C origin 
available to the Japanese fishery."39 
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THE SALMONID ENHANCEMENT 
PROGRAM 

Since 1882, conservation ideas had been a per
sistent theme in fisheries ideology. The 1950s had 
seen the construction of major fishways and spawn
ing channels on several important salmon rivers, but 
interest in new enhancement projects had subsided 
again until the 1970s, when Fisheries Minister Jack 
Davis approved construction of B.C's first modern 
large-scale hatchery in his own riding of Capilano. 

New studies of the province's streams indi
cated that salmon runs could potentially be doubled 
to about fifty million fish. Not only was the biological 
and economic logic compelling, but the program 
proved politically saleable as well. Faced with the 
alternatives of reducing fishing effort or increasing 
the number of fish, the government would find that 
the latter involved much less hardship for all parties. 
Many members of the public felt that the govern
ment's primary role was to conserve the resource 
anyway, so salmon enhancement seemed to be a 
logical extension of this policy. Even so, skeptics 
feared that people were looking to enhancement with 
unrealistic expectations about the degree and speed 
with which it could solve their problems. 

A series of informal meetings in 1974 con
finned that the public was fully supportive of re
newed enhancement. As one observer at the public 
hearings glowingly testified, "What's at stake is our 
chance to demonstrate that we are able to reject the 
easy way, the qUick way, in favour of what we know 
in our hearts to be the right way."<W In keeping with 
this sentiment, people were willing to pay for en
hancement in the form of catch royalties. Cost recov
ery was not a new concept - in fact, it had been a 
driving force behind the buy-back programme of 
1972 - but it was becoming increasingly attracti ve to 
a cash-starved government. 

• 



And so it was. Fisheries minister Romeo 
LeBlanc announced in 1977 that he was committing 
$150 million over five years to the first phase of a new 
Salmonid Enhancement Program (SEP). With two 
years and $6 million to think about SEP, its planners 
had done an admirable job of strategic policy fomlU
lation. Goals were clearly laid out, operational, and 
largely non-conflicting. The ultimate goal of the 
project was to dou ble runs of salmon and anadromous 
trout, but the program was not strictly a biological 
one. Its objectives included the augmentation of 
national wealth, the creation of employment oppor
tunities, the improvement of Native incomes, the 
development of economically disadvantaged areas, 
and the improvement of recreational opportunities. 
SEP also made an attempt to integrate the Depart
ment's policy objectives: it specified that the two 
governments would restrict further investment in 
the fisheries to ensure that the potential gains from 
increased production were not dissipated. 

A considerable amount of public involvement 
probably contributed to the effective implementation 
ofSEP policy, as did the financial and administrative 
support of the provincial government. In fact, the 
first-ever fisheries Memorandum of Understanding 
(MOU) between the federal and provincial govern
ments was signed forSEP. As well, most government 
departments were now acutely aware of the need for 
program evaluation and public accountability, and 
SEP became perhaps the most-reviewed program in 
the Department's history. 

Unfortunately, the euphoria surrouncting the 
implementation of SEP didn't last forever, and critics 
were beginning to feel that a good policy was being 
subverted by imperfect implementation. By 1981, the 
Salmonid Enhancement Task Group estimated that 
inflation, budget cuts and the extension of phase one 
had gobbled up $100 million of the $150 million 
pledged at the program's inception. The task group 
was also frustrated bya perceived emphasis on costly 
hatcheries instead of small-scale stream clearing and 
natural production. The major waterways had not 
seen many enhancement projects, nor had cost recov
ery been fully pursued. Others felt that the species 
mix of enhancement was skewed in favour of the 
major processing firms, who could exert a greater 
dominance over raw salmon purchases. As John 
McMullan writes, "More state capital = more fish = 
more capacity = more concentration seems to be the 
leitmotif of SEP."41 

In spite of these perceived shortcomings, the 
program reached the admirable level of 87% of its 
target production by 1981 (assuming that ocean sur
vival rates were not overestimated) and it was esti
mated that SEP returned $1.30 to the economy for 
every dollar spent. General support for the principle 
of enhancement remained unflagging. In a 1981 
report to the Minister, Peter Pearse and Fernand 
Doucet recommended that "the commitment to 
salmon enhancement should preface all other new 
policy measures regarcting the salmon fishery ."42 

The logo of the Salmonid 
Enhancement Program. SEP was 

introduced in 1977 in hopes of 
doubling B.C.'s salmon runs. Despite 

budget cuts and ongoing problems 
elsewhere in the fishery, SEP came 

remarkably close to its target 
production. 
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'The roe herring fishery became probably the most difficult of 
fisheries to manage due to chronic overcapacity, the 

unpredictability of stocks, and the desirability of limiting 
fishing to the moment when fish are about to spawn." 

AREA LICENSING IN THE ROE 
HERRING FISHERY 

The roe-herring industry expanded significantly 
in 1972, after herring stocks had partially collapsed in 
the 1960s and the Japanese market for roe became 
accessible to Canadian producers. This new, lucra
tive fishery developed with startling rapidity, attract
ing large numbers of vessels. 

The Department's initial response, in 1974, was 
to extend the concept of limited entry to the roe
herring fishery. Licences were automatically granted 
only to those who had obtained licences in the previ
ous year. Anyone else could apply for a licence, but 
they would have to pay an unprecedented fee of $200 
for a gillnet licence and $2,000 for a seine licence. 
Interestingly, licence fees were now being used as a 
deterrent to entry rather than merely a user fee or a 
statistical reporting mechanism. The Department 
continued with input restrictions, such as halving the 
allowa ble length for gillnets, until 1981. 

The roe-herring fishery became "probably the 
most difficult of fisheries to manage"43 due to chronic 
overcapacity, the unpredictability of stocks, and the 
desirability of limiting fishing to the moment when 
fish are about to spawn. Openings were limited to a 
few minutes in some C~$es. For one thing, fleet 
expansion was facilitated by generous licence eligi
bility criteria. Over 1,700 licences were issued, in
stead of the 550 the Department originally had in 
mind. 
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Another interesting aspect of the roe-herring 
fishery was that roe-herring licences were non-trans
ferable and were issued to individuals, not vessels. 
The UF A WU had been asking for years for licences 
that were personal, non-transferable, and granted 
only to the vessel's owner-operator. These pr~vi
sions finally came into being for the roe-hernng 
fishery, the intent being to reduce the fleet to a 
desirable level through attrition, at which time changes 
in licence holdings would be permitted. This attrition 
did not occur for a number of reasons: the owner
operator clause, for one, could not be enforced with 
any degree of effectiveness (e.g. some licences were 
company-owned), and it was removed in 1979; non
transferability was eventually circumvented through 
such means as long-term leases, which posed addi
tional costs in the way of legal, enforcement and 
administrative activites. 

Up until 1980, then, the roe-herring fishery had 
gone through what James Wilen calls "a classic pat
tern of overcapitalization, limited entry, and gradual 
erosion of management control."44 Openings were 
still extremely short (one set of fifteen minutes) and 
the entire fleet was converging on each opening like 
pigeons mobbing about a discarded sandwich. At 
wit's end, managers were finally ready for some
thing different. 

Area licensing made its debut in the roe-her
ring fishery in 1981, signalling a radical shift in the 
concept of fishing rights. Theorizin~ that contro~ed 
harvesting was preferab~e to a frenzIed race for ?s~, 
the government was taking one step towards a pn-



vatized' fishery . . The coast was divided into three 
areas (North, Inside and Outside of Vancouver Is
land) and each licensee was required to choose one 
area in which to fish. The intent of this policy was to 
spread the fishing power of the fleet and limit the 
num~er of vessels that could converge on a single 
openmg. It became possible for vessel owners to 
plUc~ase someone else's right to fish in another area, 
effectmg a gradual reduction in fleet size. 

So how did it work? According to Wilen, Uby 
nearly all standards this program [was] very success
~1."45 Pro~onents of the regime cited lower operat
mg costs, unprovements in stock utilization, and 
greater manageability of the reSOlUce. Fish harvest
ers liked it too: in 1983, a survey revealed that over 
80% of licence holders wished to keep the program. 

One nagging issue, though, was the non-trans
ferability of licences, a proviso that had been in
cluded in anticipation of complaints that transferable 
licences would end up in the hands of a few wealthy 
players (presumably processing firms). The notion 
of non-transferability was anathema to economists in 
particular, as it. c?ntravened the conditions necessary 
for market efficIency. After managers had gained 
years of experience with area management, and trans
ferability requirements continued to be circumvented 
through 99-year leases, the policy was changed in 
1990 to allow individual licence holders to retire from 
the fishery and nominate a new licence holder. 

THE GOVERNMENT INCREASES 
NATIVE INVOLVEMENT 

"In one century, we have been dispos
sessed of the ability to provide for 
ourselves ... We have a sole economy, that 
of fishing, and have managed to continue 
participation in this reSOlUce industry as 
commercial fishers, but each year the abil
ity to participate has lessened."46 

By 1970, increasing concern was being ex
pressed by Natives about their declining participa
tion in the commercial fishery. From 1964 to 1971 
alone, the number of Native vessels in the salmon 
fleet declined by more than 700, or 50% of its previous 
level. Relatively speaking, the number of Natives 
declined from 19% of total fish harvesters to 12% in 
the ~ame period. Geoff Meggs calls the staggering 
declme in Native participation a "final and crushing 
repudiation of the policy proposed by A.c. Anderson 
some ninety years before, which had sought to en
SlUe Native participation in the commercial fish
ery."47 The magnitude of this displacement drove the 
Department of Indian and Northern Affairs and the 
Department of Fisheries and Oceans to adopta policy 
'~to protect. and,. if possible, to increase the participa
tion of IndIans m the comercial fisheries."48 

The Davis Plan, for one thing, was expected to 
a.ccelerate the long-term decline in Native participa
tion. Desiring to maintain Native participation, the 
Department created a special Native licence (the' AI') 

Chapter Three: Brave New World (1969 - Present) 65 



that carried a minimal fee of $10. 
Natives opting for an 'AI' licence 
could not sell their vessels through 
the buy-back program, nor did 
they pay for the buy-back pro
gram. Later regulations ensured 
that Natives with time-limited 'B' 
licences could convert them to 
'AI's. In other fisheries, the gov
ernment pursued similar policies 
of fee exemptions and limited 
regulation: no restrictions were 
placed on Natives in the roe-her
ring fishery W1ti11977, three years 
after other fish harvesters had been 
restricted; roe-herring licences cost 
$10 instead of the usual $200 or 
$2,000; and a small number of 
Natives who had participated in 
the fishery on processor-owned 
vessels received special halibut li
cences. 

More significantly, the In
dian Fishermen's Assistance Pro
gram (IFAP) was launched in 1968 
as the flagship of the government's 
Native assistance policy. Its ob
jectives were to reverse the de
cline in Native participation, to 
improve the earnings of Native 
fish harvesters, and to improve 
the versatility of the Native fleet. 
Jointly funded by the Department 
of Fisheries and Oceans and the 
Department of Indian and North
ern Affairs, this program granted 
$17 million during its tenuous ten
year tenure. Its policy objective 
was a sOW1d one, as it addressed 
the all-important question of ac
cess to capital. 
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Did all this activity reverse 
the decline in Native participa
tion? Yes,somewhat. Nativecom
position of the salmon fleet in
creased from 15% in 1969 to 16% 
by 1977. When B.C. Packers and 
the Canadian Fishing Company 
absorbed ABC Packing's assets in 
1969, the government purchased 
ABC's rental fleet in order to su p
port a Native presence in the fish
ery. 

Did it improve the earnings 
of Native fish harvesters? Yes. 
A verage gross earnings increased 
from a low of 61 % of the salmon 
fleet average to a high of 109% in 
1973, averaging 84% during the 
last five years of the program. 

Did it improve the versatil
ity of the Native fleet? Yes, W1der 
the assumption that total tonnage 
is an indicator of versatility (i.e. 
more tonnage correlates with 
greater capacity and a larger po
tential fishing area). The total ton
nage of Native vessels increased 
by one-third during the 1970s, and 
their average value increased from 
66% to 87% of the average for the 
whole fleet. 

The main criticism of the 
IF AP was that it benefited prima
rily those Natives who were al
ready successful fish harvesters. 
Those who could not afford to 
upgrade their vessels to pass in
spection saw their licences re-cir-



• culated to larger, newer vessels. The benefactors 
tended to be relatively well-off fish harvesters who 
could afford the 12-20% qualifying downpayment. 
As one successful Native boat owner put it, "Most 
Indians can't even get into the economic system, 
because the bottom two rungs of the ladder are 
missing. "49 The IF AP thereby increased the disparity 
of earnings across the Native fleet, and made it 
extremely difficult for young Natives who had not 
inherited a boat to enter the fishery. Like many other 
financial assistance programs, it also contributed to 
the overcapacity of the fleet. 

When an emergency arises, common sense 
dictates - as does historical hindsight -- that an 
emergency program is not far away. Conspicuously 
poor seasons in 1980 and 1981, coupled with high 
interest rates and vessel prices, provided bleak pros
pects of advancement for Natives. The Indian Fish
ermen's Emergency Assistance Program was intro
duced in 1981 as a temporary program to assist with 
debt payments and start-up costs. This successor to 
the IFAP could provide very little in the way of loan 
guarantees, nor could it help out with loans previ
ously made under the IFAP (for the logical reason 
that federal funds cannot be used to payoff federal 
debts). 

Another emergency measure was enacted· in 
1982. Following a round of corporate consolidation 
in which B.c. Packers sold off assets "like a doctor 
lops off a gangrenous arm,"so the government pro
vided $12 million to the Northern Native Fishing 
Corporation for its purchase of BC Packers' northern 
gillnet fleet. 

The Salrnonid Enhancement Program con
tained provisions for Native assistance as well. Crit
ics of SEP have pointed out that most enhancement 
projects were taking place in the south coast, where 

Natives were already relatively prosperous. Small
stream projects, generally believed to provide greater 
benefits to Natives, were said to receive less empha
sis. In response to these criticisms, the Department 
initiated a formal Community Development Pro
gram in order to benefit Native communities. 

The 1986 establishment of the Native Fishing 
Association Program is also noteworthy. With $11 
million in funding, it provided loans and business 
management training to Native fish harvesters. Its 
stated goal was to ease the debt load of Native vessel 
owners and to enable Natives to purchase their own 
fishing boats. Whatever the merits of this proposal, 
argues Marchak, it was not consistent with conserva
tion of the resource through limitation of access. Like 
most government assistance packages following 
World War II, it ensured that banks were relieved of 
outstanding debts and that more participants would 
enter the fishery. To make sense of such an inconsist
ency, we must suppose that concern with Native 
claims took precedence over concern with resource 
conservation, and that, at that moment in history, the 
Department of Indian and Northern Affairs took 
precedence over the Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans. 

While Native assistance programs achieved 
their intended goals, they also reinforced Natives' 
perception of themselves "as a special interest group 
that could expect their situation to become better 
primarily through lobbying as Indians."S! In addi
tion, status and wealth differences within the Native 
fleet were accentuated. Conservation-oriented poli
cies thatled tcia substitution of capital for fishing time 
mitigated against the competitive advantages of 
Native fish harvesters. An end result of this saga is 
that the twin policy objectives of rationalization and 
Native assistance could not be pursued in isolation, 
as their effects were potentially contradictory. 

"Most Indians can't even get into the economic system, 
because the bottom two rungs of the ladder are missing. " 
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THE PEARSE COMMISSION 

The onset of a new decade brought with it all of 
the requisite ingredients for a Royal Commission: 
one part new majority government, one part indus
try-wide demand for change, and one part bad 
economy. As the 1980s began, the fishing industry 
was in the midst of another financial crisis. The 
processing sector was undergoing a series of mergers 
and consolidations, a thousand shoreworkers had 
lost their jobs, a dozen fish plants had closed, interest 
rates were rising, unemployment insurance was be
ing reduced, and fisheries research and enforcement 
budgets were getting slashed. With the election of 
another majority Trudeau government, the beseiged 
industry was granted an outlet for its frustrations. 

His name was Peter Pearse. His enormous 
mandate: to conduct the most comprehensive review 
ever on Pacific fisheries issues. The mandate specifi
cally excluded international treaties, Native rights 
and the processing sector, but it did cover everything 
else, including habitat issues, Native fisheries, 
sportfishing, federal-provincial relations, policy 
mechanisms, and regulation of the minor fisheries. 
Marchak notes that the management objectives which 
Pearse had to satisfy were mutually exclusive. For 
example, "the full development of opportunities de
manded by Indian fishers .. . excludes either better 
returns to the public or flexibility of policy. Conserv
ing the resource is not compatible with improving 
fishers' incomes."52 

Peter Pearse a noted resource economist, was chosen 
to sit on the hot seat during a massive 1982 inquiry 
into Pacific fisheries policy issues. 

68 A History oj Pacific Fisheries Policy 

THE COMMISSION EXAMINES 
POLICY ... 

Pearse was to hear almost 200 submissions in 
67 days of public hearings, the transcripts of which 
filled 14,000 pages. Even given the massive scope of 
the Commission, some groups were unprepared for 
Pearse's revolutionary policy recommendations. One 
such group was the Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans itself. In his final report, Turning the Tide: A 
New Policy for Canada's Pacific Fisheries, Pearse pulled 
no punches when discussing the weaknesses of gov
ernment policy. "My inquiry pointed inescapably to 
deficiencies of government policy: uncertain objec
tives, weak and outdated legislation, bad organiza
tion, contradictory programs and confusion."53 

Pearse cited three reasons for the shortcomings 
of government policy. The first was a long history of 
governmental responses to 'crisis situations,' which 
generated policies to address the issue at hand but 
did not lead to a coordinated effort to solve the long
term problems of the fishery. The second was the 
inability of federal authorities to adapt national fish
eries policy to suit regional conditions -- in some 
cases, Pacific fisheries problems weren't of sufficient 
magnitude to command national attention. The third 
reason was the tendency of fisheries policy, as in all 
bureaucracies, to lag behind the forces of change. 
Particularly in the tumultuous environment of the 
1970s, policy was overtaken by events. Pearse called 
this process 'the cut, chop and change approach,' 
implying that policies were often changed in light of 
facts that were not taken into account during policy 
formulation. Testimony during the public hearings 
reiterated that fisheries policy, if there was one, was 
poorly documented and reactive: 

"the present fisheries management system 
... functions primarily without a planning 



philosophy and is subject to the planning 
strategies of other resource sectors and 
fishing interests." 

flat present, who amongst us can truthfully 
say what is the objective of the fisheries?"54 

"what has been lacking is a comprehensive 
long-term plan that specifies particular 
goals ... " 

"the myriad of special problems that are 
facing the Pacific fisheries today ... have 
arisen from a lack of policy ... "55 

By and large, these criticisms hit home. After all, 
the Department had issued very few documented 
policy statements. The few policy statements that 
did exist were given limited internal circulation (with 
the notable exception of the 1976 Policy document), 
and were eventually buried in the Department's 
filing cabinets like unlucky Sherpas in an avalanche. 

Finally, the hearings revealed an attitude of 
skepticism and disbelief towards the government's 
policy announcements. A number of decisions had 
never been enacted, including the elimination of 
subsidies on vessel construction, cost-recovery for 
SEP, the devotion of licence fees to fleet reduction, 
and the levy of catch royalties on salmon. 

A resource economist who firmly believed in 
the theories of Scott Gordon and James Crutchfield, 
Pearse was to come down on the side of economic 
efficiency and fleet rationalization. The implicit in
tent of his recommendations was "to integrate fisher
ies management into the natiohal economic agenda."56 
His recommendations were based upon the assump
tion that overfishing, not habitat destruction, was the 
primary cause of declining stocks. In order to correct 
this situation, reasoned Pearse, the goal of fisheries 

policy should be to ensure that "resources are allo
cated to those who can make the most valuable use of 
them and that whoever used the resources does use 
them in the most beneficial way."S7 

It has been suggested that one of the keys to 
Pearse's policy recommendations was a commit
ment to privatize fishing rights. Initially, a massive 
bu yback program, financed by catch ro yal ties, would 
reduce the fleet to the maximum extent possible. 
Within ten years, transferable fixed term licences and 
a complex licence auction would enable fish harvest
ers to buy up each others' licences, thereby reducing 
the fleet by half. By 1993, a form of area licensing 
would take effect, whereby any person or corpora
tion could purchase fishing rights for one of three 
coastal regions. Ultimately, hinted Pearse, salmon 
harvesters might not need boats at all as fishing 
switched to traditional methods like fish traps and 
weirs. In a move that heralded the arrival in policy
making circles of new conceptions of property rights, 
Pearse urged that all fisheries except salmon and roe
herring be managed using individual transferable 
quotas (variously called IQs or ITQs) specifying indi
vidual shares of the Total Allowable Catch. 

From a policy perspective, another of the Com
mission's most significant recommendations was the 
creation of a 'policy and planning group,' to consist 
of senior officers, who would have specific responsi
bility for long-term planning. A recent Royal Com
mission on Financial Management and Accountabil
ity recognized a similar need, stating that "sound 
management must begin with the establishment of 
goals and the assignment of relative priorities to 
them."s8 Pearse was of the belief that "any deliberate 
forward planning process now appears to be over
whelmed by more ~ediate pressures ... so it does 
not permeate the administration in any significant 
way."59 
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.. .AND ALLOCATION ... 

Pearse also had interesting things to say about 
the Department's allocation policies. While it has no 
explicit legislative authority to allocate catch among 
user groups, the Department had essentially been 
doing so for years. The courts have determined that 
the Minister of Fisheries does have the authority 
under the Fisheries Act to allocate for social and 
economic purposes. Allocation is an inevitable con
sequence of regulating openings and closures and 
restricting gear. Since 1974, DFO even had a target 
for dividing the roe-herring catch among the seine 
and gillnet fleets. Pearse's recommendation was to 
test the waters, so to speak, by developing a similar 
formula for salmon. He considered allocation formu
las to be justifiable, given that the Department's 
broad legislative mandate was to conserve the re
source using whatever means necessary. Pearse 
suggested that, because the Department historically 
had a policy commitment to 'the orderly develop
ment of the resource,' it was indirectl y responsible for 
economic managemen t, of which fleet allocation (and 
reduction) are integral parts. 
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. . .AND SPORTFISHING ... 

Sportfishing policy, or the lack therof, was also 
a target of the Commission. While sportfishing for 
salmon was strongly curtailed in fresh water fisheries 
over time, few regulations had been imposed on the 
reaminder of the sport fishery since the 1960s, when 
daily limits and size restrictions were the rage. With 
the expansion of this segment of the industry, a need 
was generated for a coherent sportfishing policy. The 
Department's policy, in its own words, became "to 
accommodate as far as possible the needs of the 
growing recreational fishery without major negative 
impacts on the other user groupS."60 In other words, 
compromise. In 1981, a tidal water sportfishing 
licence was introduced. The purpose of this licensing 
system was to provide informa tion a bou t sport fishing 
for resource managers and to raise revenue from the 
sport fishery for enhancement. Controversial 
sport fishing closures for chinook salmon in the Strait 
of Georgia and the Fraser River were discussed in the 
same year. 

Pearse felt tha t these measures were awkwardly 
integrated with overall fisheries policy. He was also 
concerned that economic considerations were not 
involved in the regulation of the sport fishery, as they 
now were for the commercial sector. The Amalga
mated Conservation Society minced no words when 
it stated, "It is quite obvious that the Department 
does not have a recreational fishery policy."61 When 
one considers that the Department of Fisheries, in its 
various incarnations, never had a sportfishing branch 
before this time, that only two or three staff were 
concerned mainly with recreational fishing, and that 
the statistical series on sportfishing had been com
pletely abandoned in the mid-1970s, this observation 
seems reasonable. 

By the 1980s, sportfishing was a major 
component of the Pacific fisheries, drawing 
thousands of visitors and millions of dollars 
annually into the economy. Pearse 
recommended the formulation of a 
Departmental sportfishing policy to deal with 
the burgeoning industry. 



.. .AND INEFFECTIVE 
REORGANIZATION ... 

Pearse's report was skeptical of the govern
ment's past efforts at reorganization, particularly 
during the 1970s. Responsibility for fisheries man
agement had shifted from the Department of the 
Environment to a separate Department of Fisheries 
and Oceans in 1978, effectively reversing the decision 
of seven years earlier to consolidate fisheries with 
other areas of federal responsibility. 

This change was not isolated, nor was it incon
sequential. As Pearse puts it, "Successive waves of 
structural change ha ve led to an apparent preoccupa
tion with internal administrative matters both in 
Ottawa and in the region."62 Three different Director 
Generals headed the Pacific Region during the 1970s, 
and each made significant organizational changes. 
The result was increasing turnover, which may have 
temporarily impeded the policy development needed 
to cope with rapidly changing circumstances. In 
retrospect, the frequent organizational changes of 
the 1970s were ad hoc, with insufficien t attention paid 
to their effects upon the region as a whole. Pearse 
cited as examples the separate structure for SEP, the 
movement of the Assistant Deputy Minister from 
Ottawa to Vancouver, and the shifting of research 
responsibilities from branch to branch. 

.. .AND CONSULTATION ... 

The Pearse Commission also rejuvenated dis
cussion about the consul tative mechanisms that were 
being employed by the Department. During the 
1970s, the government had responded to the need for 
public feedback by creating a host of consultative 
committees, advisory boards, task groups and other 
channels for liaising with the public. Prominent 
among these were the Minister's Advisory Council, 
regional committees of the Field Services Branch, and 
the Sport Fish Advisory Board. Conspicuously ab
sent were organizations representing Native or habi
tat interests. Few of the twenty consultative bodies 
recei ved hearty votes of confidence from their partici
pants. Pearse's recommendation was straightfor
ward: ''The first requirement for improving the con
sultative system is a coherent policy on the subject."63 
He proposed formal consultative bodies for Native 
and habitat interests, and well as the replacement of 
the huge Minister's Advisory Council with a smaller 
Pacific Fisheries Council. 
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.. .AND ENFORCEMENT ... 

Next on the Commission's hit list was enforce
ment policy. The Department's policy at the time of 
the Pearse Commission was labelled 'credible volun
tary deterrence.' As a policy brief stated, 

"Present policy calls for the controlling 
features of the management plan to be 
developed with the fisherrnan/userwhen
ever practical. In this way a set of credible 
voluntary deterrences will be the first line 
of control. When ignored or when these 
deterrences fail to produce the desired re
sults, the plan will of necessity fall back on 
statutory controls. The application of these 
controls becomes the responsibility of the 
department through its enforcement 
staff."64 

Pearse saw the Department's reliance on this 
policy as misplaced, overly optimistic and prema
ture. He also concluded that the Department's 125 
fishery officers were overworked and that their ap
proach to enforcement was to put out the biggest 
fires. Others would say that this process was entirely 
logical, given the Department's limited resources for 
enforcement activities . In this sense, credible volun
tary deterrence was a common-sense way of supple
menting the existing enforcement personnel. The 
underlying assumption behind the government's 
enforcement policy was that, because resource man
agement and enforcement shared the same goal of 
resource protection, they required the same sort of 
skills and personnel. Pearse disagreed, recommend
ing that enforcement be accorded a greater priority 
within the Department and that resource manage
ment and enforcement be delegated to two separate 
groups. 
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.. .AND HABITAT ... 

The Commission also called for a renewed 
policy emphasis on the protection of habitat. Pearse 
was one of the first to spell out formally to policy
makers the 'no net loss' concept, meaning that "harm 
to fish habitat should be tolerated for any particular 
development only if the damage is fully compen
sated through expanded fish production capacity 
elsewhere."65 The Commission was also highly sup
portive of two other policy imperatives: SEPt which 
was now granting management responsibilities to 
private contractors; and aquaculture, which prom
ised additional production in private hands. One 
aquaculturist stated the implicit change in govern
ment policy quite succinctly: "What we're looking at 
here is a classic transition of public policy away from 
a hunting gathering philosophy to more of a farming 
philosophy."66 What is equally interesting is that 
Pearse was advocating the assistance of private en
terprise in this process, a radical shift from the 'water 
to table' government control proposed in 1976. 

.. .AND THE FISHERIES ACT . 

One of the Commission's more sweeping rec
ommendations was the replacement of the Fisheries 
Act with a more comprehensive policy statement. 
Pearse took issue with the Act's archaic require
ments, like the one that required every boat to have 
"a dory with a compass, two quarts of drinking water 
and two pounds of food for each crew member, and 
a fog-horn or trumpet."67 At the time of the Pearse 
Commission, parts of the Fisheries Act still pre
scribed hard labour as a punishment for fisheries 
violations, and the Act contradicted itself in other 
areas. Crucially important features of policy, such as 
commercial licensing and fleetdevelopmen tarrange
ments, were glossed over in the Act. Instead, it listed 
regulations in painstaking detail (e.g. the minimum 
required distance between salmon nets). Pearse was 
particularly concerned that the Act was "silent about 
the management and planning responsibilities of the 
Department and the social and economic objectives it 
[was] to meet."68 In fact,at the time of Pearse's report, 
licensing policy was contained in fisheries regula
tion. In 1983, licensing policy was removed from 
regulation and replaced with skeletal regulations 
combined with the Minister's policy. The Act was 
also amended in about 1990 so that it no longer 
included archaic provisions or fines . 

Chapter Three: Brave New World (1969 - Present) 73 



THE AFTERMATH OF THE 
PEARSE COMMISSION 

The response to Pearse's report was polarized, 
to say the least. The UFAWU was particularly op
posed to the proposed licensing system, arguing tha t 
it would lead to competition for licences and the 
devastation of fishing communities. Pearse's sup
port for aquaculture also met with opposition from 
fish harvesters' groups. They, after all, were the 
'hunters and gatherers' whose role would presum
ably be subsumed by 'farmers.' The one large organi
zation that officially endorsed the idea of aquacul
ture, the Native Brotherhood, refused to side with 
Pearse because his report had not officially recog
nized aboriginal title (Native rights were not in the 
Commission's terms of reference, but Native fisheries 
were). It should be noted that opposition to the 
Pearse Report was well-founded on rational, if intui-

Minister LeBlanc was faced with the kind of 
controversy that is not typically conducive to politi
cal action. When he was replaced in his portfolio by 
Pierre De Bane, however, the situation was to change. 
De Bane vowed to push ahead with Pearse's recom
mendations as quickly as possible, but was quickly 
brought down to earth by his new Minister's Advi
sory Council and publicly declared that "the Pearse 
report is behind US."69 

On his own, though, De Bane continued to 
push for policy change. A top-level policy review 
committee -- accused by critics of 'knee-capping' the 
Minister's Advisory Council before it got off the 
ground -- called for area and gear licensing, quota 
fisheries, substantial catch royalties, and develop
ment of the sport fishery. In 1984, De Bane unveiled 
the Pacific Fisheries Restructuring Act, warning that 
it had to be passed in ten days or it would die in 

"Elimination of the symptoms of the common property problem 
could be accomplished in three to five years." 

tive, self-interest. After all, the proposed licence 
auction would divert profits (or' resource rent') to the 
government, leaving nothing to improve fish har
vesters' incomes. Moreover, Copes suggests that 
those fish harvesters who performed better than 
a verage would see a large share of their intramarginal 
profits be eliminated by rationalization,leaving them 
worse off than before. Consequently, a three-day 
industry conference in 1983 condemned the Pearse 
Report. 
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Parliament. De Bane's proposals were sweeping, to 
say the least: the Act called for a 45% fleet ~eduction 
within one year, a new buy-back corporatIon, catch 
royalties, the elimination of combination-gear boats, 
and further reductions in fishing time. Transferable 
quotas would exist in virtually all fisheries, including 
the salmon fishery within three years. 



Not surprisingly, the Act was a tough sell. 
With a tight time frame for implementation, ongoing 
cabinet shuffles, and the election of a Conservative 
government in 1984, the Liberals' reforms were never 
enacted. In this sense, political events were as critical 
to the demise ofthe Actas was the opposition mounted 
in some comers of the industry. 

As the Conservative government took power, 
"the entire process haltingly began yet again, with a 
new minister, new research, new advisory commit
tees, and renewed struggles between gear-types and 
organizations."7o The new administration had its 
critics, among them the UFAWU: "where the Liber
als had attempted legislation, the Conservatives pro
ceeded by regulation. Where the Liberals had used 
lengthy public consultations and royal commissions 
to divide and rule, the Conservatives performed 
internal reviews and announced the results."7l Upon 
one thing there was general agreement: the Con
servative government did pursue an active policy of 
reducing government intervention in fisheries man
agement. Budgets for enforcement, research and 
habitat protection were lessened, the underlying as
sumption being that fleet overcapitalization wasn't 
the only symptom of economic waste -- government 
management practices were inefficient as well. 

Ministerial change, as in the past, was to have 
a profound effect upon the direction of fisheries 
policy. John Fraser, the new Minister of Fisheries, 
made his policy objectives clear by pledging that 
there would be "no tampering with the concept of the 
resource as common property."n SEP was to receive 
full funding for its second phase, and a $100 million 
fleet buy-back program was to be launched. 

It should be clear by now that policy and prac
tice are two distinctly different entities. Some of 
Pearse's less controversial recommendations were 
progressing according to schedule while Ottawa 
waxed eloquent. Deputy minister Art May publicly 
differed with Fraser, stating that "common property 
is the root cause of the problems."73 Pacific Director 
General Wayne Shinners added that elimination of 
the symptoms of the common property problem 
could be accomplished in three to five years. 

It turns out that May and Shinners' differences 
of opinion with the Minister didn't ~and them in hot 
water after all. Fraser left office in a stink over rotten 
tuna and was replaced by Erik Neilsen. Neilsen, 
scant months later, cleaned out his office for Tom 
Sid don. Siddon reaffirmed his support for aquacul
ture, and cut funding for the second phase of SEP. 

Meanwhile, elsewhere in Ottawa, Neilsen was 
keeping busy. His Task Force on Program Review 
was established in order to harmonize the actions of 
government departments with the Tories' forthcom
ing free trade policy. The Task Force recommended 
a further shift in government policy towards privati
zation and deregulation. It also sanctioned the elimi
nation of the common property problem, which was 
seen to increase the cost of fishing and drain public 
resources. Audi tor-General Kenneth Dye made simi
lar recommendations in his 1986 report. The Task 
Force advised heavy cuts in research spending, a 50% 
reduction in quality inspection, and a major expan
sion of 'enterprise allocations' or privatized fisheries. 
Enhancement would be run by private contractors 
who would recover their costs by direct harvest of 
stocks. In a final endorsement of market efficiency, 
the Task Force hinted that the fishing industry could 
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become profitable if it were not burdened with the 
objective of maximizing social welfare. 

The Task Force's policy recommendations were 
implemented to some extent. The Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans went through a period of 
'downsizing,' in which $25 million was cut from costs 
and the number of employees was reduced by 200. 
The government's role as a provider of marketing 
assistance was reduced considerably. 

The need for better consultation was also pur
sued in the wake of the Pearse Commission. Frustra
tion with the Minister's Advisory Council led most 
industry representatives to want a permanent con
sultative process that would make the Department 
accountable to fish harvesters and give a small group 
the power to form policy. The end result of this 
process was the formation of the Pacific Regional 
Council (PARC), which was intended to be a non
representative, balanced 'council of wise people.' 
PARC ended up including members of the commer
cial fisheries, processors, Natives, sportfishing inter
ests, and coastal communities. 

The Pearse Report also signalled a new orienta
tion away from government subsidization of indus
try. To no-one's surprise, Pearse had found that 
some government assistance programs encouraged 
expansion of fishing capacity and were a waste of the 
taxpayers'money. Neilsen's Task Force concurred, 
stating that Ita labyrinth of government assistance 
programs and regulations [have] arrested the ability 
of Canadian fisheries to adapt to market forces and 
undermined its competitiveness."74 The Task Force 
cited the astonishing fact tha t, since 1977, the govern
ment had spent $1 billion on an mdustry that gener
ated a value of$2 billion. Consequently, the Depart
ment of Fisheries and Oceans stated that its assist
ance programs in the 1980s were not to incorporate 
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the philosophy of the 1960s and 1970s. Rather than 
emphasizing 'recovery,' government assistance was 
to focus on 'development' programs that were in 
keeping with the buzzwords of competitiveness, 
efficiency, productivity and value-added. For exam
ple, investment tax credits for most areas of the 
fishing industry were phased out by 1990. The 
Shipbuilders Industry Assistance Program was ter
minated in 1985, as was the Fishermen's Vessel As
sistance Plan in the following year. But were these 
programs eliminated for the reasons Pearse had en
visioned? The Department's 1986 Annual Report 
stated that the FV AP was fIno longer necessary be
cause fishermen can avail themselves of credit from 
lending institutions."75 This explanation contained 
no recognition of the cause and effect relationship 
between credit availability and overcapitalization. 

Another significant change was the introduc
tion of a formal policy group within the Depart
ment's organizational structure. In the past, this 
function had been served by two relatively autono
mous bodies: a SEP planning group and a regional 
economics group. During the downsizing that oc
curred in 1984, these groups were amalgamated into 
the Program Planning and Economics Branch. One 
of the expressed objectives of the group was to act as 
an advocate for new management regimes. 

Thus far, has the Pearse Commission achieved 
its intended purpose? Without the benefit of years of 
historical hindsight, the answer is a definite maybe. 
It certainly provided a formal mechanism to discuss 
problems that had been spreading for years. In the 
end, some of these problems were addressed, and 
others fell by the wayside in a storm of controversy. 
There can be little doubt that the most recent Royal 
Commission introduced many in industry and gov
ernment to emerging theoretical concepts of fisheries 
regulation that are still being discussed today. 



STOCK AND FLEET 
MANAGEMENT DURING THE 

1980S 

In the aftermath of the Pearse Commission, 
new initiatives were also undertaken for improved 
stock and fleet management. A 1986 discussion 
document on the Salmon Stock Management Plan 
(SSMP) asserted that a number of factors had 
prompted the Department of Fisheries and Oceans to 
develop a long-term strategic plan for Pacific salmon 
fisheries. It traced the genesis of the SSMP to the first 
page of Turning the Tide, where Pearse wrote that the 
Department was plagued by "the lack of cohesive, 
consistent and forward-looking policies and pro
grams with respect to fisheries management, en
hancement and environmental protection."76 The 
Salmonid Enhancement Program also provided an 
impetus for the SSMPs, which 
were to provide an overall strat
egy for developing a SEP continu
ation proposal. In addition, the 
demise of the Pacific Fisheries Re
structuring Act suggested that, 
whatever steps might or might 
not be taken to rationalize the 
salmon fleet, a rigorous and scien
tific approach was still needed to 
manage Pacific salmon stocks. 

The SSMP was officiall y un
veiled in 1986, pledging to avoid 
"the confusion and inaction that 
often accompany motherhood 
statements of objectives that are 
not developed or further re
fined."77 Consequently, theSSMP 
set the following goals: harvest 
salmon to achieve maximum es
capement; enhance salmon stocks; 
and protect salmon habitat. 

While stock management _ . 
was receiving increasing attention, 
fleet management continued to 

"'v;.:'.'" _. 

be a difficult process. The basic concept of licensing 
had changed somewhat by 1983, in that fisheries 
would no longer be open until closed, but closed until 
open. However, this change didn't imply a funda
mental shift in policy. Rather, it signalled the fact that 
input restrictions were necessarily becoming increas
ingly stringent across the board in order to keep the 
fishing effort within tolerable limits. 

In response, the Department set about devel
oping a proactive fleet management policy. Exten
sive consultation was involved in a 1989 licensing 
policy review process, which attempted to address 
licensing issues in an operational context. A long
term salmon allocation plan issued in 1991 stressed 
the paramount importance of conservation, the need 
for fair and equitable allocations, and the need for a 
long-term plan to minimize uncertainty and conflict. 

: .~"" 
':<?t~<i-~ 
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THE SPREAD OF LICENCE 
LIMITATION 

''There now exists an array of licences which 
is administratively most vexatious."78 

It's a wordy way of expressing confusion, but 
the above quotation is probably true of the extent to 
which limited entry had permeated the regulatory 
framework by the 1980s. The Department's basic 
policy, or lack thereof, was to respond to rapidly 
changing events with innovations in licensing as 
they appeared to beneeded. Since the introduction of 
limited entry for salmon in 1968 and roe-herring in 
1974, one fishery after another expanded, over-ex
panded and was belatedly subjected to a flurry of 
restrictions on additional entrants through a limited 
entry program. 

We have already seen how International Pa
cific Halibut Commission regulation of the halibut 
fishery was in jeopardy after the declaration of 200-
mile fishing limits in 1977. In 1979, when the di vision 
of the catch from the remaining international stocks 
was agreed to once again, individual nations had an 
incentive to control their halibut fleets. Limited entry 
seemed to be a natural solution. Again, though, it 
failed to address the cause of the overcapacity prob
lem, and its success was incomplete. As had hap
pened in the aftermath of the Davis Plan, entry 
restrictions for halibut were gradually relaxed and 
generous grounds for appeal were provided. Before 
limited entry, there had been fewer than 100 vessels 
fishing for halibut. Afterwards, there were more than 
400. 

A similar pattern emerged in the sablefish fish
ery. Limited entry was contemplated in 1978, but a 
year later the Japanese market expanded dramati
cally and a swarm of vessels began fishing for 
sablefish. When limited entry was introduced in 
1979, it was too late. Again, restrictions were relaxed 
to allow a larger fleet. 
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THE ERA OF PUBLISHED 
POLICIES 

In his final report, Turning the Tide, Pearse had 
argued quite convincingly that the poor documenta
tion of government policy was one of its critical 
shortcomings. In apparent response to this criticism, 
the Department set about issuing various planning 
and policy statements. This trend has been especially 
prevalent since about 1986, when the Department 
issued Canada's Policy for Recreational Fisheries and its 
Policy for the Management of Fish Habitat. 

In some cases, it took an additional kick-start to 
motivate the government to write down its policy. A 
directive from the Prime Minister in 1985 called for 
the promotion of recreational fisheries. The resultant 
policy was, by and large, an inoffensive document. It 
recognized the legitimacy of recreational fishing, the 
shared responsibility of the federal and provincial 
governments, the responsibility of the fishing com
munity, and otheruniversaUy acknowledged truths. 
The document's most adventurous declaration was 
the primacy of conservation rather than the 
maximization of social benefits. Specifically, the 
Department's priority would be to "conserve, re
store, and enhance our recreational fisheries and the 
habitat on which they depend."79 Despite this poten
tially significant admission, the recreational policy 
was sufficiently vague and replete with 'mother
hood' statements that it has thus far failed to make 
much of an impact in directing managers or quelling 
stakeholders' criticisms. 

The habitat management policy was generally 
considered to be a more ambitious statement of 
policy. The Department set as its long-term objective 
the achievement of an overall 'net gain' in the pro
ductive capacity of fish habitats. The guiding princi
ple behind this objective was 'no net loss,' which 
Pearse had advocated in his report. The document 
even went so far as to outline procedural steps to 
achieve 'no net loss.' 



• 
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It is difficult to dispute that the Department 
had finally announced a clear, operational policy 
without resorting to motherhood statements. The 
policy was broad enough to be labelled a policy (that 
is, it did not specify regulations governing fish habi
tat), yet it went into sufficient detail that its opera
tional meaning was clearly discernable to its audi
ence. For example, it stated that "compensation-in
kind is not a feasible option in cases involving liquid 
waste discharges," it called for "planning for multi
ple land and water use in a number of west coast 
estuaries and in the Nicola River Basin in B.C.," and 
it declared that "the costs to government of activities 
undertaken to clean up spills of oil and other pollut
ants will be recovered."so These statements could 
easily have been so watereddownas to be completely 
impractical for fishery managers and unclear to the 
public at large. Reassuringly, they were not. 

many 'policy' and 'priority' documents were issued 
that it became difficult to tell which were the real 
ones. 

One such example was the Strategic Priorities 
1990 pamphlet, which was intended to give the De
partment's employees a comprehensive overview of 
the priorities for the year ahead. This document 
arose out of an annual work planning process, in an 
attempt to integrate the Minister's policy objectives 
with the workplans of civil servants. While this 
linkage may seem like a window of opportunity to 
implement policy in an efficient manner, the results 
of this process have only been published once. Stra
tegic Priorities 1990 named fiscal restraint, consulta
tive processes, the development of a Canada Oceans 
Act and environmental problems as the pressing 
issues in fisheries management. Even in comprehen-

'The poor documentation of government policy was one of its 
critical shortcomings." 

The First Ministers, unwilling to buck a trend, 
envisioned further policies at their 1985 conference. 
The discussions at this meeting paved the way for an 
announcement by Fisheries Minister Tom Siddon in 
1986: surveillance and enforcement capabilities would 
be strengthened by increasing fines, providing full 
observer coverage on foreign vessels, arming patrol 
vessels, and so on. Sid don also described a new 
foreign fisheries relations policy: non-surplus alloca
tions would no longer be made except for existing 
treaty commitments, and allocation of surplus re
sources would be based on foreign nations' coopera
tion in conservation rather than their trade perfonn
ance. 

Pearse ha'd not only criticized the absence of 
documented policy, he was also skeptical of the large 
number of policies that were introduced in a hodge
podge fashion, only to change in light of facts that 
weren't considered at the time of their implementa
tion. It could be argued that the Department was 
somew hat successful in countering the first criticism, 
but much less successful in countering the second. So 

sive documents such as this one, though, we can see 
that new conceptions of management had crept into 
the popular consciousness. Significantly, the docu
ment pledged "the greater use of area licensing and 
limited entry systems in specific Pacific fisheries"81 
(area licensing for crabs was implemented in that 
year). 

A policy document that didn't pass from sight 
so quickly was Vision 2000, which had been written in 
1989 by staff in the Program Planning and Economics 
Branch. Industry members feared that the paper 
represented government policy, despite its stated 
purpose of being for dicussion. Vision 2000 envi
sioned the widespread use of individual quotas and 
area licensing, a 50% reduction in fishing costs, greater 
use of tenninal fishing, quadrupled earnings for fish 
harvesters and sport fisheries, complete cost recov
ery by the Department, and a province-wide frame
work for Native rights, to name but a few. Given 
these radically different methods of management, 
wecan suppose that Vision 2000 could only have been 
intended to provoke thought, rather than to express 

" the direction of government policy . 
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THE RISE OF AQUACULTURE 

The emergence of aquaculture as an economic 
force illustrated that fisheries management does move 
quicklyw hen market forces push hard enough. While 
aquaculture had existed for some time, the 1980s 
witnessed a biological and economic breakthrough 
in the hatching and rearing of salmon. The secret was 
fish farming, the rearing of Atlantic salmon in the 
fjords of Norway. 

Significantly, it was government initiative that 
spurred on industry growth in Canada. The Science 
Council of Canada sponsored a major conference in 
New Brunswick in 1983, corning down firmly on the 
side of aquaculture development. The conference 
came to a consensus that aquaculture had the poten
tial to provide a perfect private-sector solution to the 
twin problems of overcapitalization and pollution: 

"The days of common property fishing are 
over. Given the finite nature of the ocean to 
produce fish, especially in its polluted state, 
and the steadily rising costs of hunting the 
wild schools, as well as the urgent need to 
restructure our fishing industry, aquacul
ture is a compelling alternative."82 

Within a week of the Science Council 
report, the government pledged support for 
a $2.5 million aquaculture research facility 
at the Pacific Biological Station. A Science 
Council policystatementin 1985 urged "the 
production of farmed fish to supply mar
kets while commercial fisheries are closed 
to enhance the runs."83 At that point in 
time, then, aquaculture seems to have been 
more of a policy imperative than commer
cial fleet development. 

In the 1980s, aquaculture was big business. By 
1987, the annual value of the industry had 

skyrocketed from $7 million to $62 million in only 

The provincial government, which maintains 
jurisdiction over private property and correspond
ing control over aquaculture, was supportive of the 
project as well. A federal-provincial agreement was 
signed in 1985, granting the B.C. government virtual 
autonomy to regulate the fledgling industry. In 
keeping with the current trends in public policy, B.C. 
took a hands-off approach, limiting involvement to 
research and the allotment of foreshore leases. Pro
vincial lands branch spokesperson Torn Cockburn 
summed it up as follows: "the aquaculture industry 
will be industry-driven ... they will tell us where they 
wish to go rather than us tell them where they should 
or should not gO."84 Geoff Meggs is even more 
succinct, writing that "the chief subsidy Ottawa and 
Victoria offered the aquaculture industry was lack of 
regulation."as 

three years, providing over 1,000 jobs in B.C. The 
species mix of aquaculture has diversified greatly over 

time, and now includes salmon, mussels, oysters, and 
trout. Government initiatives have spurred on research for 

new species such as clams and marine plants. 
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Naturally, aquaculture management contained 
its share of disagreements. Critics (commercial fish 
harvesters among them) cited the risk of disease, the 
perceive~ threat to the genetic diversity of wild runs, 
and envIronmental damage as drawbacks of the 
salmon farming industry. The federal government's 
authorization of the transfer of Atlantic salmon eggs 
to B.C. came under particular scrutiny. The UFAWU 
reasoned that "it is hard to imagine food production 
more contrary to the concept of sustainable develop
ment or global responsibility."u Or the perception 
that aquaculture threatened fish harvesters' liveli
hoods, for that matter. 

In any event, federal and provincial authorities 
~radually heeded public requests for greater regula
tIon of the aquaculture industry. A provincial mora
torium on fish farm construction was issued in 1986 
pending the outcome of the Gillespie Inquiry int~ 
aquaculture development. The government com
missioned a number of studies into the effects of 
aquaculture on other resource users, and even resur
rected t~e old practice of marketing assistance by 
supportmg the mdustry's promotional campaign for 
aq~acultur~ ~vestment opportunities. Other regu
latIOns specIfied that farmers were required to report 
outbreaks of disease on their own, and would lose 
their permits if they were found guilty of poor man
agement. Still, a leaked Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans memorandum suggested that the honour 
system of regulation was not working, and it docu
mented gross violations of fish farm regulations. 

One of the Department's responses was to 
define its overall aquaculture strategy. In its Aquac
ulture Strategy for the 19905 publication, which was 
d:veloped with industry assistance, the Department 
laId out a clear position on its involvement with 
aq,:aculture. It pledged continued support in bio
logIcal research (particularly for species other than 
salmon), protection of the aquatic environment, an 
extensive inspeCtion system, and provision of mar
~et analysis. The Department also stressed its posi
tIon as an advocate for industry interests. 

INTERNATIONAL ISSUES 
DURING THE 1980S 

In the 1980s, bilateral negotiations between 
Canada and the U.S. were the same as always, only 
~ore so.. They focussed increasingly on intercep
tIons of fish that spawned in the waters of one nation 
and migrated through the waters of another. Nego
tiations were frustrated by the numerous levels of 
government through which U.S. legislation had to 
pass, and bilateral negotiations were strained to the 
point that diplomatic notes were exchanged between 
the two governments. Peter Larkin suggests that the 
attempts of each nation to maximize their allocation 
were entirely natural, but unfortunate: 

''We're arguing about how to cut the pie 
while we're foregoing an opportunity to 
make the pie twice as big .. .for the las t twenty 
years the Canadian government has said 
there will be no salmon enhancement on 
the Fraser River because the Americans 
would get half the fish."B7 

. In 198~, Pacific region Director General Wayne 
Shmne~s saId that, because the changes desired by 
the Umted States were unacceptable, fishery man
agement plans outside the International Pacific 
Salmon Fisheries Commission framework would be 
implemented for west coast fish harvesters. These 
measures would allow Canadian vessels to catch the 
fish befor: they entered convention waters, thereby 
pre-empting much of the American catch. Among 
the results would be an increase in allowable trollers 
from 1,000 to 1,500 vessels. . 

Tough talk like that finally paved the way for 
the. two governments to-reach an agreement. After a 
senes of long and difficult negotiations, the Pacific 
Salmon Treaty between Canada and the United States 
was signed in 1985 at the Reagan/Mulroney 'Sham
rock Summit.' The Treaty called for each country to 
~anage the salmon stocks originating in its own 
nvers. Among its provisions were the restriction of 
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Canadian trollers offYancouver Island and northern 
B.c., harvesting limitations for Georgia Strait chi
n?ok salmon, and a catch quota to the U.S. for Fraser 
River spawners (incidentally, this quota was much 
less than the 50% to which the U.S. had been entitled 
u~~er the original salmon treaty). In a faux pas that 
cntIcs suggested was symbolic ofthe treaty's stateside 
b~as, Fisheries Minister John Fraser accidentally signed 
hIS name on the American side of the treaty. Al
though Canada experienced some significant gains 
from the T:eaty arrangements, critics argued that 
t~ese benefits were not distributed evenly among all 
?sh harvesters. Alaskan interception fisheries, for 
rnstance, have proved difficult to control. Conse
quently, relations within the Pacific Salmon Com
mission have been strained at times and industry 
support for the Treaty has eroded somewhat. 

. Interesting developments were also taking place 
rn the management of the International Pacific Hali
but Commission, which faced continuing declines in 
the recruitment of juvenile halibut. This problem was 
exacerbated by escalating American bycatch of hali
but, which doubled from nine to eighteen million 
pounds during the 1985 to 1990 period. The U.S. 
eventually agreed to reduce its bycatch by 25%, while 
Canada has committed to an expanded observer 
program. 

Other noteworthy international issues include 
contentious .allocations of Pacific hake, continuing 
boundary dIsputes, and interesting developments 
regarding tariffs and cross-border duties. The year 
1989 saw the reversal of the Department's century
?ld policy of protectionism for the fish processing 
rndustry. After a series of bitter debates, the GA IT / 
FT A panel forced Canada to remove regulations that 
prohibited the export of unprocessed salmon. 

On the multilateral front, relations have been 
pr~gressing more smoothly. A new scientific organi
zation for the North Pacific, called PISCES, was agreed 
upon in 1990. The International North Pacific Fisher
ies Commission has continued to seek solutions to 
high-seas driftnet fishing; in the meantime, a North 
Pacific Anadromous Species Convention may re
place the INPFC, with the intent of eliminating di
rected fishing for anadromous fish on the high seas. 
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NATIVE CLAIMS ON THE 
HORIZON 

A full century after the commercial fishing 
industry in B.C. had been regulated by European 
d~scendants, policy-~akers were still coming to grips 
With the unresolved ISsue of Native rights. It was 
generally acknowledged by the 1980s that Natives 
had some kind of right to fish, butwhatdid that mean? 
The right to eat fish, sell them, or both? More to the 
point, how many fish? 

Clearly, the Native land claims movement was 
gathering steam as the 1980s progressed. The Boldt 
decision in the United States had awarded half of the 
catch in west coast fisheries to Native bands, which 
undoubtedly increased expectations north of the bor
~er. Propos~ls to grant half or more of all fishing 
nghts to Natives were entertained in the wake of the 
Pearse Conunission, but the government appeared 
to want to leave the tough decisions to the law courts. 

The Supreme Court reached a critical verdict 
on Native rights with the R.v. Sparrow case in 1990. 
While ~he Constitution Act of 1982 had explicitly 
recognIzed aboriginal rights, the Sparrow decision 
took.it one st:p further by affirming that the aborigi
nal nght to fish for food, social and ceremonial pur
poses was constitutionally protected. As a result, 
Natives would be granted priority over all other 
users, after the public policy requirement of conser
vation had been met. The Court also found a fiduci
ary obligation on the Crown to ensure aboriginal 
access to fishing opportunities. While the Depart
ment could continue to regulate aboriginal food fish
eries, its infringement would be limited to valid 
l~gislative objectives, subject to meaningful consulta
tion, and representative of the least possible en
croachmert t. The Su preme Court was silen t a bou t the 
question of commercial fishing rights for Natives. 

The Sparrow decision and the growing pressure 
to settle aboriginal claims following the Oka crisis 
have had a significant impact on recent Departmen
tal policy. In June 1992, the Department unveiled its 
$140 million Aboriginal Fisheries Strategy (AFS), 
aiming to increase economic opportunities for abo
rig~al people. Negotiated agreements are hence-
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At present, Aboriginal fisheries agreements are breaking new ground in fisheries management. 
Aboriginal communities are negotiating comprehensive, cooperative management agreements with 
the Department of Fisheries and Oceans, partly as a result of the 1989 R.u. Sparrow verdict, which 

affirmed the Native right to catch fish for food, social and ceremonial purposes. 

forth to include fixed, numerical harvest levels, en
hanced self-management, habitat improvement 
projects, and fisheries-related economic develop
ment programs. The Strategy also contains provi
sions to buy back $7 million of the commercial fleet's 
licences. Pilot projects are also to test the commercial 
sale of Native catches. 

In the first year of implementation, a "crisis" 
emerged when under the confusion of the new ap
proach to Aboriginal fisheries, there was significant 
overfishing of the Stuart sockeye run in the Fraser 
River. Commercial and recreational interests cried 
foul and the Department once again responded with. 
and independent inquiry. Familiar faces, Drs. Peter 
Pearse and Peter Larkin, were pressed into service as 

. expert economist and expert biologist (respectively) . 
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Larkin's technical analysis concluded that much of 
the 482,000 missing fish were indeed taken in illegal 
fishing in-river (or died as a result of the intense 
fishing). Pearse advised, however, that this event 
represented "not so much a crisis in resource man
agement as a crisis in policy."sa 

The implications of these agreements are po
tentially far-reaching, and to assess them in a histori
cal context would be overly presumptuous. We can 
say with relative certainty that the Department has 
"maintained the longstanding policy of firstaliocative 
priority to aboriginal food fisheries"89 and intends to 
provide greatly expanded funding for cooperative 
management regimes. 

INDIVIDUAL QUOTAS 

While they appeared to herald a revolution in 
fisheries managemen t, notions of 'di viding the pie' in 
resource management were not entirely new. Even 
the medieval commons had been 'stinted,' in that the 
total amount of livestock pasturage on the village 
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common was carefully apportioned among the vil
lagers. Moreover, quotas were a well-established 
approach in allocating rights to other resources (e.g. 
water, timber, rangelands) in North America. Area 
licensing for fisheries had been enacted in some form 
as far back as the 1940s, and fisheries economists had 
been talking about individual quotas (lQs) for some 
time. It wasn't until the 1980s, though, that these 
concepts gained momentum in policy-making cir
cles. 

Within a relatively short time, IQs had been 
introduced in some form in Canada, New Zealand, 
Australia, Iceland and Britain. The idea behind these 
quantitatively-defined rights was to divide up the 
total allowable catch among licensed fish harvesters. 
Essentially, IQs were 'output controls' rather than 
the unsuccessful 'input controls' that had been used 
to date. The theory was that granting individual 
harvesters their own quota would eliminate the com
petitive race for undefined shares of the catch, 
thereby eliminating the incentive to invest in unnec
essary fishing capacity. With each fish harvester's 
share of the catch defined by a quota, closed seasons 
and other restrictions could be abolished, and fish 
harvesters could organize their fishing activities to 
harvest their quotas at the lowest possible cost. Moreo
ver, if quotas were transferable, fish harvesters could 
adjust the scale of their operations for maximum 
efficiency. However, not everyone is convinced of 
the efficacy of IQs, and even advocates such as Peter 
Pearseacknow ledge that circumstances in the salmon 
and roe-herring fisheries are not conducive to this 
form of regulation. 

Even so, an impetus to introduce IQs was 
coming from industry members in the late 1980s, 
some of whom felt that the proliferation of input 
controls was grinding them into unsafe and unprof
itable conditions. By the end of 1990, the halibut, 
geoduck, abalone and sablefish fisheries were man
aged with IQs. In the case of halibut, the IPHC's role 
was reduced to establishing the quota for the Cana
dian fishery. 

Unloading halibut during the last two-day opening. 
In ~989, the introduction of Individual Quotas made 
possible year-round fishing for halibut. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 4 
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SUMMARY 

It has been said that it is impossible to write 
history about events that have taken place in one's 
own lifetime. Admittedly, it is extremely difficult to 
write a 'history' of the last twenty years without the 
benefit of 20/20 hindsight. Obtaining consensus 
about the 'facts' is difficult enough, much less at
tempting to interpret them. The participants remain 
so personally connected to the events that it is ex
tremely difficult to divorce oneself from them and 
look at them in an objective historical context. At the 
same time, it is clearly easier to obtain information, 
opinions and records for recent events. 

The most recent phase in fisheries manage
ment commenced in 1969, with the long-awaited 
introduction of limited entry. The apparent bank
ruptcy of more traditional regulatory measures her
alded the unveiling of the Davis Plan, which placed 
a limit on the number of vessels that were permitted 
to fish for salmon. The program represented a sig
nificant shift in traditional management orientation, 
encompassing not only resource conservation but 
also socio-economic rationalization. 

The success of this program was mixed . Li
cence limitation did have some constraining effect on 
fleet capitalization, and it did keep harvesting costs 
below the level that would have prevailed in an open 
access fishery. Unfortunately, this constraining ef
fect was not as significant as originally envisaged 
(e.g. it was estimated during the mid-1970s that 98% 
of the salmon run could still be harvested in six days). 
In many people's eyes, the attempt of government 

policy to frustrate fishing effort with increasingly 
stringent input controls had failed, in many people's 
eyes. Still, economic considerations had been added 
to the biological base and an active policy of improv
ing the performance of the fishery was being pur
sued. 

While the Department of Fisheries was grap
pling with its redefinition of the right to fish, the 
1970s were becoming increasingly chaotic for fisher
ies managers. Their first documented policy state
ment was published in 1976, calling for 'water to 
table' regulation of the fisheries and attention to 
socio-economic objectives. The latest policy phase 
was invigorated in 1977 with the proclamation of a 
200-mile limit, removing one of the fundamental 
constraints to effective fisheries management. At the 
same time, 'fish wars' between Canada and the U.s. 
were heating up, with a number of squabbles over 
export duties, salmon interception, and federal sub
sidies. The Department of Fisheries and Oceans 
announced a bold commitment to enhancement with 
the Salmonid Enhancement Program, and took new 
strides in policy by introducing area licensing in the 
expanding roe-herring fishery. Limited entry was 
extended to a variety of other fisheries. Finally, an 
active policy of government support for Native in
volvement in commercial fishing was pursued after 
years of neglect. 

Crisis never stays away for long, and the finan
cial hardships and recession of the early 1980s pre
cipitated a new Royal Commission headed by Peter 
Pearse. Pearse ad vocated a radical reform of fisheries 
management, reasoning that the government was 
acting like a scarecrow: it was successful at targetting, 

. 'Where occupants can rely on the permanence of their 
holdings, and enjoy in successive years the benefit of their own 

moderation in each preceding season, the Department finds 
very little difficulty in controlling the pursuit. " 

J.E. Whitcher, 1870 
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declaring and warning, butweakin practical enforce
ment, statistical information, the consulting process, 
and policy documentation. Pearse's recommenda
tions for salmon and herring licensing, quota fisher
ies and cost recovery were the subject of intense 
debate over the next few years. 

One of Pearse's recommendations that was 
arguably followed a little too diligently was the need 
for documented policy statements. The mid-1980s 
saw a plethora of published policies swamp the 
desks of regulators, with mixed success. The Depart
ment's habitat management policy was a good first 
step in addressing fundamental policy issues in an 
operational context, while its published sportfishing 
policy resorted to motherhood statements. By and 
large, policy statements were issued for the 'easy 
cases' in which they would generate little contro
versy. Detractors of government initiatives have 
typically found it convenient to argue that "the De
partment has no policy," but events ofthe last decade 
suggest that plenty of policies exist -- some of them 
merely exist in diluted form. Other policies are 
simply not implemented, followed or reviewed. 

There's no history like the present, though, and 
the 1990s have brought about a whole new set of 
developments. Prominent among them are the rags 
to riches to rags (to riches?) saga of aquaculture, 
continuing bilateral negotiations over fish intercep
tion, emerging Native claims, and a renewed interest 
in the definition offishingrights. The introduction of 
individual quota fisheries and the emerging discus
sion of area licensing hint that fisheries management 
may be entering uncharted waters yet again. 

In historical perspective, the last two decades 
have seen an astonishingly rapid evolution in fishing 
rights. It is apparent that a quasi-property approach, 
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in which harvesters have inceased rights and respon
sibilities over fisheries management -- while it is by 
no means universally accepted -- is taking over in 
some people's minds from limited entry and open 
access as a governing ideology. Advocates of indi- . 
vidual quotas and area licensing hope that fish har
vesters will treat fish as their own property, thereby 
having an incentive to build up stock abundance 
while cutting fishing costs. It all amounts to a redis
covery of Whitcher, who wrote this prescient passage 
in the 1870s: 

"Where the fishery is carried on in a desul
tory and improvident manner, under such 
incitements to excess as are created by 
contentious rivalry and the prospect of 
mere temporary gain, it is extremely diffi
cult to control fishing operations within 
reasonable bounds. But, on the other hand, 
where occupants can rely on the perma
nence of their holdings, and enjoy in suc
cessive years the benefit of their own mod
eration in each preceding season, the De
partment finds very little difficulty in con
trolling the pursuit."90 

In the end, our fixation with the ins and outs of 
fisheries management can divert attention from the 
real reasons why we care so much about fishing on 
the Pacific coast. We have an industry that is rich in 
tradition and a system of management that is envied 
around the world. We will always have fish, and we 
will always have dedicated people to manage that 
harvest. Policy may seem critically important to our 
lives and livelihoods day in and day out, but ulti
mately policy is as transient as the waters it governs. 
When asked to comment on how he had been af
fected by fisheries policy, one fish harvester simply 
replied, 'Tve no idea -- I gave up, I'm going fishing." 
Amen. 



'1 gave up, I'm going fishing." 
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