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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The CCPFH Fisheries Labour Market Information Study was initiated in 2015 with $1.7 million funding from the Sectoral
Initiatives Program, Skills and Employment Branch, Employment & Social Development Canada (ESDC). The objective is
to provide industry and government decision-makers with:
1. Provide industry and government decision-makers with up-to-date information on labour supply and labour
market trends in the Canadian fish harvesting industry
2. Provide industry and government decision-makers with advice on strategies to attract and retain new labour
supply through….
• Enhancing enterprise capacities to compete successfully for new labour supply
• Attracting and retaining new entrants to the industry and facilitating intergenerational transfer of fishing
rights and assets
• Enhancing labour force participation in regions and fleets with short fishing seasons
- Focus on occupational pluralism – mobility of workers across different occupations and sources of
seasonal employment over the year
Research activities, begun in 2015, included review of the research and policy literature, a survey of fish harvesters,
analysis of Statistics Canada tax filer and census data, analysis of ESDC labour market outlook data, community case
studies, assessment of fish harvester transferable skills and a special study on Employment Insurance policy and
regulations.
The project’s final report marshals evidence generated by all these research activities to support nine core conclusions.

Conclusion 1: The fishing industry offers medium to long-term potential to drive significant
socio-economic development in fisheries dependent regions of Canada.
•

•

•

•

Recovery in the US and EU economies, free
trade with Europe, expanding trade with
Asia, and changing consumer preferences
are all driving up global demand for quality
seafood products.
The values of fish landings and seafood
exports are up dramatically since the 200709 recession. In the Atlantic Provinces, the
value of total all-industry exports is down
22% but seafood exports have grown by
54% in constant dollar value since 2012,
exceeding $4 billion in 2016.
For Canada, the constant dollar value of
seafood exports grew at an annual rate of 10% over the 2012 to 2016 period, compared to 6% for all
agrifood exports and 1% for all industries.
Seafood production happens largely in rural-coastal regions where economic growth is much needed to
sustain populations and social and economic infrastructure. There are also significant socio-economic
benefits for Indigenous peoples.

5

Conclusion 2: Looming demographic and labour
supply challenges put the economic growth
potential of the fish harvesting industry at risk
•

•

•

Canada faces demographic challenges, but these
are much more serious for rural regions/industries. Rural working populations are older than
urban counterparts, and the reduction in young
new entrants to the labour force has been
steeper.
There are three possible sources of growth in
labour supply -- natural balance (more births
than deaths), internal migration and international
migration. All three are trending negatively in
most rural coastal regions.
The fishery has been shedding labour for 30 years and is based largely in communities that have been losing
population for 30 years. The industry will need to reverse the flow and begin to attract and retain new labour
supply if its economic growth potential is to be realized over the medium term.

Conclusion 3: Fishing enterprises now need to compete for new labour supply
•

•

•

There are three principal areas of strategic
challenge: a public perception that the industry
is in decline and offers poor career prospects; a
history of uncompetitive incomes relative to other
employment opportunities; and declining interest,
particularly among young people, in seasonal
employment with dependence on EI.
Average employment earnings for fish harvesters have improved significantly since the 2009
turnaround in the fishing economy.
To secure new labour supply, the industry overall,
and many enterprise operators, will need to offer
higher fishing incomes, better employment security, and realistic career prospects for becoming
owner-operators in future.

Conclusion 4: Occupational Pluralism (OP) is a
Continuing Reality in Fisheries Labour Force
•

•

The research evidence confirms that OP is either
stable or expanding in different regions, that it
increased in recent years of depressed fishing
incomes, and that it provides a means of income
stabilization and supplementation in all regions.
In appropriate regions and fleets, expansion of OP
could serve three policy objectives:
- Supplement incomes to stabilize the current
labour force.
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-

•

A means for younger harvesters to build up capital to become owner-operators.
A way to make careers in fish harvesting more attractive for younger new entrants in terms of overall
incomes and reduced seasonal unemployment.
Community leaders, economic development officials and industry leaders see encouragement of OP as a way
to attract new entrant to seasonal industries.

Conclusion 5: Labour market trends suggest increasing opportunities for fish harvesters to find
rewarding OP employment outside fishing seasons
•

•

•

Those fish harvesters who currently engage in OP work in a wide range of industry sectors and occupations,
but certain sectors seem to be more suitable in terms of accessibility, seasonal participation and transferable
knowledge and skills:
- There are different patterns of non-fishing employment in different regions, e.g., forestry in B.C., agriculture in the Maritimes, service jobs in areas close to cities.
- Harvesters naturally gravitate to fisheries and marine related activities in industry sectors like tourism,
transportation, aquaculture, fish handling and processing, and environmental management.
- There is frequent OP participation in construction and other skilled trades, and in truck transportation and
heavy equipment operation.
- There appear to be good matches with jobs related to summer or winter tourism, e.g., sports fishing, marine tours, ski resorts), and certain government jobs (e.g., snow plows, road construction, etc.)
Employment and Social Development Canada’s labour supply and demand projections indicate that the demographic and labour mobility constraints impacting fish harvesting are affecting many other industry sectors, so
opportunities for OP should progressively increase.
- Industries like tourism, truck transportation, construction and other skilled trades, food processing and
agriculture already face critical labour shortages, and some depend heavily on temporary foreign workers.
- ESDC estimates that 75% of all new job opportunities in these sectors will be to replace retiring workers.
The most significant barriers to expanded OP for fish harvesters are:
- Lack of up-to-date labour market information on job availability.
- Family and financial constraints on relocating to where jobs are available.
- Lack of alignment of EI policies and regulations with OP objectives.
- Lack of formal qualification and the need for ways to assess and recognize the transferable skills fish
harvesters acquire through their fishing work.

Conclusion 6: Rising license and quota prices are a significant barrier to attracting and retaining
new entrants
•
•

•

There is convincing evidence that license and quota prices are rising sharply in response to market demand
for seafood products and pressures from non-harvester investors.
DFO efforts to strengthen the Owner Operator and Fleet Separation policies may relieve upward pressures on
license prices, but improved enterprise profitability can still push up the fair market value of fishing enterprises over the medium term.
This is a potentially divisive issue among communities and industry organizations, pitting sellers against
younger harvesters who aspire to become enterprise owners.
- The current age profile of the owner-operator population ensures that up to 40% of enterprises will change
hands by 2025.
- A surge of owner-operator retirements may increase the supply of licenses to the market, but many sellers
will want what they perceive as fair market value for their enterprises as profitable businesses, and may
increasingly challenge limitations on the types of purchasers.
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•

The highest priorities for fish harvester organizations, in terms of new interventions to facilitate intergenerational transfers of fishing assets, are strengthened Owner-Operator and Fleet Separation Policies and
improved access to affordable loans for new entrants.

Conclusion 7: Employment Insurance is critical to stability and renewal of the labour force
• The study identifies policy options and program innovations that could also facilitate expanded participation by
fish harvesters in OP.
• The sharp decline in numbers of fish harvesters, and improved harvester incomes, are substantially reducing
total costs to government of the Fisher’s EI program. There could, therefore, be fiscal room to adapt and innovate EI policies and regulations to better support labour force renewal.

Conclusion 8: Evidence of continuing underperformance in the British Columbia fishery
• Weak or negative trends in employment, harvester incomes and value of landings and exports suggest that
B.C. fishery is not seeing the market-driven growth that is evident in other fishing regions.
• The potential benefits of a renewed fishery for coastal regions and Indigenous communities in BC justify a
deeper look at industry structures and the policy approach in this region.

Conclusion 9: To address labour supply challenges, a comprehensive, long-term strategy is needed
Three priorities for policy innovations and new investments are identified:
• Improving capacities of fishing enterprises to compete for new labour supply.
- Ongoing restructuring and improvements in productivity and efficiency in inshore and midshore fleets.
- Transitioning to multi-license enterprises.
- Managing fisheries to extend seasons.
- Harvester-processor collaboration to produce and market higher value products.
• Enhancing labour force recruitment and facilitating intergenerational transfer of fishing enterprises
- Improvements in labour market information services and accessibility.
- Apprenticeship programs and innovations in licensing policies to facilitate access to fishing opportunities
for youth in fishing communities.
- Strict enforcement of owner-operator, fleet separation policies to reduce influence of speculator investors.
- New financial models for providing access to capital.
- Innovations in licensing policies to support ownership transitions.
- Community or fleet-controlled license and quota banks.
• Facilitating occupational pluralism in regions/fleets with restricted seasons
- Expanded training and recognition of transferable skills.
- Careers promotion in high schools and colleges.
- Expanded and targeted labour market information services.
- Improved financial supports for occupational and geographic mobility.
- Cross-industry collaboration to manage local labour supplies more efficiently.
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The Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters will be sharing these findings with industry stakeholders, local and
provincial government agencies, federal departments and elected officials to facilitate consideration of a comprehensive
strategy for renewal of the fish harvester labour force.
A new strategic approach will need to be multi-faceted, linking up innovations in education and training systems and
fisheries loan boards at the provincial level, federal labour market information and income security programs, fisheries
management policies and practices, and the leadership capacities of local economic development agencies.
The starting point is the clear recognition of the nature and scale of the challenges involved. It is hoped that this report
will provide the evidence base to inform and justify such recognition by key leaders in industry and government.

CANADIAN COUNCIL OF PROFESSIONAL FISH HARVESTERS
33 Rue Laval
Gatineau, Québec J8X 3G8
(819) 777-3474
http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/
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1.

PROJECT OVERVIEW

1.1.

THE CCPFH

The Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters (CCPFH) is the national human resources sector council for the
Canadian fish harvesting industry. The Council is governed by a Board of Directors drawn from fish harvester organizations across Canada representing Atlantic, Pacific, fresh water and Indigenous fisheries.
Founded in 1995 and operating since then as a non-governmental organization, the CCPFH’s main objective is to ensure
that fishing enterprises respond effectively to changing labour supply conditions, and that fish harvesters have the
knowledge and skills required to work safely and advance in their chosen profession. To this end the Council undertakes
research and strategic planning projects to assess current and future human resources needs across the industry, and
develops and disseminates education and training resources to address priorities set out by industry stakeholders.

1.2.

PROJECT CONTEXT

In 2005, the CCPFH completed its national human resources sector study for the fish harvesting industry. The final
report identified an “emerging labour force crisis” in the sector.
The bulk of the evidence generated by this study supports the conclusion that the industry is entering a period of
great change, if not crisis, in terms of the sustainability of the labour force. There are four major drivers behind these
trends: demographics, the changing status of crewmembers, reduced fishing opportunities, and rising license costs.1
The study generated the following age profile for the harvester labour force in 2004.

Average Age of Fish Harvesters, 2004
Atlantic Captains

Atlantic Crew

Pacific Captains

Pacific Crew

48 Years

38 Years

56 Years

43 Years

		
		
In 2004, 34% of Atlantic enterprise heads and 44% of Pacific Region skippers indicated that they expected to leave
active fishing within 10 years. About half of all survey respondents expected to be out of the industry after 15 years.
The sector study report connected these industry issues to the wider socio-economic trends impacting rural-coastal
regions of Canada.
The emerging crisis in the fishery labour force is both a contributor to, and a result of, wider socio-economic
and demographic trends in coastal-rural regions. The loss of fishing employment and incomes contributes to local
decline, but rural communities in general face growing difficulties holding onto young people who are staying in
school longer and leaving to seek better paying, year-round jobs in urban areas. Young people have attractive
careers options to choose from and will not stay in fishing if the industry is not on a par with other occupations
in terms of incomes and secure futures. Employers in both fish processing and harvesting are now reporting
difficulties finding and retaining workers, a problem that few had to face in the past.2

Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters, Setting a New Course – Phase II Human Resources Sector Study for the Fish Harvesting
industry in Canada, Ottawa, May 2005; p. 59. See: <http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/resource-centre/publications>
2
Ibid, p. 61.
1
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Ten years after the above was written, when this current project was planned, there was compelling evidence that the
labour supply challenges anticipated by the 2005 sector study were well advanced. Due to the aging workforce and
youth out-migration, most fish processing plants now rely heavily on temporary foreign workers, and it is reasonable to
imagine a near future in which the number of fishing enterprises in some regions could shrink significantly, not because
there are no fish to catch or markets to sell them to, but because there are not enough workers to operate the vessels
and not enough aspiring owner-operators to take over from those who retire out of the industry.
As set out in 2014, the terms of reference for this current project began from these challenges and addressed the
need for innovative responses to begin to rebuild the fish harvesting labour force by making fisheries employment more
attractive and rewarding. One specific focus was to understand the role of occupational pluralism – i.e., fish harvesters
working in other industries outside the fishing season to supplement their incomes and generate capital to invest in their
fishing enterprises – in sustaining the labour supply in different fishing regions and fleets.

1.3.

EVOLUTION OF PROJECT OBJECTIVES

In the initial planning of the project the objectives for the CCPFH Fisheries Seasonality and the Allocation of Labour
and Skills Labour Market Information Study (hereafter referred to as the Fisheries Labour Market Information or “FLMI”
Study) were set out as follows:
1. To document the complex nature of seasonality in the fisheries and identify success drivers and barriers
affecting the use of an occupational pluralism strategy for fish harvesters within three labour market sectors:
• Within fisheries dependent communities;
• In other marine sectors; and,
• Non-marine and out of community employment.
2. To document fisheries workers’ skills and compare them to National Occupational Classifications (NOCs) and
other occupational standards for relevant industries outside the fishery.
3. To produce a quantitative and qualitative analysis of labour supply and demand in the fisheries sector and
labour demand in the fishery itself, in other industries within fishing regions, and in other industries outside
fishing regions.
4. Identify concrete opportunities and implementation methods to expand occupational pluralism as a means of
achieving more positive employment and income opportunities for fish harvesting workers and owner-operators currently engaged in seasonal harvesting activities.
Over the course of the FLMI Study, as a direct outcome of findings from the research and consultations, the project
objectives have evolved to address important new developments that are rapidly shifting the strategic outlook for human
resource development policy and practice in the industry:
•

Economic turnaround: Over the four years since the project was initially proposed, planned and then carried
out, the fishing economy has undergone a dramatic turnaround. Landed values for seafood products have
surged, due largely to rising demand in global markets. After two decades of shrinkage, the labour supply
has leveled off and incomes are trending up in many fishing regions and fleet sectors. Over time these trends
should be expected to improve the competitive position of fishing enterprises within local and regional labour
markets.

•

Options to improve fleet and enterprise viability: In response to market trends and shifts in fish stock
abundance, the structure and business viability of fishing enterprises continues to evolve, with ongoing
rationalization in some fleets and shifts in species mixes and the duration and profitability of fishing activities. Changes in available fish stocks and innovations in licensing policies and fisheries management plans
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may make it possible in some fleets and regions to spread fishing activities over longer seasons to improve
incomes and make fishing jobs more attractive. Some fleet sectors are already better positioned to attract
and retain labour supply, while others, in other sectors, face the same challenges as a decade ago.
•

Rising license and quota prices: Rising global demand for seafood products is creating significant upside
pressure on the value of fishing access rights (licenses and quotas). With greater numbers of owner-operators
reaching retirement age, the market for access rights is volatile. While fishing enterprises may in fact be good
investments in business terms, access to affordable credit is often a challenge for younger workers who aspire
to become enterprise owners. Rising license and quota prices have become a barrier to intergenerational
transfers within fishing families and communities, and a constraint on attracting new entrants to careers in
the industry.

•

Risks for professionalization: Harvester leaders in some regions are concerned that efforts to encourage
occupational pluralism could undermine hard won advances in professionalizing the labour force. In Atlantic
Canada Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) licensing policies and provincial systems to regulate trades and
professions have favoured the allocation of fishing rights more exclusively to individuals for whom fishing is a
chosen career and primary source of income. The numbers of part-time harvesters or moonlighters have been
sharply reduced since these polices were adopted in the 1990s, but industry leaders fear that new encouragement of occupational pluralism could reverse this progress.
Nevertheless, there will still be regions where fishing opportunities are sharply constrained by climate conditions and limited fish stocks, and where facilitating employment diversity may help make seasonal fishing
employment more sustainable and attractive for new entrants. The challenge will be to tailor labour market
strategies to fit different conditions in different regions and fleets while maintaining an over-arching commitment to professionalization for all harvesters.

In response to these emerging realities and their impacts in reshaping the fish harvesting industry in different parts of
Canada, the report is structured to address three high priority areas for strategic intervention:
1. The need to enhance enterprise viability and labour market competitiveness in regions and fleets where there
are significant opportunities to diversify fishing opportunities and expand fishing seasons;
2. The need to facilitate intergenerational transfer of fishing assets within the fishing labour force and adjacent
fishing communities; and,
3. In fleets and regions where fishing activities are productive but seasonally constrained, the need for new strategies to attract and retain new labour supply while protecting and promoting the professional status of fish
harvesters.

1.4.

PROJECT RESEARCH AND CONSULTATION COMPONENTS

This report collates and integrates evidence from seven research and consultation components. Separate reports on
methodologies and findings from project components are available on the CCPFH web site
(http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/).
•

Literature review
The research and policy literature is surveyed to collate available knowledge on demographic trends, on
developments in the fishing economy in different regions of Canada, on seasonal patterns of labour supply in
fisheries dependent communities, and on social and economic factors affecting labour mobility.

13

Specific attention is given to the literature on occupational pluralism and its impacts -- positive or negative -on the fish harvesting labour market.
•

Analysis of statistical and administrative data resources
A variety of data resources are accessed to support analyses of fisheries labour supply and demand trends
and demographic, incomes, employment diversity and labour mobility factors.
Data sources include Census Canada, Fisheries and Oceans Canada statistics, Statistics Canada tax filer data,
and other Statistic Canada resources.

•

Survey research
Random sample telephone surveys of fish harvesting enterprise heads and crewmembers were conducted in
the Atlantic provinces and Québec, Manitoba and British Columbia. While fish harvester organizations provided
contact information for their members in some provinces, in others there was limited access to up-to-date and
accurate contact information.3 As a result, the survey findings are more statistically robust in some provinces
than in others. Provincial completion rates and error rates were as follows:
2015 CCPFH fish harvester telephone survey: Counts of completed interviews
Captains

Crew

Error Rate
(19 times out of 20)
+/-4.4%
+/-5.5%
+/-6.1%
+/-8.2%
+/-12.4%
+/-2.8%
N/A
N/A

Newfoundland and Labrador
227
217
New Brunswick
233
47
Nova Scotia
201
43
Québec
82
50
Prince Edward Island
45
15
Atlantic Total
788
372
Manitoba
95
4
British Columbia
108
35
		
Questionnaire items from the CCPFH 2004 sector study survey were repeated within the 2015 survey to generate comparative findings on key indicators including labour recruitment and retention issues, demographic characteristics and
enterprise viability factors.
•

Occupational profile update
Consultation workshops were conducted with industry key informants across Canada to update National
Occupational Classification (NOCs) for both marine and freshwater fisheries.
This study component included review of NOCs in multiple industries to identify fisheries workers’ skills that
could be transferable to other industries as part of an enhanced occupational pluralist strategy. Consideration
was given to new techniques and tools to assess and document cross-industry competencies to facilitate
access to rewarding employment opportunities during non-fishing seasons.

3

In the 2004 CCPFH Sector Study, Fisheries and Oceans Canada provided names and contact information for every fishing license holder in
Canada. Privacy protection rules prevented DFO from providing this information in 2015.

14

•

Community consultations, focus groups and key informant interviews
Field work was conducted in nine fishing regions across Canada to access stakeholder and key informant
perspectives on fisheries labour supply and demand trends and strategies for labour force renewal. The
occurrence and impacts of occupational pluralism were assessed in consultations with harvesters and their
organizational leaders, and with employers in local industries and representatives of local governments,
economic development agencies and training institutions. As well, strategies to address intergenerational
transfer and labour recruitment and retention challenges, and to enhance enterprise viability, were
identified and assessed.

•

Engagement with government and industry stakeholders
Proactive consultations with provincial government lead agencies for fisheries development and labour force
renewal were undertaken in the seven provinces with the most significant fishing industries. The goals were
to inform policy leads and program managers about the work and to share findings and policy analyses at different stages over the life of the project. Two rounds of presentations to provincial government agencies were
completed in four provinces, and one round in the three others.
At the federal level, presentations and consultations were also held with Fisheries and Oceans Canada senior
policy staff in Ottawa and the regions, and with policy directors in Employment and Social Development Canada and within the Employment Insurance Program. Two presentations were made to Agriculture and Agri-Food
Canada’s Seafood Value Chain Round Table. There were also engagements with senior staff in the federal
regional development agencies in the Atlantic region and Québec.
On the industry and community side, presentations were made over the life of the project to staff and executive members of harvester organizations, to harvester workshops and conferences, to First Nations fisheries
agencies, to community and environmental non-governmental agencies and to professionalization boards and
sector councils.

•

Special studies
Two special sub-studies were commissioned to address issues that emerged over the life of the project.
A labour economist with expertise in international employment insurance systems was engaged to analyze
the influence of the Canadian Employment Insurance (EI) program on fisheries labour supply and occupational
pluralism among fish harvesters, and to identify policy and program options within the EI system to support
labour force renewal in the industry.
The Newfoundland and Labrador Professional Fish Harvesters Certification Board (PFHCB) administers the
system to register all fish harvesters in the province. With access to their harvester registration data, the Board
analyzed the nature and location of non-fishing employment among registered harvesters, and identified the
education and training undertaken by harvesters to support their fishing activities but also their employment in
non-fishing occupations.
In each of the following chapters evidence from research and consultation activities undertaken during the
CCPFH FLMI study is summarized and integrated to convey broad project findings.
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2.

FISHERIES ECONOMY OUTLOOK

In 2017 the federal finance minister’s Advisory Council on Economic Growth, chaired
by Dominic Barton, released a series of reports providing “advice on concrete policy
actions to help create the conditions for strong and sustained long-term economic
growth”.4 One report, titled Unleashing the Growth Potential of Key Sectors, recommended greater policy focus and targeted investment in eight “high potential
sectors” where “Canada has a strong endowment, untapped potential, and significant
global growth prospects”. The first of these eight was “agfood”:
Booming demand for food and an expanding global middle class should benefit
Canada’s agfood sector significantly. By 2050, global demand is expected to rise
by 70 percent…... A good deal of this demand will come from emerging markets,
where some three billion people are expected to enter the middle class from 2010
to 2030—particularly in Asia—and to consume considerably more protein than
their less wealthy counterparts do today. Many middle-classconsumers also want
proof that their food has been produced in a safe and environmentally sustainable
way. Our potential [agfood] output greatly exceeds the requirements of the
population, so this country could become an increasingly significant source of
high-quality food to feed the world’s growing middle class, while ensuring
accessibility to affordable, nutritious, and healthy food at home.5
The report focuses on agriculture and does not single out wild-caught fisheries,
but the strategic outlook seems directly applicable to the seafood sector and helps
explain the significant growth trends in the industry since the end of the 2007/2008
recession.
Along with cyclical ups and downs, there are convincing reasons to anticipate a
medium to long-term future of sustained growth in the Canadian fishing industry. The
most important fisheries are now managed at sustainable levels with few instances
where chronic over-fishing threatens stock sustainability.
Climate change may generate greater unpredictability
for West Coast salmon stocks, and may contribute to a
rebalancing of shellfish and groundfish landings on the
Atlantic coast. As a result, the mix of fishing activities will
continue to change, with good and bad years for different
fleets and regions. However, improved stock assessment
science and responsible harvesting operations should
make it possible to manage the overall volume of landings
at sustainable levels, while generating greater economic
benefits as market demand increases.

4
5

https://www.budget.gc.ca/aceg-ccce/home-accueil-en.html
Ibid, pp 8- 9.
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Few Canadians would guess
that food makes up one of
this country’s strongest export
sectors. But with a 42-per-cent
increase in exports since 2011,
food and beverage manufacturing earns a spot on the list…...
A recent Conference Board
of Canada report noted that
industry exports are hovering
at record highs because of
strong U.S. demand and a weak
dollar that make Canadian
food products highly competitive. Food is one of only a few
manufacturing sectors likely
to grow as Canada continues
its transition to an increasingly
knowledge-based economy.
Globe & Mail Report on
Business
April 13th, 2016

ATLANTIC REGION
AND QUÉBEC LANDED
VALUE
On the market side, the American and European economies, where most of our exports currently go, are expanding;
exchange rates are favourable, and the new trade agreement with the European Union should further stimulate seafood
exports. As the Barton Panel suggests, rising demand in Asia should also be a long-term source of industry growth.
And finally, domestic consumers are purchasing more seafood products for health reasons as well as for the taste
experience.
The following table6 shows changes in the value of seafood exports and landed values (gross purchase costs paid to
harvesters) over the 2000 to 2015 period, in constant dollars (2015).7
TABLE 2.1: Changes in value of seafood exports and landed values, 2000 to 2015 in constant dollars (2015)

Year

Canada - seafood
exports

Canada - landed
value

British Columbia
landed value

2000
2003
2006
2009
2012
2015
2016
Change 2000 to 2015
Change 2009 to 2015

$4,764
$4,917
$4,190
$3,657
$3,855
$5,350
$5,873
12%
46%

$2,859
$2,773
$2,256
$1,890
$2,208
$3,199
N/A
12%
69%

$493
$435
$415
$297
$222
$357
N/A
-28%
20%

Change 2009 to 2016

61%

Atlantic region and
Québec landed
value
$2,365
$2,338
$1,840
$1,593
$1,985
$2,842
N/A
20%
78%

N/A

The table confirms key aspects of the fisheries economy in Canada.
•

•

•

•

The fishing industry is highly globalized, and exports dominate economic outcomes. With upwards of 90% of
production being exported, the fishery economy overall, and harvester incomes, rise and fall on the strength of
global demand.
The seafood market is volatile and susceptible to shifts and shocks in the global economy. The 2000 to 2009
period saw the Canadian dollar at or above par with the US dollar for a period, followed by the global financial
crisis and the Great Recession. From 2002 to 2009 both exports and revenues to harvesters lost one-third of
their value (in constant dollars).
From 2009 to 2016, the value of Canadian seafood exports increased by 61% and from 2009 to 2015 landed
values grew by 69%. While market shocks can and will happen again, market conditions since 2009 may be
more representative of what industry leaders can anticipate as the “new normal” over the next 20 to 30 years.
Market performance varies across regions and fisheries, with the Atlantic provinces and Québec leading the
Canadian industry overall while Pacific Coast fisheries have not seen the same rates of growth.

Sources: Fisheries & Oceans Canada, http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/stats/commercial/land-debarq-eng.htm, and Industry Canada,
https://www.ic.gc.ca/app/scr/tdst/tdo/crtr.html?timePeriod=5%7cComplete+Years&reportType=TE&countryList=ALL&grouped=GROUPED&toF
romCountry=CDN&searchType=All&naArea=P10&currency=CDN&productType=HS6&changeCriteria=true
7
Note: “Seafood exports” includes aquaculture products, while “landed values” cover only products from wild caught fisheries and marine harvests.
In 2015 aquaculture products contributed approximately 10% to total value of exports

6
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The following chart illustrates the volatility of seafood markets but also the longer-term growth pattern in fisheries landed values. The after inflation total value for fisheries landings in 2016 was 39% higher than in 1990, an annual average
growth rate of 1.6%. The dotted line is a statistical calculation of the trend line for changes over the 25-year period.
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The following table8 describes changes in the value of seafood exports in constant dollars (2015) by province over the
2012 to 2016 period, and compares seafood exports with other industry sectors.
TABLE 2.2: Value of international seafood exports by province, and comparison with agfood and all
industries exports, constant $ (2015), 2012 to 2016
2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

% Change

Annual
Rate

Seafood exports (current $millions)
Newfoundland
and Labrador
Nova Scotia
New Brunswick
Prince Edward
Island
Atlantic
provinces
Québec
Manitoba
British Columbia
Canada

$740

$783

$807

$916

$923

25%

5%

$909
$803

$1,036
$825

$1,210
$848

$1,588
$1,109

$1,642
$1,222

81%
52%

16%
10%

$156

$168

$214

$215

$219

40%

8%

$2,608

$2,812

$3,080

$3,828

$4,006

54%

11%

$190
$53
$876
$3,857

$177
$56
$896
$4,083

$216
$55
$959
$4,460

$223
$57
$1,087
$5,346

$254
$57
$1,277
$5,761

34%
8%
46%
49%

7%
2%
9%
10%

28%

6%

Total exports, agfood sector (current $millions)
Canada

$45,182

$47,731

$53,581

$57,918

$57,981

Total exports, all industry sectors (current $millions)
Atlantic
provinces
British
Columbia
Canada

•
•

•

8

$32,575

$32,810

$32,979

$28,277

$25,380

-22%

-4%

$33,253

$35,116

$36,933

$36,677

$39,399

18%

4%

$474,136

$488,053

$532,094

$524,049

$509,454

7%

1%

While the value of total international exports from the Atlantic provinces contracted by 22% over the period,
the seafood sector expanded by 54%, one of the few areas of robust growth in the region.
Seafood as a percent of total export earnings doubled from 8% to 16% in the Atlantic provinces and from 22%
to 31% in Nova Scotia. The value of Nova Scotia seafood exports grew by an average of 16% annually, leading
all provinces.
For Canada, the value of seafood exports grew at a significantly greater average annual rate (10%) than the
rate of all industries (1%), and more than the overall agfood sector (6%) of which it is a part.

Industry Canada, ibid.
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A critically important attribute of seafood production is that most
of it originates in rural-coastal regions where economic renewal
is needed to sustain populations and socio-economic infrastructure. The many Indigenous communities in these regions also
look to fisheries as a source of employment and new wealth
creation.
From a labour market perspective, industry growth may generate both opportunity and risk. The major opportunity is that,
with stronger revenues, fish harvesting enterprises will be better
positioned to compete for much needed new labour supply. As
well, with improving business viability, new entrants should find
it easier to access investment capital to take over fishing enterprises from retiring harvesters.
Regarding new risks, growing market demand for seafood
could undermine long-term efforts to protect vulnerable fish
stocks and to eliminate illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU)
fisheries. As well, corporate interests and investors from outside
the industry, and from outside of Canada in some instances, are
pressing for greater control of fishing access rights. Over time
this could transfer more and more of the growth dividend away
from fishing communities and coastal-rural regions.
Canada’s Minister of Fisheries has taken a strong stand on the
need to defend the interests of fisheries dependent regions,
and the Fisheries Act is currently being amended to support this
policy goal. These changes will help ensure that fishing regions
and Indigenous communities are primary beneficiaries of
market-driven growth, but additional and more far-reaching
measures may be needed to address the wider changes
impacting the industry.
Throughout the remainder of this report, the strategic focus will
identify ways to leverage anticipated market growth to address
pressing labour market challenges -- challenges that arguably
put at risk the Minister’s policy objectives for renewed
socio-economic development within fishing regions. Close
attention will also be paid to ensuring that proposed labour market strategies do not generate perverse impacts by undermining
professionalization regimes or weakening the control of fisheries
dependent communities over fishing rights and benefits.
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…The Owner-Operator, Fleet Separation
and the “Preserving the Independence
of the Inshore Fleet in Canada’s Atlantic
Fisheries”—or PIIFCAF—policies… exist
to ensure that inshore and midshore harvesters remain independent, and that the
benefits of inshore and midshore fishing
licenses flow to the fish harvesters who
hold them and to the coastal communities that depend on the resource. These
policies are helping to generate stable and
long-term economic prosperity in Atlantic
Canada and they’re helping the middle
class thrive.
.... With this review of the environmental
protection provisions of the Fisheries Act, I
also have the opportunity to make amendments to the Act that will strengthen fish
management policies, and I intend to use
this opportunity to enshrine owner-operator and fleet separation in law. This will
mean a legislative framework that affirms
the ability of the Fisheries Minister to
consider social and economic objectives
in administering the Fisheries Act.
The Honourable Dominic LeBlanc
Minister of Fisheries & Oceans Canada
Speaking at a meeting of the
Canadian Independent Fish Harvesters’
Federation
Chester, N.S. July 25, 2017
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3.

DEMOGRAPHIC LABOUR SUPPLY CHALLENGES

The Harris Centre at Memorial University has very recently released a study on regional population projections for the
2016 to 2036 period in Newfoundland and Labrador.9 It sums up its main findings as follows:
The results present a challenging picture for most regions of the province. With the exception of the North
East Avalon and to a lesser degree some parts of Labrador, regional populations are projected to continue to
decline and age over the 2016 – 2036 timeframe. For most regions birth rates are low and outmigration of the
young and those females in their childbearing years mean that regional populations are not being reproduced.
Out-migration, particularly of the young and those in the labour force, together with the relative immobility of
older members of the communities and their increasing longevity, is reflected in declining numbers and aging
regional populations……
Among the issues arising are questions relating to labour markets – how will future demands for labour be met
given a shrinking and aging labour supply…… Attracting in-migrants may be one option to meet labour force
needs, increased automation may be another, but regardless of which options are determined to be most
appropriate, there exists a need for immediate action and collaboration among all industry, labour and
government players to address the problem.10
The weight of evidence generated by the FLMI study indicates that, to a greater or lesser extent, these observations on
the demographic and labour supply outlook in one province apply to many other regions of Canada where fish harvesting is a significant economic mainstay.

3.1.

DEMOGRAPHICS CHALLENGES IN RURAL-COASTAL REGIONS

It is well-established that Canada, like most advanced industrialized nations, faces looming demographic and labour
market challenges due to falling birthrates and the aging of the baby boom generation. It is useful to focus here on how
these wider demographic challenges are impacting fisheries dependent rural regions.
A definitive overview of population dynamics in rural Canada is provided in a report prepared for the Federation of Canadian Municipalities by Dr. Ray Bollman. To define rural versus urban regions, Dr. Bollman starts from Statistics Canada’s
definition of Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs). A CMA is a city with a population of 100,000 or more, together with
all the neighbouring towns or municipalities where 50% or more of the resident workforce commutes to the core urban
area. All Census Divisions (CAs) outside of CMAs are then designated by Dr. Bollman as “Non-Metro” or “rural”. In 2011,
Metro CMAs had a total population of 23 million inhabitants (69% of all Canadians) and Non-metro CDs had 10 million
inhabitants (31% of Canadians).11

Alvin Simms & Jamie Ward, Regional Population Projections for Newfoundland and Labrador, 2016 - 2036, September 2017.
<http://www.mun.ca/harriscentre/PopulationProject/Population_Projections_for_NL.pdf>
10
Ibid, p. 126
11
In 2011 there were 293 Census Districts in Canada. 29 (10%) were CMAs, 52 were “partially-non-metro” CDs (i.e., within an hour’s commuting
distance of a CMA), and 212 (72%) were non-Metro CDs. In many studies, “rural” communities are defined as Census Divisions with 1,000 or
fewer inhabitants. Dr. Bollman’s approach in this report has the advantage of including within the rural framework the many towns and small
cities that are remote from CMAs, are integrated with, and dependent upon, wider rural economies, and share many of the attributes and
challenges of rural regions generally. http://crrf.ca/rural-canada-2013-an-update/
9
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Following this approach, the contributions of rural regions to the economies and populations of the provinces that have
significant fishing industries are shown in the following table:
TABLE 3.1: Non-metro contributions to economic production and population

Newfoundland and Labrador
Prince Edward Island
Nova Scotia
New Brunswick
Québec
Manitoba
British Columbia
Ten Provinces

Total Industry GDP

Total Population

61%
100%
50%
63%
30%
35%
32%
30%

61%
100%
56%
64%
31%
39%
31%
31%

For Canada as a whole, as well as for the provinces this FLMI study most focuses on, rural populations and rural
industries are critically important to current and future economic growth and stability. Dr. Bollman estimates that rural
CAs with 31% of total population contribute 43% of GDP from goods production, 24% of GDP from services, and 28%
of total employment in Canada.12 It is therefore, he argues, a critical national priority to understand how demographic
shifts are impacting rural economies and populations. The most important focus should be the differences between rural
regions that are stable or growing, and those that are losing population and economic viability.
Rural Canada is growing overall -- but at a slower pace than metro Canada. However, rural Canada is not growing everywhere. Rural Canada is growing near cities, in cottage-country and other desirable retirement locations
and in northern areas with higher Aboriginal birth rates and in a few lucky areas with resource development.13
Only Manitoba and Alberta saw continuous growth in their non-Metro populations over the 1996 to 2012 period while
Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick saw continuous declines. Of 212 non-metro CDs in
Canada, 33 (16%) saw declines in every year over the period. Of these, 19 were coastal regions in the Atlantic
provinces and Québec.
Bollman identifies three components of population change:
1. natural balance (births and deaths),
2. net domestic migration, and
3. net international migration.
On the first of these, it is projected that Canada will have more deaths than births by 2030, after which the population
can only grow by international migration. However, this deflection point has already been reached in many parts of rural
Canada. Over the 1996 to 2012 period, 29 non-metro CDs experienced more deaths than births, 10 of them in fisheries
dependent regions of the Maritimes and Québec.

12
13

Ibid, p. 46
Ibid, p. 2
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Regarding internal migration, 43 non-metro CDs experienced net population loss in each year from 1996 to 2012, 15 of
them with significant fisheries in Atlantic Canada and British Columbia. Only a handful of rural CDs, almost all in Alberta
and Saskatchewan, made populations gains through international migration over the period.
Perhaps the most compelling evidence on the demographic challenges facing rural Canada is the changing age composition and the lack of young people in many non-metro CDs. The following table describes the ratio of potential labour
market new entrants to potential retirees in 2012.14
TABLE 3.2: Potential labour market entrants (10 to 19 years of age) in 2012 as a percent of the number of
potential labour market retirees (55 to 64 years of age)

Newfoundland and Labrador
Prince Edward Island
Nova Scotia
New Brunswick
Québec
Ontario
Manitoba
Saskatchewan
Alberta
British Columbia
Canada

Urban CMAs

Non-metro CDs

79%
(No CMA)
80%
83%
85%
101%
100%
107%
100%
86%
94%

63%
88%
75%
70%
70%
81%
122%
105%
111%
73%
81%

While some urban CMAs also face demographic challenges, the outlook in rural CDs and the more rural provinces is
stark. Without significant gains from interprovincial and international migration – not areas where most rural regions are
currently performing well – critical labour shortages in strategically important rural industries are imminent and inescapable. The exceptions may be in rural regions of Manitoba, British Columbia where there are substantial and growing
Indigenous communities.
In his conclusions and policy advice, Dr. Bollman calls for a profound shift in thinking on rural social and economic
development.
It appears that “people-creation”, not job creation, holds the key to growth in rural Canada. Canada is
approaching a scenario with more deaths than births – and many rural areas are already experiencing this
scenario. To grow, migrants must be attracted from other areas of Canada or international immigrants must
be attracted.15

14
15

Ibid, pp. 29-30
Ibid, p. 2
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From this perspective, Dr. Bollman suggests that economic development in the conventional sense is not the greatest
need in many rural regions. With more and more employment opportunities becoming available as older workers retire,
other interventions will be needed to generate internal and international migration flows that favour rural communities.
Dr. Bollman places high priority on capacity building and strengthening of local governance so that communities can
adapt to, and lead, the economic, social and cultural changes that will be needed. But leadership, policy coherence and
strategic investments will also be needed from higher levels of government.
….. rural issues cannot be left entirely to rural people; rural policy must be a shared responsibility. While
local people play the primary role, the provincial and federal governments also have critical roles to play.16

3.2.

AGE PROFILE – FISH HARVESTERS

Dr. Bollman’s report confirms the nature and scale of the demographic and labour market challenges facing rural
Canada in general. The FLMI study generated evidence on these trends in the fish harvesting labour force. The
study accessed Statistics Canada tax filer data to track changes in income levels and sources of income for all
fish harvesters in Canada, including enterprise owners, self-employed harvesters and waged crewmembers.17 The
average age of individuals who reported taxable income from fish harvesting in Canada in 2000 was 40.8 years. In
2015 it was 46.6 years, or 14% older. More detailed tax filer age data was available for the 2000 to 2013 period.

Over 14 years the number of fish harvesters declined by 20%. More dramatically, the number of fish harvesters
under 35 years dropped by 43%, and 33% fewer in the 35-54 years category. Harvesters over 54 years of age
increased by 116% and by 2013 were nearly a third of the total labour force. Since 2009 there have been more
harvesters over 54 than under 35. This gap has widened each year for which data is available.

16
17

Ibid
Tax filer data tables are available on the CCPFH web site (http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/)
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Evidence suggests that younger harvesters are either leaving the industry or not entering it. This, rather than the
number of fish harvesters retiring is the major cause of the shift in age profile. This outcome is due, perhaps, to
tougher economic years, but also to wider labour market factors, including more attractive employment opportunities elsewhere. While fleet restructuring programs in Newfoundland and Labrador and in the Maritimes account
for some of the workforce reduction, it is younger workers who seem to have contribute most to the reduction,
through exit opportunities or pressures.
Data from the 2001 and 2016 Census of Canada Household Surveys provides further evidence of the demographic
challenges facing the fishing industry.18 The following chart compares changes in the proportional sizes of four age
groups within the general working age populations (all occupations) and within single occupational group (fishing
skippers and fishermen) in Canada. The latter category includes fishing enterprise owner-operators and the majority of fishing crew who receive catch-share income and qualify for Employment Insurance fishing benefits.

18

In the 2016 Census the largest occupational category for fish harvesters was labeled “fishermen/women”. In 2001, this same category was
labeled “Skippers and Fishermen”.
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•
•

•
•

•

The youngest group (under 30 years) is a smaller proportion of the fisheries workforce than of the
general population, and shrinks more over the decade, indicating a sharp falloff in new entrants.
The 30 to 44 age group is critical to longer-term sustainability of the fishery labour force and to maintaining family level or intergenerational attachment to the industry. This group provided a much larger
segment of the fisheries workforce than the general working age population in 2001, but was reduced
sharply by 2016. This again suggests fewer new entrants, and fewer individuals available to become
owner-operators as older harvesters retire.
The 45 to 54 age segment an increase in the fish harvester occupation and consists of a greater share
of workers than in the general working population.
The over 54 age segment represents a smaller proportion of the fishing workforce than of the general
labour force. While this may be attributed to more physically challenging work in fisheries, this segment
continues to increase more rapidly in the fish harvester sector in comparison to the general labour force.
It is important to note how much change occurred in one short decade in both the general working age
population and – more dramatically -- the fisheries workforce.

The following table provides a more complete picture of age profile shifts in the seven provinces with substantial
fishing industries, over the 2001 to 2016 period.
TABLE 3.3: Changes in age profiles of total labour force (TLF) and “fishermen/fisherwomen” (FM/W), 2001 to
2016, in seven provinces with significant fisheries

≤30 years
Newfoundland
& Labrador
Nova Scotia
Prince
Edward Island
New
Brunswick
Québec
Manitoba
British
Columbia

30 to 44

45 to 54

Over 54

2001

2016

2001

2016

2001

2016

2001

2016

TLF

25%

20%

29%

23%

20%

20%

27%

37%

FM/W
TLF
FM/W
TLF
FM/W
TLF
FM/W
TLF
FM/W
TLF
FM/W
TLF
FM/W

19%
23%
19%
25%
26%
24%
23%
24%
20%
25%
16%
24%
15%

8%
22%
17%
22%
13%
21%
16%
23%
16%
26%
17%
23%
17%

45%
29%
45%
28%
39%
29%
41%
29%
42%
29%
43%
29%
35%

23%
22%
37%
22%
30%
23%
28%
24%
26%
24%
29%
24%
25%

27%
19%
21%
19%
21%
19%
22%
19%
26%
18%
17%
19%
26%

37%
20%
25%
20%
33%
20%
31%
20%
35%
19%
28%
19%
26%

9%
29%
15%
28%
14%
28%
15%
28%
12%
28%
25%
28%
24%

32%
37%
21%
36%
25%
36%
25%
34%
24%
32%
26%
34%
32%
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•
•

•

•

In all seven provinces, the youngest group (under 30 years) is a smaller proportion of the fishing workforce than of the total labour force in 2016.
In all provinces except Manitoba, the oldest group (over 54 years) grew as a proportion of the fishing
workforce more substantially than in the total labour force. This change was particularly dramatic in
Newfoundland and Labrador and in Québec.
The aging of the fish harvester workforce was most dramatic in Newfoundland and Labrador where the
workforce under 45 years of age was reduced by 50%, and the over 54 group increased threefold as a
proportion of the fishing workforce. The proportion of fish harvesters under 30 years of age in 2016 is
markedly lower in this province compared to that of others.
Nova Scotia appears to have a somewhat more positive age balance in the fisheries workforce, with
relatively strong representation in the important 30 to 44 years segment.

The Census provides data for a second fish harvester occupation, labeled “deckhands”. These would typically be
people who work for regular wages and may qualify for regular Employment Insurance benefits. Some perhaps
work on larger offshore fishing vessels, although Canada does not have a large fleet of this type. We would also
expect them to be younger than the “fishermen/women” category since few of these individuals would be enterprise owner-operators. The following table provides the age profile information for this segment of the harvester
workforce in three representative provinces.
TABLE 3.4: Changes in age profiles of fishing “deckhands”, 2001 to 2016, in three representative

Newfoundland
and Labrador
Nova Scotia
British
Columbia

Under 30 years
2001
2016

30 to 44
2001
2016

45 to 54
2001
2016

Over 54
2001
2016

31%

15%

44%

22%

20%

26%

5%

37%

28%

28%

46%

28%

18%

22%

8%

22%

35%

35%

39%

30%

15%

30%

11%

14%

Similar patterns are evident as for the “fishermen/women” population; the significant drop in the under 30 years
segment in Newfoundland and Labrador, and increases in harvesters over 54 years of age in that province and
in Nova Scotia. The former province again shows the most pronounced aging of the workforce. The availability of
Indigenous youth as new entrants to the crew labour force may help to explain the more balanced profile in British
Columbia.
The apparently rapid shift to an older crewmember labour force does not bode well for future labour supply in the
industry. It is hard work, and there is a serious risk that many workers now in their late 40s and 50s could age out
of the industry within a short period, creating serious operational challenges for enterprise owners. The challenge
will be to attract a large number of people who have not been raised in fishing communities to these types of jobs.
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3.3.

LABOUR MOBILITY

In addition to wider demographic factors, the availability of new labour supply in the rural-coastal regions of
Canada has been constrained by intensified labour mobility at the regional and national levels over the past three
decades. On average about 1.2 million Canadians move permanently each year. The majority (75%) move within a
province or territory, while the remaining (25%) move from one province or territory to another.19
The dominant factor influencing interprovincial labour mobility in Canada over the past three decades has been
economic expansion in Western Canada. Employment growth in energy development, construction, transportation
and related fields has drawn working age people away from the industries in eastern Canada that are at a disadvantage to compete on wages and salaries and job security.
A report from the Centre for the Study of Living Standards (CSLS) provides a comprehensive overview of interprovincial migration in Canada.20 Its analysis of trends over the 1987 to 2014 period identifies provincial gains and
losses in the national labour market.21
TABLE 3.5: Net interprovincial migration by province
Net interprovincial migration 1987-2014 (Persons)
QC
MB
SK
-255,944 -141,378 -134,642

NL
-85,597

ON
-57,808

NB
-35,640

NS
-35,609

PE
-3,072

BC
331,083

Alta
433,851

Net Interprovincial Migration 1987-2014 as a Percentage of 2014 Population
NL
-16.2%

SK
-12.0%

MB
-11.0%

NB
-4.7%

NS
-3.8%

QC
-3.1%

PE
-2.1%

ON
-0.4%

BC
7.2%

Alta
10.5%

This data confirms that, with the exception of British Columbia, the provinces with significant fishing industries have
been net exporters of population over a sustained period.
•
•
•

Until 2014, over a span of 27 years, Newfoundland and Labrador had a net loss of almost 86,000 people
through interprovincial migration. This is equivalent to 16% of its 2014 population.
The Maritime Provinces together experienced net losses of more than 74,000 people – equivalent to almost
11% of their 2014 population.
Alberta and British Columbia had net gains of almost 800,000 people over that same period, with 57% of that
total in Alberta.

From a labour force development perspective, young people are most responsive to labour market supply and demand
pressures and are the most frequent participants in interprovincial migration. The CSLS report provides the following age
profile for interprovincial migrants compared to the general population..22

https://www.cafconnection.ca/getmedia/857e3108-a923-491a-b6b5-2273ad09fb71/Employment-and-Social-Development-CanadaLabour-Mobility.pdf.aspx
20
Roland Tusz, Erika Rodrigues, and Matthew Calver, Interprovincial Migration in Canada: Implications for Output and Productivity Growth, 19872014, CSLS Research Report 2015-19, November 2015 https://ideas.repec.org/p/sls/resrep/1519.html
21
Ibid, pp. 11-12
22
Ibid, p. 15
19
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The most active age category for interprovincial migration in 2014/15 was 25 to 35 years. The relatively high proportion
of interprovincial migrants under 5 years of age suggests that it is often families with young children who are moving
from one province to another. This has implications for the sustainability of the rural regions and communities that are
losing these people.
As indicated above, only 25% of people who move permanently in Canada are interprovincial migrants. The majority
move within their home provinces, and in that regard, the dominant trend is urbanization. Census data confirms that,
while the Atlantic provinces remain much more rural than the rest of Canada, the forces of urbanization are as evident
in that region, as they are in Québec and British Columbia where fishing communities are impacted.23

23

Source: http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/as-sa/98-310-x/2011003/fig/fig3_2-3-eng.cfm
Here the rural population refers to “persons living outside centres with a population of 1,000 and outside areas with 400 persons per square
kilometre”. For updated data on urbanization trends by province, see <http://www.ruralontarioinstitute.ca/file.aspx?id=
26acac18-6d6e-4fc5-8be6-c16d326305fe
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Looking more closely at Nova Scotia over a recent ten-year period, table 3.6 shows the combined impacts of interprovincial and intra-provincial migration on fisheries dependent coastal regions.24
TABLE 3.6: Nova Scotia, population change by county, 2006 to 2015

Halifax Regional Municipality

2006

2015

% Change

384,548

417,868

9%

Rural counties with economically significant fisheries
Guysborough
Inverness
Richmond
Shelburne
Yarmouth
Digby

9,220
19,427
9,942
15,901
26,918
19,388

7,354
17,170
8,956
14,039
24,357
17,489

-20%
-12%
-10%
-12%
-10%
-10%

If the same pattern holds true to intra-provincial migration as with interprovincial migration, the majority of people moving from rural to urban areas are prime working age adults, often with families. This leaves disproportionately older rural
populations behind.

3.4.

EVIDENCE OF LABOUR SHORTAGES IN FISHING ENTERPRISES

In the CCPFH telephone survey of Atlantic fish harvesters, conducted as part of the FLMI study, enterprise owners were
asked how difficult it had been in the previous two fishing seasons to find crew for their fishing operations. The following
table gives the percentage of very easy, somewhat difficult and very difficult responses by province.
TABLE 3.7: Survey responses by fishing enterprise owners, Atlantic provinces and Québec, 2015 - How difficult has
it been for you over the past two years to find the experienced crewmembers you need in your fishing
operations?

Very easy
Somewhat difficult
Very difficult

NL

NS

NB

QC

30%
12%
35%

53%
8%
18%

35%
12%
33%

52%
9%
18%

Atlantic &
Québec
41%
10%
27%

For all Atlantic and Québec respondents, 37% reported that it had been somewhat or very difficult to recruit the crewmembers they needed. The sample population was uneven across the provinces (PEI is not included because of the
small sample size). However, the findings are reasonably robust for the total survey population and for New Brunswick

24

http://novascotia.ca/finance/statistics/archive_news.asp?id=11563&dg=&df=&dto=0&dti=3
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and Newfoundland and Labrador. Recruitment and retention of crew members are a more serious challenge for the two
provinces, with nearly half of all respondents reporting some levels of difficulty. Nova Scotia would again appear to be
faring better than other provinces, but a quarter of respondents still report some level of difficulty.
The same survey question was used in a CCPFH telephone survey of fish harvesters in 2004. Results for Atlantic Canada are presented below. This survey population was defined by fleet sector rather than by province and therefore the
data in the following table is presented in a different format.25
TABLE 3.8: Level of difficulty in recruiting crew members, by fleet sector, 2004 survey of fishing Captains
Inshore Lobster Fleet

Somewhat
Difficult
Very Difficult

Newfoundland and Labrador

Overall
N 1,205

Québec

Gulf

Scotia-Fundy

Maritimes
Midshore
Fleet

13%

7%

17%

12%

14%

14%

10%

17%

7%

2%

5%

7%

18%

9%

7%

11%

< 35’

35 - 44’

> 45’

Comparing the above data with the 2015 survey, crew recruitment challenges would appear to be significantly greater
in 2015 than a decade earlier. In the earlier survey few respondents, except those in midshore fleets (vessels > 45’),
reported serious difficulties.
The following chart aggregates findings from the 2004 and 2015 surveys in the Atlantic provinces and Québec.

25

The survey was conducted as part of the national human resources sector study carried out by the CCPFH with support from Human Resources
and Social Development Canada. The report is accessible on the CCPFH website (http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/). The 2004 survey
samples were more robust than in 2015 because DFO provided contact information for all license holders in Canada.
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The above chart suggests a significant shift in the crew labour supply for fishing enterprises. In 2004, almost 70% of
responses were in the middle area, from somewhat easy to somewhat difficult. In 2015 the responses are more polarized, with only 28% in the middle zone, 38% very easy and 30% very difficult. Anecdotal evidence from focus groups
and interviews provides a number of possible explanations for this changing response pattern.
•

•

•
•
•

Some fleets are now offering longer seasons and higher incomes for crew members (e.g. the lobster industry
in southwest Nova Scotia) while others are dealing with lower catches and falling incomes (e.g. the Newfoundland snow crab and shrimp fleets).
In some regions and some fleets, it is more prevalent to see harvesters’ wives join the enterprise as a crew
member in order to improve family income. In an aging rural population, women may have more availability to
fish after children have left home and their family responsibilities diminish.26
During financially difficult years, harvesters reduce the size of their crews, or choose to fish in smaller vessels,
without a crew.
In some fleets and in some regions, as a result of consolidated enterprises within families more offspring and/
or harvesters’ siblings are committed long-term employees or partners.
Older harvesters tend to reduce the intensity of their fishing operations and may have greater difficulty finding
crew to fish when the work is less reliable and financially rewarding.

While it is clear that that are different conditions in different fleets and regions the evidence suggests that anticipated
labour shortage, stemming from demographic and labour mobility trends, are beginning to impact many harvesting
enterprises, specifically across the Atlantic region and Québec.
Survey findings are not as robust for British Columbia due to the limited sample size in 2015. The following table
provides responses to the same questionnaire used for the Atlantic provinces and Québec in 2004 and 2015.
TABLE 3.9: Survey responses by fishing enterprise owners, British Columbia, 2004 and 2015 - How difficult has it
been for you over the past two years to find the experienced crewmembers you need in your fishing
operations?

Very easy
Somewhat easy
The same
Somewhat difficult
Very difficult

26

2004 (N 300)

2015 (N 108)

38%
13%
N/A
22%
26%

40%
6%
12%
10%
27%

It should be noted that, according to Statistics Canada tax filer data, females as a percentage of the fish harvester labour force remained
constant at 20%.
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In the 2015 CCPFH survey, captains were asked an open-ended question on the reasons why it might be more difficult
to find and retain needed crew. The overall responses were as follows:
TABLE 3.10: Reasons for difficulties recruiting crew
Atlantic and Québec

British Columbia

84%

43%

32%

37%

26%

25%

7%

14%

People wanting more weeks of work,
or longer seasons, than is typical of
fishing employment
People are looking for higher incomes
than are typically offered in the
fishery
Fewer young people interested in
fishing
More crew members reaching retirement age

It is important to note that the more prevalent explanations of labour shortages had to do with capacities to compete in
local labour markets on incomes and employment longevity. Many respondents suggest that potential employees are
seeking a higher number of weeks, meaning they are hoping to see a larger portion of their annual income derive from
fishing employment. Frequent mention was made in the focus groups that today’s youth are much less attracted to a
lifestyle of two or three months’ work in fishing with a reliance on Employment Insurance benefits the rest of the year.

3.5.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The above analysis can be summed up as follows:
•

•
•
•

Current demographic and labour supply challenges across Canada are being felt more drastically in rural regions and rural industries. Not only are rural working age populations markedly older than their urban counterparts, they are seeing a steep reduction in the number of young new entrants.
For most rural coastal regions, none of the three sources of population growth and labour force (natural balance, internal migration and international migration) have seen positive growth.
Rural-based goods production industries -- critically important contributors to national and regional economies
– face imminent and critical labour shortages as more and more workers reach retirement age.
The demographic and labour supply challenges taking shape in rural regions and rural industries are already
impacting the fish harvesting industry, and may worsen given the nature of fishing work and its remote
locations.

The evidence confirms that looming demographic and labour supply challenges put the economic growth potential of the
fish harvesting industry at risk.
Another way of framing the issue is to recognize that the new labour supply that will be needed as more and more harvesters age out of the industry is not in the industry now, nor is it readily available in most fishing regions of the country.
In short, an industry that has been shedding labour for 30 years, based largely in communities that have been dwindling
in population over that same period of time, will need to reverse the flow and attract and retain new labour supply if it is
to survive and grow in the future.
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4.

COMPETITION FOR NEW LABOUR SUPPLY

A stable and skilled labour force is needed to generate orderly management, improved stock conservation and the
production of higher value seafood products for domestic and global markets. Despite improving market conditions, the
industry faces looming labour supply challenges. The CCPFH FLMI study assessed the scale of these challenges. Three
areas of strategic focus were identified:
•
•
•

Perception of an industry offering limited career prospects
Uncompetitive wages
Difficulty attracting and retaining new labour supply for seasonal jobs

4.1.

LONG-TERM LABOUR SHEDDING

The fishing industry has been shedding labour since the early-1990s, long enough to substantially shrink the family and
community catchment areas from which new labour supply was traditionally drawn.
On the Atlantic Coast, the groundfish industry shutdown in the 1990s displaced some 40,000 fish-harvesting and
processing workers. In many communities, multiple people within a family were working as fish harvesters or processing
workers, so pressures to exit the industry were magnified. On the West Coast, the same decade saw radical changes in
licensing policies and a 90% fall in the value of wild salmon landings. Together, this drove sharp reductions in fishing
fleets, fishing opportunities and incomes.
While the fishing economy overall rebounded in the late 1990s, employment opportunities in the industry continued to
shrink. The primary source of evidence on changes in employment levels and incomes for this study is Statistics Canada’s tax filer information. This data covers all individuals reporting income from fish harvesting employment and does
not differentiate crew workers from fishing captains or enterprise owner-operators.
Between 2000 and 2015, the number of people reporting taxable income from fish harvesting employment fell by 26%
in Canada overall.
TABLE 4.1: Numbers of individuals earning taxable income from fish harvesting wage employment and
self-employment, Canada, 2000 to 2015
Year
2000
2003
2006
2009
2012
2015
Change: 2000 to 2015

Waged employment

Self-employment

Total

19,958
21,388
20,380
16,323
14,838
14,955
-25%

36,270
36,053
32,595
28,711
27,519
26,902
-26%

56,228
57,441
52,975
45,034
42,357
41,857
-26%
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•

•

•

•

There were government led and some industry led fleet reduction initiatives in different regions over this
period; shrinkage in employment in some instances reflects adjustments in fleet structures to improve enterprise viability. While beneficial in many instances, the outcomes may have contributed to a wider perception of
shrinking career prospects in the industry.
The long-term decline in employment appears to have bottomed out in 2013, with a 2% recovery after that
year. However, substantial growth in fisheries landed values after 2009 does not appear to have begun lifting
employment levels significantly as of the available data up to 2015.
Fishing incomes are tracked in two categories of employment:
- harvesters who work for regular wages and may receive regular EI benefits,
- those who receive crew shares and report income through self-employment, and may be eligible for special
EI fishing benefits.
Over the 2000 to 2015 period, the proportion of fish harvesters who reported self-employment earnings
remained stable at 63% to 65%. However, there were significant variations among provinces.
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The following table compares employment levels in 2000 with those in 2015, for provinces with substantial commercial
fisheries.
TABLE 4.2: Individuals earning taxable income from fish harvesting wage employment and self-employment,
Canada, 2000 to 2015
Year
Newfoundland
and Labrador

Prince Edward
Island

Nova Scotia

New Brunswick

Québec

Manitoba

British Columbia

2000
2015
Change:
2000 to 2105
2000
2015
Change:
2000 to 2105
2000
2015
Change:
2000 to 2105
2000
2015
Change:
2000 to 2105
2000
2015
Change:
2000 to 2105
2000
2015
Change:
2000 to 2105
2000
2015
Change:
2000 to 2105

Waged
employment
4,879
913

Selfemployment
14,035
8,881

18,914
9,794

-81%

-37%

-48%

1,104
664

2,982
2,808

4,086
3,472

-40%

-6%

-15%

5,769
5,593

5,970
5,176

11,739
10,769

-3%

-13%

-8%

3,088
3,506

2,922
2,215

6,010
5,721

14%

-24%

-8%

2,472
2,142

1,635
1,113

4,107
3,255

-13%

-32%

-21%

375
257

1,368
1,174

1,743
1,431

-31%

-14%

-18%

1,130
1,141

6,061
4,723

7,191
5,864

1%

-22%

-18%

39

Total

Percent selfemployed
74%
91%

73%
81%

51%
48%

49%
39%

40%
34%

78%
82%

84%
81%

•

•

•

•

Newfoundland and Labrador saw the most dramatic transformation of the fish harvester labour force, with almost 50% cut in overall employment and an even sharper reduction in wage employment. Occurring well after
the imposition of the groundfish moratorium, these changes reflect retirements from small vessel fleets, the
draw of jobs in Western Canada, and the impacts of fleet restructuring initiatives. The relatively greater drop in
wage employment may be due to fewer jobs in company-owned offshore vessels and a preference to access
Employment Insurance fishing benefits rather than regular EI benefits.
Job loss was less dramatic in the Maritimes, but
the shrinkage in waged jobs in Prince Edward
Island and reverse shift from self-employment to
wage employment in New Brunswick stood out.
There are not definitive explanations for these
specific changes at this time.27
Québec, Manitoba and British Columbia all saw
their fisheries labour forces reduced by approximately a fifth. In Québec and British Columbia,
the loss was greatest for self-employed harvesters, while in Manitoba it was wage employment
that lost ground.
As illustrated in this chart 4.1, a leveling off and
possible rebound in employment is not evident
until 2013 or 2014. In all provinces, the gains
are marginal.

Based on this evidence, for almost three decades, the fishery has not been viewed as a source of stable, long-term
employment by young people. This may account for fewer number of entrants in the industry discussed in previous
sections.
In a context where looming labour shortages are the norm across most rural regions of Canada, the expanding role of
Indigenous people in the fishing industry is a positive trend that warrants greater attention. The Canada Census is the best
available source of data on Indigenous participation in fishing. The following table shows changes in the numbers of individuals by province identifying fishing as their primary occupation in three of the last four Census years.28

As will be discussed in a later section of this report, how fish harvesters report income may be linked to EI rules and usage patterns. In the
CCPFH 2015 telephone survey, 94% of crewmembers and 91% of captains from New Brunswick reported receiving EI, but only 25% of crew
said they received Fisher’s EI compared to 87% of captains. It should be noted that the sample size for crewmembers was limited in size and
lacks statistical validity. For Atlantic region and Québec, 88% of the captains surveyed reported receiving EI (compared to 93% of crew), and
89% said they received Fisher’s EI (67% of crew).
28
Source: Canada Census, 2001, 2006 and 2016. Data from the 2011 Census is not included because the long form Census questionnaire was
not mandatory, and data for less populated rural regions is therefore unreliable for that year. The Census uses the term “Aboriginal” to describe
individuals who self-identify as First Nations, Inuit, Métis or other Indigenous population. The table aggregates all such individuals who identified
their primary occupation as either “Fishing master and officer”, “Fisherman/woman” or “Fishing vessel deckhand”.
27
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TABLE 4.3: Change in Aboriginal participation in fishery, 2001, 2006 and 2011

Aboriginal individuals as percent of
total fish harvester population

Aboriginal participation
Newfoundland and
Labrador
Nova Scotia
Prince Edward Island
New Brunswick
Québec
Manitoba
British Columbia

2001

2006

2016

2001

2006

2016

450

500

690

2%

3%

9%

350
60
410
125
495
885

755
100
520
175
600
700

1,370
120
820
370
645
935

4%
2%
10%
5%
65%
22%

8%
2%
13%
7%
73%
17%

13%
4%
18%
14%
77%
24%

There were significant increases in the numbers of Indigenous fish harvesters, and Indigenous harvesters grew as a
percent of the total fish harvesting labour force, in all seven provinces over the 2001 to 2016 period. Indigenous communities provide major portions of the workforces in Manitoba and British Columbia.
Given that Indigenous communities often have higher birth rates and larger populations of youth than non-indigenous
rural communities, they represent a potential source of new labour supply if barriers to their greater participation can be
overcome.

4.2.

INCOME TRENDS

In addition to lack of employment stability and growth, another major barrier to attraction and retention of new labour
supply has been instability in employment income. The economic shocks that hit the industry in the 2000 to 2009
period sharply undercut harvester incomes, while the resurgence in the value of exports and landed values since 2009
has more than reversed the losses. The following table shows average pre-tax incomes for Canadians reporting taxable
income from fishing employment from 2000 to 2015 in constant dollars (2015). The table separates income from fishing employment, non-fishing employment, Employment Insurance and other non-employment sources.29

Dividend income may include fish harvesters who have incorporated their enterprises paying themselves dividend income instead of wages or
salaries, but would also include any other dividend income from investments. “Other income” is a residual category, and includes all dollars that
are not in any other columns. This could include jobs where a T4 was not issued, the Canada Child Tax Benefit, all other taxable benefits, such as
rental income, RRSP income, capital gains, and income from other businesses (such as farming, construction, etc.).

29
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TABLE 4.4: Fish harvester average income by source, Canada, 2000 to 2015, constant dollars (2015)
Year
2000
2003
2006
2009
2012
2015
Change
2000 - 2015
Change
2009 - 2015

Fishing
employment

Non-fishing
employment

Employment
insurance

Dividend

Other nonemployment

Total

$20,647
$20,264
$16,686
$14,325
$18,857
$28,615

$4,889
$4,597
$5,885
$6,105
$6,757
$7,058

$9,045
$11,288
$9,347
$10,229
$10,522
$10,575

$889
$967
$1,199
$1,362
$1,741
$1,872

$3,809
$3,308
$3,429
$4,421
$4,627
$4,848

$39,279
$40,424
$36,546
$36,442
$42,504
$52,968

39%

44%

17%

111%

27%

35%

100%

16%

3%

37%

10%

45%

The above table reveals again the overall shift in the fishing economy, from sharp decline over the 2000 to 2009 period,
and dramatic turnaround since then. At almost $53,000 in 2015, average fish harvesters’ total incomes from all sources
exceed average employment earnings for Canadians.30 However, harvesters rely heavily on other sources of income
from outside of fishing employment, particularly during the years of reduced fishing incomes. The following table shows
changes in the relative contributions of the different income sources.31
TABLE 4.5: Percentage shares of fish harvester average income by source, Canada, 2000 to 2015
Year

Fishing employment

2000
2003
2006
2009
2012
2015

55%
56%
50%
47%
50%
55%

Non-fishing
employment
14%
13%
17%
16%
16%
15%

Employment
insurance
21%
21%
21%
23%
21%
18%

Dividend + other
10%
10%
12%
14%
13%
12%

On average Canadian fish harvesters generated less than half of their incomes from fishing employment during years
of reduced fishing incomes, and had only regained their starting point at 55% by 2015. Employment Insurance clearly
provided an important stabilizer over the period, as did non-fishing waged employment.
A different and more complex picture of fishing incomes emerges when waged and self-employed harvesters are
studied separately. The following tables show average constant dollar incomes for the two categories of income earners.

As of September 2017, the average wage for Canadian employees was $986 a week – or just over $51,000 a year.
https://careers.workopolis.com/advice/how-much-money-are-we-earning-the-average-canadian-wages-right-now/
31
Readers should bear in mind that the averages for income from non-fishing employment, Employment Insurance, dividends and other income are
calculated for the entire population of fish harvesters reporting taxable income from fishing. In each category other than fishing income, there
will be significant numbers of harvesters with zero values (e.g. harvesters who had no non-fishing employment income). If we were able to
isolate only those harvesters who had non-fishing employment income, their average incomes and shares of total income would be markedly
higher.
30
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TABLE 4.6: Harvesters earning fishing wage income only, average income by source, Canada, 2000 to 2015,
constant dollars (2015)
Year
2000
2003
2006
2009
2012
2015
Change
2000 - 2015
Change
2009 - 2015

Fishing
employment

Non-fishing
employment

Employment
insurance

Dividend

Other nonemployment

Total

$20,833
$21,532
$18,901
$17,807
$20,568
$26,412

$5,149
$5,150
$6,273
$5,975
$6,470
$7,179

$7,885
$8,257
$8,084
$8,757
$8,856
$8,748

$1,301
$1,374
$1,559
$1,803
$2,046
$2,210

$2,650
$2,476
$3,034
$3,291
$3,453
$3,590

$37,819
$38,789
$37,851
$37,632
$41,392
$48,138

27%

39%

11%

70%

35%

27%

48%

20%

0%

23%

9%

28%

Fish harvesters in this employment category earned lower than average fishing incomes and total incomes, and qualified
for lower EI benefits. The pattern for self-employed harvesters is markedly different.
TABLE 4.7: Harvesters earning self-employment income only, average income by source, Canada, 2000 to 2015,
constant dollars (2015)
Year
2000
2003
2006
2009
2012
2015
Change
2000 - 2015
Change
2009 - 2015

Fishing
employment

Non-fishing
employment

Employment
insurance

Dividend

Other nonemployment

Total

$19,526
$19,431
$18,307
$16,912
$22,002
$33,760

$2,859
$3,104
$3,465
$3,600
$4,641
$4,791

$9,809
$10,987
$11,305
$12,427
$12,725
$12,851

$1,323
$1,844
$869
$867
$1,487
$1,449

$3,103
$2,781
$1,949
$3,589
$3,945
$4,342

$36,620
$38,147
$35,895
$37,396
$44,801
$57,195

73%

68%

31%

10%

40%

56%

100%

33%

3%

67%

21%

53%
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These harvesters received fishing employment income primarily as catch shares as reported by fish buyers via T1
tax forms. On average, in constant dollars, they received higher fishing incomes than waged harvesters; their income
increases in both the 2000-2015 and 2009-2015 periods were more significant.
On average, this group relied less on non-fishing employment, despite increasing the earning percentage from this
source of income, while also receiving higher EI benefit income. It is important to note that this category of income
earners includes a higher proportion of enterprise owner-operators; the waged worker category is comprised mostly of
crew workers.
Significant variations were evident across different provinces. The following two tables compare harvester incomes from
three years: the base year 2000; the bottom of the industry’s economic trough in 2009; and the end of the period in
2015. The tables describe different sources of income in six provinces with substantial fishing industries.
Table 4.8 is for wage earning harvesters (i.e., predominantly crew workers).
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TABLE 4.8: Harvesters earning fishing wage income only, average income by source, 2000 to 2015, constant
dollars (2015)

Newfoundland and
Labrador

Nova Scotia

Prince Edward
Island

New Brunswick

Québec

British Columbia

Year

Fishing
employment

Non-fishing
employment

Employment
insurance

Dividend

Other nonemployment

Total

2000

$18,923

$2,345

$7,993

$84

$1,415

$30,760

2009

$12,783

$4,922

$8,157

$453

$3,182

$29,498

2015

$24,074

$7,381

$7,913

$1,030

$3,725

$44,122

2000 to 2105

27%

215%

-1%

1126%

163%

43%

2009 to 2105

88%

50%

-3%

127%

17%

50%

2000

$23,113

$6,963

$7,390

$1,329

$2,458

$41,254

2009

$18,456

$6,550

$8,943

$1,327

$2,888

$38,164

2015

$29,644

$7,680

$8,550

$1,863

$3,450

$51,186

2000 to 2105

28%

10%

16%

40%

40%

24%

2009 to 2105

61%

17%

-4%

40%

19%

34%

2000

$9,573

$7,446

$8,633

$116

$1,600

$27,369

2009

$8,318

$9,050

$9,887

$595

$2,330

$30,180

2015

$9,006

$11,633

$8,864

$385

$2,655

$32,544

2000 to 2105

-6%

56%

3%

232%

66%

19%

2009 to 2105

8%

29%

-10%

-35%

14%

8%

2000

$19,029

$4,228

$10,948

$861

$2,149

$37,216

2009

$13,286

$5,027

$11,561

$485

$2,236

$32,596

2015

$21,431

$5,503

$11,117

$1,169

$2,351

$41,572

2000 to 2105

13%

30%

2%

36%

9%

12%

2009 to 2105

61%

9%

-4%

141%

5%

28%

2000

$18,810

$4,563

$10,394

$2,253

$3,856

$39,875

2009

$14,195

$3,536

$10,690

$2,170

$2,662

$33,254

2015

$20,486

$5,154

$12,055

$2,081

$3,507

$43,284

2000 to 2105

9%

13%

16%

-8%

-9%

9%

2009 to 2105

44%

46%

13%

-4%

32%

30%

2000

$28,953

$8,153

$1,317

$6,055

$7,129

$51,607

2009

$18,335

$6,931

$2,086

$9,368

$9,058

$45,779

2015

$20,954

$9,249

$1,425

$9,558

$7,522

$48,707

2000 to 2105

-28%

13%

8%

58%

6%

-6%

2009 to 2105

14%

33%

-32%

2%

-17%

6%
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•
•

•
•

In five of the six provinces, higher increases were seen in non-fishing wages incomes than fishing incomes in
the 2000 to 2015 period. Nova Scotia was the exception.
In two provinces, Prince Edward Island and British Columbia, fish harvesters ended 2015 with reduced fishing
incomes compared to their initial 2000 incomes, in constant dollar terms. In Prince Edward Island, fish harvesters earned relatively low total incomes, and increased wage income from jobs outside the fishing industry.
Newfoundland and Labrador, where waged fishing employment was reduced more than in other provinces, saw
significant increases in both fishing and non-fishing employment income, and in total income.
Harvesters in this category received the highest average EI benefits in Québec compared to very low benefits
in British Columbia. Québec, together with New Brunswick, saw the greatest shift to fish harvesters working for
wages.
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The next table is for self-employed harvesters, a category that includes the majority of both enterprise owner-operators
and crew workers.32
TABLE 4.9: Harvesters self-employment primarily, average income by source, 2000 to 2015, constant dollars
(2015)

Newfoundland and
Labrador

Nova Scotia

Prince Edward
Island

New Brunswick

Québec

British Columbia

Year

Fishing
employment

Non-fishing
employment

Employment
insurance

Dividend

Other nonemployment

Total

2000

$13,092

$1,126

$10,812

$96

$992

$26,117

2009

$12,937

$2,675

$14,148

$299

$2,267

$32,326

2015

$29,399

$4,545

$15,336

$929

$3,563

$53,773

2000 to 2105

125%

304%

42%

872%

259%

106%

2009 to 2105

127%

70%

8%

211%

57%

66%

2000

$15,687

$3,725

$9,618

$1,288

$3,860

$34,178

2009

$16,288

$3,211

$12,187

$1,618

$4,805

$38,109

2015

$40,811

$3,763

$12,657

$2,225

$5,556

$65,012

2000 to 2105

160%

1%

32%

73%

44%

90%

2009 to 2105

151%

17%

4%

38%

16%

71%

2000

$13,735

$3,632

$12,645

$161

$2,245

$32,418

2009

$9,447

$3,955

$14,600

$801

$3,960

$32,762

2015

$31,528

$5,384

$14,983

$620

$3,859

$56,374

2000 to 2105

130%

48%

18%

284%

72%

74%

2009 to 2105

234%

36%

3%

-23%

-3%

72%

2000

$10,900

$3,000

$10,612

$2,331

$3,554

$30,398

2009

$10,527

$3,832

$14,163

$1,047

$4,087

$33,655

2015

$44,625

$3,710

$13,985

$2,566

$3,364

$68,250

2000 to 2105

309%

24%

32%

10%

-5%

125%

2009 to 2105

324%

-3%

-1%

145%

-18%

103%

2000

$13,083

$2,272

$11,638

$7,284

N/A

$33,577

2009

$12,515

$2,361

$15,326

$1,408

$2,578

$34,188

2015

$46,376

$2,604

$15,968

$2,198

$4,897

$72,044

2000 to 2105

254%

15%

37%

-70%

N/A

115%

2009 to 2105

271%

10%

4%

56%

90%

111%

2000

$26,488

$3,015

$4,712

$1,807

$8,429

$44,451

2009

$17,375

$3,907

$6,587

$1,554

$5,064

$34,488

2015

$18,917

$5,472

$7,119

$1,800

$5,104

$38,411

2000 to 2105

-29%

81%

51%

0%

-39%

-14%

2009 to 2105

9%

40%

8%

16%

1%

11%

Approximately 5% of self-employed fish harvesters in Canada also earned waged fishing income, possibly by crewing on company-owned larger
vessels for periods of the year, or also working for wages in a second owner-operator fishing enterprise that is incorporated and pays wages to
crewmembers.

32

47

•
•

•
•
•

•

Average self-employment fishing incomes increased dramatically in five of the six provinces. Almost all of this
growth occurred after 2009.
The highest rates of income growth, along with the highest fishing incomes and total incomes, were found in
New Brunswick and Québec. According to tax filer data, these provinces outpaced Nova Scotia. This outcome
is not consistent with other findings, such as changes in fisheries landed values. In order to confirm this finding, it will be important to use other data sources in follow-up work, such as the 2016 Census, as well as key
informant interviews.
British Columbia stands out for its low fishing incomes and low total incomes.
In four provinces, excluding Nova Scotia and British Columbia, EI incomes exceeded fishing incomes in 2009.
By 2015 the ratio of EI to fishing income in these four provinces was 50% or considerably less.
In Nova Scotia, the ratio of EI benefits to fishing income reached a high of 75% in 2009, but by 2015 had
decreased sharply to just 31%. In dollar terms, however, the level of EI benefits in the province increased by
one-third from 2000 to 2015.
In British Columbia, as with waged fish harvesters, self-employed harvesters receive approximately half of the
EI benefits received by harvesters in other provinces. However, average EI income grew by 51% over the entire
period, more than in other provinces.

One other variable in fish harvester income should be noted. The Gini coefficient is a widely used statistical measure
of income inequality. A Gini score of 0 would represent absolute equality in income distribution, whereas a score of 1
would mean absolute inequality (i.e., all the income going to one person or group).
Using tax filer data, we were able to generate Gini coefficients for fishing employment income received by Canadian fish
harvesters receiving waged income and self-employment income.
Chart 4.2 illustrates the trends over the 2000 to 2015 period:
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•
•

An increase for wage earning harvesters (from 0.57 to 0.59), and for self-employed harvesters (from 0.50 to
0.54).
Inequality for both groups decreased during the slower years, from 2005 to 2009, then increased sharply as
incomes recovered from 2010 to 2015.

To put these abstract measures into context, the Gini coefficient for the Canadian population (household adjusted
pre-tax market income) was .044 in 2015, up from 0.43 in 2011.33 Policy experts frequently express concern about
the potentially negative socio-economic consequences of rising income inequality at this current Canadian level. While
the much higher Gini scores for fish harvesters need further analysis, there is sufficient evidence here to suggest that
income inequality in the fish harvesting industry is measurably greater than in the wider labour market.

4.3.

SEASONALITY AS A RECRUITMENT/RETENTION BARRIER

Throughout the course of the research, the FLMI study generated consistent and convincing evidence, both quantitative and qualitative, that seasonality in fisheries employment is a significant barrier to recruitment and retention of new
labour supply.
There are limited data sources that establish the extent of seasonality in industry employment. One source is the Census
which, with its limitations in 2011 particularly, does provide data on average weeks worked by people employed in fishing occupations. Table 26 identifies average weeks worked in fishing by two occupations, skippers and fishermen and
deckhands. The Census results show that the former category represents upwards of 80% of employment in fishing
provinces; this suggests that the majority of harvesters identified as self-employed in their tax filer system.
TABLE 4.10: Average weeks worked by occupation, 2010

Skippers/
Fishermen
Deckhands

NL

NS

PE

NB

QC

MB

BC

Canada

18.6

24.5

19.6

20.3

18.5

22.4

27.8

21.9

25.4

21.4

21.7

18.7

14.8

18.6

22.6

21.1

For the largest occupational category, skippers and fishermen, the Québec and Newfoundland and Labrador fisheries
generate the fewest weeks of fishing employment while Nova Scotia and British Columbia are well above average. But
by these measures, fish harvesting is inescapably a seasonal occupation for the great majority of the workforce. This
begs a key strategic question: if most individuals, who define their primary occupation as fishing, are not actually engaged in fishing work from one-third to half of the year, what do they do for productive and remunerative activity for the
rest of the year?
Census data also provides some measure of whether fishing seasons are changing for harvesters in different regions.
The following table describes the percentage of the skippers and fishermen workforce that were employed for different
lengths of time, in different provinces in 2000 and 2010.

33

http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a26?id=2060033
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TABLE 4.11: Weeks worked by “skippers and fishermen”, by province, in 2000 and 2010

Newfoundland and
Labrador
Nova Scotia
Prince Edward
Island
New Brunswick
Québec
Manitoba
British Columbia

1-13 weeks
2000
2010

14-26 weeks
2000
2010

< 27 weeks
2000
2010

27-39 weeks
2000
2010

40-52 weeks
2000
2010

18%

30%

61%

52%

79%

82%

15%

12%

6%

7%

13%

24%

39%

40%

52%

64%

22%

15%

26%

21%

18%

21%

57%

62%

75%

83%

15%

7%

10%

9%

21%
25%
29%
29%

33%
26%
39%
25%

58%
62%
40%
31%

44%
59%
28%
28%

79%
87%
69%
60%

77%
85%
67%
53%

9%
6%
18%
13%

7%
10%
9%
12%

12%
6%
13%
27%

16%
5%
23%
35%

In all provinces, except British Columbia, the Census data suggests that fishing seasons were the same or shorter in
2010 compared to 2000. Nova Scotia shows the most dramatic change: 56% of the skippers and fishermen fished for
40 or more weeks in 2000; this fell to 27% in 2010. Within that period, Newfoundland and Labrador, New Brunswick
and Manitoba also showed meaningful increases in the proportions of harvesters working less than 14 weeks.
With Census Canada data, chart 4.3 shows the shift experienced by skippers and fishermen in Canada over the 2000
to 2010 period. It is evident that over this 10-year period, the industry became more, not less, seasonally defined in its
employment patterns.
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As noted above, in the 2015 CCPFH survey, 83% of Atlantic captain respondents identified “people looking for (or
leaving for) jobs that are less seasonal” and “people looking for (or leaving for) jobs that offer more weeks of work” as
reasons why it was difficult to recruit needed crew. As well, about one-third of respondents saw “people looking for (or
leaving for) jobs that pay more” as a barrier to finding crew. This may be seen as another way of referring to limited
weeks of income, thus impacting employment generation.

4.4.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Through these discussions, three challenges prevented adequate capacity for competition of labour supply were identified for fishing enterprises:
•
•
•

negative perceptions of an industry that has long been shedding labour,
inadequate incomes, and
seasonal limitations on employment duration

The evidence confirms that all three challenges are real and significant. There has been a long-term shrinkage in
employment opportunities across the sector, and young people have been conditioned not to look to the industry for
attractive career opportunities. The good news is that the surge in the value of seafood exports and fisheries landed
values has begun to lift average incomes in some regions and fleets. Many enterprise operators are already in stronger
positions to provide employee incomes attractive enough to draw people back from other industries.
However, seasonally truncated employment is a fundamental and largely inescapable attribute of work in fish harvesting.
In an industry with looming labour shortages and a need to compete more effectively to attract and retain new labour
supply, new strategies are needed to change attitudes and mitigate the limitations on incomes and employment security
associated with seasonality.
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5.

THE CONTINUING REALITY OF OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM
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5.

THE CONTINUING REALITY OF OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM

Occupational pluralism (OP) refers to the
long-standing pattern in rural regions for
seasonal workers to supplement income
earned in their primary occupations with
occasional or often extended periods of
employment in secondary occupations. It
also occurs within families, e.g., when a
spouse works in the service sector while
the other spouse brings in income from
a farming or fishing operation or through
ownership of his or her own enterprise. It
can also take the form of a fish harvester
operating their own enterprise for a short
fishing season, and then working as a
crew in an enterprise in a different region
or fleet. In Atlantic Canada, there are long traditions of fish harvesters working on freighters in the Great Lakes or in
the winter halibut fishery in British Columbia during non-fishing months at home. In some communities, this has been
a proven strategy for crew workers seeking to build capital to become owner-operators. In recent years, an increasing
flow of fisheries workers are working in Alberta in the off-season.
The CCPFH FLMI study set out to address three strategic questions about OP:
•
•
•

What role does it play in sustaining the available labour force in different fleets and regions?
Is it expanding or contracting in response to shifting demographics, income levels and labour market
conditions?
Could it be encouraged, regulated and facilitated to help mitigate labour supply challenges?

Through research, a fourth question emerged that is also critical to the elaboration of policy advice, follow-up research
and consultation work:
•

Could the expansion of occupational pluralism generate risks and unintended consequences by undermining
efforts to professionalize the fish harvesting labour force and to enhance enterprise viability?

This section of the report will summarize the research evidence that speaks to the four questions.

5.1 OCCURRENCE OF OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM IN THE FISHERIES LABOUR FORCE
The Statistics Canada tax filer system provides data on sources of income and locations where income was earned. It
tells us the percentage of all fish harvesters who reported taxable income from fishing who also had taxable income
from other employment over the 2000 to 2013 period.
This data indicates that occupational pluralism continues to be an important income source for fish harvesters in
Canada, with the proportion of fish harvesters engaging in it rising over the period from 30% to 42%. The trend suggests that occupational pluralism increased sharply in the 2004 to 2010 period in response to reduced fishing incomes.
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TABLE 5.1: Percent of individuals reporting taxable income from fishing employment, also having taxable income
from non-fishing employment, Canada, 2000 to 2013
2000
30%

2001
29%

2002
29%

2003
30%

2004
36%

2005
37%

2006
38%

2007
39%

2008
40%

2009
42%

2010
43%

2011
42%

2012
41%

2013
42%

Prevalence of occupational pluralism varies across regions and fisheries. Based on Tax Filer data, chart 5.1 suggests
that in four of six provinces with fishing industries, participation in occupational pluralism increased among waged
harvesters over the 2000 to 2013 period. (At the time of writing tax filer data was only available up to 2013, and only
for wage earning fish harvesters.) While Prince Edward Island stood out for its significant level of OP, a consistent 26%
to 29% of waged harvesters from other provinces had wage earning jobs outside of fisheries in 2013. There was also a
sharp increase in occupational pluralism for harvesters in Newfoundland and Labrador over this period.

5.2.

CONTRIBUTIONS MADE BY OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM TO HARVESTER INCOMES

The following table presents the average earnings made with non-fishing employment, and average shares of total
income from such employment. This data is presented for both wage earning and self-employed harvesters in Canada
between 2000 to 2015.
(It is important to understand that these average income numbers encompass the entire population of individuals earning employment income from fishing. Up to 60% of harvesters did not report non-fishing employment income, but their
zero values are included in the averages. In future analyses, it will be possible to calculate average for harvesters who
generated non-fishing employment income and we would expect the absolute numbers and proportions of total income
to be much higher for these individuals. The following tables primarily provide an understanding of proportions and
trends.)
TABLE 5.2: Average non-fishing employment income for waged and self-employed fish harvesters, and as a
percent of total income, Canada, 2000 to 2015 (Constant $ - 2015)

2000
2003
2006
2009
2012
2015
Change 2000-2015
Change 2009-2015

Wage earner harvesters
Average earning
% of total income
$5,149
14%
$5,150
13%
$6,273
17%
$5,975
16%
$6,470
16%
$7,179
15%
39%
20%
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Self-employed harvesters
Average earning
% of total income
$2,859
8%
$3,104
8%
$3,465
10%
$3,600
10%
$4,641
10%
$4,791
8%
68%
33%

•
•
•

Both types of harvesters steadily increased their non-fishing employment income over the period in constant
dollar terms.
Wage earning harvesters earned significantly more income, and a higher proportion of total incomes, from
non-fishing employment.
For both categories of harvesters, the share of income earned from non-fishing employment was stable over
the period, with upticks during the recession in 2007 to 2009.

The following table compares this same information from the year 2000 to the year 2015 between six provinces with
substantial fishing industries.
TABLE 5.3: Average non-fishing employment income for waged and self-employed fish harvesters, and as a
percent of total income, provinces, 2000 to 2015 (Constant $ - 2015)

Newfoundland
and Labrador

Prince Edward
Island

Nova Scotia

New Brunswick

Québec

British Columbia

2000
2015
Change:
2000-2015
2000
2015
Change:
2000-2015
2000
2015
Change:
2000-2015
2000
2015
Change:
2000-2015
2000
2015
Change:
2000-2015
2000
2015
Change:
2000-2015

Wage earner harvesters
Average earning % of total income
$2,345
8%
$7,381
17%
215%

Self-employed harvesters
Average earning
% of total income
$1,126
8%
$4,545
8%
304%

$7,446
$11,633

27%
36%

56%

$3,632
$5,384

11%
10%

48%

$6,963
$7,680

17%
15%

10%

$3,725
$3,763

11%
6%

1%

$4,228
$5,503

11%
13%

30%

$3,000
$3,710

10%
5%

24%

$4,563
$5,154

11%
12%

13%

$2,272
$2,604

7%
4%

15%

$8,153
$9,249

16%
19%

13%

$3,015
$5,472
81%
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7%
14%

•
•

•

•

•

•

5.3.

With the exception of self-employed harvesters in Nova Scotia, non-fishing employment earnings increased in
for both categories of fish harvesters in every province over the 2000 to 2015 period.
Again, with the exception of Nova Scotia, the proportion of total income coming from non-fishing employment
increased for waged fish harvesters in every province (although only marginally in New Brunswick and
Québec).
Comparing the year 2000 with 2015, the percentage of total income derived from non-fishing employment
earnings remained the same or decreased for self-employed harvesters in all provinces with the exception of
British Columbia where non-fishing employment income doubled in importance.
In Newfoundland and Labrador, non-fishing employment income increased substantially for both categories
of harvesters but was a more significant component of total income for waged harvesters. Waged harvesters
sharply declined in number in the province, and they relied increasingly on non-fishing employment income.
This suggests that this segment of the fishing workforce has an increasingly occupational pluralist pattern of
labour market participation.
Like Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island has a shrinking population of wage earning fish
harvesters who seem to rely increasingly on non-fishing jobs to secure their livelihoods. Waged harvesters in
Prince Edward Island earn the highest non-fishing job incomes of any province, and self-employed harvesters
earn relatively high non-fishing employment incomes.
British Columbia stands out for its relatively high levels of non-fishing employment income for both harvester
categories, and particularly the sharp increase in such income for self-employed harvesters.

MOTIVATIONS FOR OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM

The 2015 CCPFH survey of fish harvesters, conducted as part of the FLMI project, asked respondents about their
experiences with, and views on, employment outside the fishery. The following table summarizes responses from Atlantic
captains and crew workers on items pertinent to occupational pluralism.34

34

We are not breaking down responses by province to focus on findings with optimal statistical validity.
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TABLE 5.4: Summary of survey responses on occupational pluralism items, Atlantic captains and crew, 2015

Percent having non-fishing jobs in previous 12 months
Location of the non-fishing job? (percent of those who had
non-fishing jobs)
In the local area
Outside local area, but within the province
Out of province
Years employed in this non-fishing job (median score)
Days employed in this job in 2015 (median score)
Earnings from this job in 2015 (median score)
Main reasons given for having additional job to fishing
(Percent of respondents mentioning)
To supplement fishing income, for income security, to save money
Due to seasonal nature of fishery; a need to diversify income
sources
To keep busy, avoid boredom, maintain job skills
Due to bad year in fishery; needed additional source of income
To develop or maintain status in another trade or occupation
Main reasons given for not having an additional job to fishing? (Percent of respondents mentioning)
No local jobs available; could not find jobs
Long fishing season; no time to work elsewhere
Earned an adequate Income in fishery
Age factor – “too old” to work away
Lack of qualifications to access other jobs
•
•
•
•

•

Atlantic captains
N - 788
22%

Atlantic crew
N - 372
22%

63%
20%
17%
10 years
104 days
$20,000

67%
24%
9%
7 years
92 days
$10,500

46%

77%

23%

10%

24%
18%
No mention

15%
No mention
15%

41%
39%
17%
5%
5%

46%
30%
17%
4%
6%

About two-thirds of captains and crew who worked outside the fishery did so in their local area. Captains were
more likely to travel outside their native province than crew members.
Respondents appear to stay in the same non-fishing jobs for lengthy periods – on average, ten years for captains and seven for crew.
Work periods in non-fishing jobs appear to be extended, covering 18 to 20 work weeks, or roughly three
months.
The dominant objective is clearly income supplementation (more so for crew members), but maintaining
diverse job skills, trade status or links to alternative careers are also significant goals for participating in occupational pluralism.
These average incomes are much higher than those identified in the above tables with tax filer data. However,
the survey provides positive averages, meaning that only harvesters with non-fishing employment incomes
are included in the calculations. The survey responses may also describe self-employment and cash payment
incomes as well as T4 wage income.
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•

The pattern of responses on why harvesters don’t participate in occupational pluralism seems to indicate that
close to half the non-participants feels they have adequate incomes and sufficient work over the year, while
half might possibly take up other employment opportunities if the jobs became available locally, or if they
acquired the qualifications to do other jobs.

The survey of crew members focused more deeply on occupational pluralism both within and outside fishing activities.
The following grid shows the diversity of employment and income generating activities as described by 372 Atlantic
Region and Québec crew members who participated in the CCPFH 2015 survey.
TABLE 5.5: Diversity of employment -- Atlantic Region and Québec crew members
Average years working as crew
# skippers worked for over fishing career
In 2015 also worked in the shoreline or coast fishery (that
is, harvesting clams, oysters, mussels, seaweed, etc.) for
at least part of the year
In 2015 also worked in a seafood processing or fish plant
job for at least part of the year
In 2015 also worked in a non-fishery related job for at
least part of the year

17 (median score)
2 (median score)
14.2%
8.1%
22.3%

This might suggest that over 40% of crew workers generated employment earnings outside of their primary fishing jobs.
It should however be noted that certain responses overlapped (e.g. a crew worker could do shoreline harvesting and
have a non-fishery related job during the year).
Based on a cross tabulation of survey responses by age and educational level, it was possible to gain insights on the
prevalence of occupational pluralism in the Atlantic provinces.

In terms of age categories, the survey responses suggest that among Atlantic captains, participation in non-fishing
employment is consistent across all the age groups, while it declines for crew workers with age.
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The survey asked respondents to identify the highest level of formal education attained. When cross-tabulated with
participation in non-fishing employment, the results were as follows:

In this instance, participation in non-fishing employment is positively correlated with level of education attained, more
emphatically so for crew workers. A possible interpretation of these cross tabulations, is that, for crew workers, greater
participation in occupational pluralism is associated with being younger and having higher levels of formal education,
while for captains only education level is positively linked.
If the level of formal education is a determinant of participation in occupational pluralism, it is useful to note that Census
Canada data shows progressively higher levels of formal education among fish harvesters.
TABLE 5.6: Education levels, skippers and fishermen”, 2001 and 2011
Less than high school
complete
2001
2011
Newfoundland and
Labrador
Nova Scotia
Prince Edward
Island
New Brunswick
Québec
Manitoba
British Columbia

High school complete,
some post-secondary
2000
2010

Certificate, diploma
or degree
2000
2010

60%

49%

17%

26%

24%

25%

62%

43%

16%

28%

23%

29%

63%

36%

20%

36%

17%

28%

59%
61%
72%
47%

45%
35%
76%
36%

22%
20%
16%
29%

31%
31%
13%
31%

19%
19%
12%
24%

24%
35%
11%
33%
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With the exception of Manitoba, this data shows marked changes in the levels of education achieved by skippers and
fishermen across Canada. High school completion and participation in post-secondary education improved by 9% or
more in five provinces. Six provinces showed increased numbers of fishermen with certificates, diplomas or degrees.
The survey asked Atlantic captains if better access to off-season non-fishing jobs would help attract young people to
fish harvesting careers. The responses are shown in the following chart.

Responses suggest an openness to the use of occupational pluralist strategies to attract and retain new labour supply;
nearly two-thirds of responding captains somewhat or strongly agreed with the statement.
The survey also examined whether an occupational pluralism approach might help enterprise operators attract and
retain crew workers.
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Support for occupational pluralism on this item is less emphatic than for the previous question, with just over half the
respondents agreeing somewhat or strongly, and 25% disagreeing to some extent. Nevertheless, this and the previous
item suggest that fishing captains and enterprise heads do see encouragement of occupational pluralism as a potentially positive strategy for addressing labour recruitment and retention challenges.

5.4.

OPPORTUNITIES AND RISKS IN PROMOTING OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM

In addition to tax filer and survey data, the community case studies, involving focus groups and key informant interviews
with industry representatives, community leaders, local government officials and human resources development agencies, generated extensive qualitative findings on occupational pluralism issues.
Below are findings from case studies carried out in the Atlantic provinces35.
Similarities and differences regarding history, extent and patterns of occupational pluralism exist within case
studies. Occupational pluralism has historically been and continues to be an important aspect of working life for
some fish harvesters and households across case study areas in the Atlantic region. Fish harvesters across all
case study areas had engaged in certain types of jobs, such as carpentry and construction-related jobs over their
careers. There exists, however, differences in the history, types, degree and location of occupational employment
by seasonal fish harvesters across regions and social groups. Engagement in regional occupational pluralism
outside of the fishery, but within the larger region, appeared to be particularly strong in south-east New Brunswick with somewhat stronger engagement in inter-regional and interprovincial migration for work in Northern New
Brunswick and the Bonavista region of Newfoundland and Labrador.
Variations in the types of occupational pluralism were shaped by regional labour market differences, such as
greater access to urban centres and related employment in Southeast New Brunswick than in Norther New
Brunswick and the Bonavista region. According to research participants, crew tend to engage in occupational
pluralism more than skippers. There is also evidence of some region specific and likely viable examples of occupational pluralism within fisheries (working on multiple enterprises), in other marine sectors (combining fisheries
and aquaculture or other marine work such as shipbuilding) and outside of marine sectors (forestry, blueberries,
oil and gas locally and elsewhere, carpentry).
The Atlantic region researchers also encountered ambivalence regarding the possible risks of encouraging more
occupational pluralism.
Mixed were the perceptions of focus group participants about occupational pluralism and seeing it as a
strategy. For example, many participants are accepting of occupational pluralism as a strategy to help individuals
and households, particularly younger people and crew members, to remain in or to enter the fishery. … But there
is also evidence of ambivalence among some skippers about promoting occupational pluralism as a strategy for
addressing intra and inter-generational labour market issues. Contributors to this ambivalence is the perception,
among participants, that improved access to training in other industry sectors (i.e. the trades), could encourage
crew to permanently leave the fishery for perceived better employment options elsewhere. The belief is that this
would contribute to crew shortages and costs. Some focus group participants also expressed concern that federal
government interest in occupational pluralism…would support efforts to eliminate or change access to fish
harvesters’ Employment Insurance. ….

35

Full reports available on the CCPFH web site (http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/)
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The best way to improve incomes, recruitment and retention in seasonal fisheries, according to participants,
would be to fix problems in the fishing industry through the management of fisheries. This would include improved access to resources/quotas; reduced volatility or patchiness of fisheries seasons (down times within
and between seasons for different species); and lengthened fishing seasons. Other participants, including crew
members and operators who participated in occupational pluralism, were more receptive to the potential benefits
in supporting certain kinds of occupational pluralism.
In direct consultation with harvester leaders in three provinces, the project staff also heard concerns about possible
unintended consequences from promoting occupational pluralism as a labour force rebuilding strategy.
In Newfoundland and Labrador, for example, leaders in the established professionalization regime are grappling with the
issue of applicants who meet the requirements of the apprenticeship system to become fully licensed harvesters, but
also have career commitments in the offshore energy industry, the marine transportation sector, or in the oil and gas
sector in Alberta. For example, Census Canada tax filer data provides evidence that in 2013 nearly 300 individuals who
reported taxable income from fishing employment in Newfoundland and Labrador also reported taxable employment
earnings in the province of Alberta. Increasing numbers of such individuals have been pressing for flexibility in certification standards to be able to come back to the province to fish for short periods during the most productive seasons.
The professionalization regimes in Newfoundland & Labrador and in Québec, and DFO’s current “Independent Core”
licensing regime, were established to help eliminate “moonlighters” and other opportunistic and occasional participants
who enter the fishery during the most lucrative periods, but for whom fishing is not a primary occupational commitment.
If not well thought-out and carefully managed, expansion of occupational pluralism could result in greater flexibility to
allow people for whom fishing is not a primary career to play a greater role in the industry, thus draining fishing opportunities and revenue sources away from committed professionals.
With the accelerating return of cod stocks, the industry in Newfoundland and Labrador is currently planning on a
transition from specialized seasonal fleets, concentrated largely on shellfish (snow crab and shrimp), to multi-license
enterprises that will harvest a diverse range of shellfish, groundfish and pelagic species over the year. Industry leaders
see a future in which many, if not most fishing enterprises, will be year-round operations. They also believe that such
enterprises will eventually be in a much stronger position to compete for new labour supply via higher wages or crew
shares and reduced seasonality. Though this industry development strategy is still in its early stages, harvester leaders
still have concerns that occupational pluralism could be adopted as an alternative approach by those wanting to maintain the status quo of specialized fleets and highly seasonal operations.
In meetings with industry stakeholders in Québec, concerns were raised about undermining professionalization, and also
about the danger that training to qualify harvesters to work in other sectors could actually encourage needed workers to
exit the industry. Concerns were expressed as well about changes to EI rules that would force harvesters to take work
away from their homes and families which can be very stressful for people living in more isolated communities. In high
unemployment regions, community leaders did not want to see fish harvesters, who already earn incomes in the fishery
and qualify for EI, competing for jobs in fish processing and other sectors and possibly taking jobs away from community
members who would have difficulty finding alternative jobs and qualifying for EI.
Industry stakeholders in Manitoba were in agreement that occupational pluralism is a valid approach to making a living
in the fishery, but observed that in many fishing communities, particularly in the north, there are limited opportunities.
The most common option for income supplementation was to work for local governments. Opportunities outside the
community required significant costs to relocate and living away from home would interfere with pre- and post-season
fisheries-related work. There are additional and unique challenges for Indigenous harvesters to live and work away from
their communities.
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In the North Vancouver Island and Prince Rupert case studies stakeholders proposed that occupational pluralism can
only be achieved if the fishery itself is stabilized and better managed so that harvesters know they have a sustainable
employment in the sector, and can then develop other options for more clearly defined non-fishing seasons. In more
isolated communities it will be difficult to find another industry that people can easily move into. The focus should be on
marine work, but employers there are often looking for full-time employees. Their high and low demand periods don’t
correspond with fishing seasons.
These participants also noted that, if you train people, they may not come back to their fishing jobs and communities.
Rural economies are changing and with more advanced technologies in many workplaces there are not a lot of entry
level jobs for fish harvesters with limited skills and formal qualifications.
There was broad consensus that people have always used occupational pluralism as a survival strategy but recognition
that it will require greater coordination, availability of more opportunities, and the better cooperation from employers. In
many examples, occupational pluralism was seen to be harder to pursue today than in the past.
In all these community case studies, there is evidence of a sharp and quite interesting disjuncture between the way
that fish harvesters perceive local labour markets, and the views of local community and business leaders outside the
fishery. Fish harvesters more often mention the lack of available employment opportunities outside the fishery and have
concerns about the negative consequences of greater competition for those jobs, while non-fishing observers agree
strongly with the evidence from wider data systems that their local economies are more challenged by labour shortages
than by oversupply. Observers with the latter perspective seem prepared to consider occupational pluralism as a way to
address overall labour market challenges through the more efficient use of available supply across the seasons, while
fish harvesters are more likely to downplay such options. All of this suggests that the wider availability of up-to-date
information on the trends in local labour markets is a critical factor in shaping attitudes towards OP.

5.5.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

This discussion on occupational pluralism began with four questions:
•
•
•
•

What role does occupational pluralism play in sustaining the available labour force in different fleets
and regions?
Is occupational pluralism expanding or contracting in response to shifting demographics, income levels and
labour market conditions?
Could occupational pluralism be encouraged, regulated and facilitated to help mitigate labour supply
challenges?
Could expansion of occupational pluralism generate risks and unintended consequences?

On the first question, the evidence surveyed above indicates that occupational pluralism plays an important if not essential role in sustaining a committed labour force for the fish harvesting industry. On average, employment outside primary
fishing jobs generates from 10% to 20% of fish harvesters’ annual incomes in Canada, with higher percentages in some
regions and for wage earning harvesters. The past 15 years has seen pronounced boom and bust cycles in the fishing
economy. In this unstable context, occupational pluralism jobs, along with Employment Insurance, provided stability and
income security for many harvesters who might not otherwise have remained in the industry.
On the second question, the available data suggests that over the 2000 to 2015 period the number of fish harvesters
who took up non-fishing employment increased substantially, perhaps in reaction to falling fishing incomes and reduced
job security during the difficult middle years. While occupational pluralism incomes as a proportion of total incomes did
not change markedly over the period, there was continuous growth in absolute, constant dollar terms.
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On the third question, findings from the harvester survey and the community case studies indicate that occupational pluralism is a long-accepted part of how people make a living in the fishery in most regions, and there is cautious
receptivity to exploring ways to develop and promote it more effectively to meet future labour supply challenges. In
general, many industry stakeholders seem open to considering it, but are not certain it will be possible to overcome the
lack of off-season employment opportunities in rural regions.
On the fourth question, industry stakeholders do identify significant risks and unintended consequences that would need
to be managed in any effort to develop new and expanded forms of OP. The most serious concerns are:
•
•
•

•

More crew workers might leave the industry through training and access to more rewarding jobs;
Government could use occupational pluralism to reduce access to EI, or to force workers to take unattractive
and unrewarding jobs;
Professionalization regimes could be undermined if there is greater flexibility in licensing and registration rules
to allow more part-time and marginally attached people into the industry. Conversely, expanded occupational
pluralism could encourage current harvesters to become more marginally attached.
Putting priority on occupational pluralism might distract attention away from opportunities to expand fishing
seasons and develop more viable fishing enterprises and thereby offer more rewarding, more-or-less full-time
jobs.

Given these complex factors, the critical challenge in advancing consideration of occupational pluralism as a labour
force development strategy will be to identify the regions, fisheries and fleets where it is a positive option, as opposed
to the regions, fisheries and fleets where there may be other ways to achieve the same objectives without the attendant
risks.
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6.

CAPACITIES OF LABOUR MARKETS TO SUPPORT OCCUPATIONAL 		
PLURALISM

Evidence presented in the above sections confirms that occupational pluralism is an established pattern of labour force
participation for fish harvesters and plays an important role in sustaining the workforce. In regions and fleet sectors
subject to seasonal constraints on harvesting activities, occupational pluralism functions as an important source of supplementary income and a means to raise capital for new entrant crew workers who aspire to become owner-operators.
This chapter summarizes the research evidence to address the following questions:
1. What industries and occupations are most suitable for employment by fish harvesters outside fishing seasons?
2. Will there be sufficient employment opportunities available in appropriate industries and occupations within
local and regional labour markets to support greater occupational pluralism by fish harvesters?
3. What are the principal barriers to accessing occupational pluralism employment opportunities during
non-fishing seasons, and how they might be mitigated?

6.1.

INDUSTRY AND OCCUPATIONAL SECTORS APPROPRIATE FOR FISH HARVESTER
OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM

The first step in identifying industries and occupations that offer suitable employment opportunities for fish harvesters
during non-fishing seasons, is to examine past and current employment patterns.
The 2015 CCPFH survey of fish harvesters included items on the types of jobs held by fish harvesters outside of the
fishing industry. In the survey, 22% of Atlantic and Québec fish harvesters (captains and crew), and 29% of Pacific
region captains, reported seasonal employment outside the fishery. The following table describes the types of jobs held
by these participants.36

36

The N represents the total number of respondents among each of the three populations who reported having worked in non-fishing jobs over the
previous year.
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TABLE 6.1: 2015 CCPFH survey – Per cent of respondents who worked outside their primary fishing jobs who
reported having worked in particular occupations/industries

Crewmember or deckhand non-fishing vessels
Tourism, related services
Trucking and heavy
equipment
Construction trades
Other skilled trades
Agriculture related
Fish processing, handling,
buying
Labourer
Boat building/maintenance
Non-vessel-based seafood
and seaweed harvesting
(e.g. oysters, clams,
rockweed)

Atlantic and
Québec captains
(N = 176)

Atlantic and
Québec crew
(N = 83)

British Columbia
captains
(N = 31)

21%

11%

26%

6%

25%

13%

22%

5%

13%

17%
6%
6%

7%
14%
7%

6%
6%

12%

4%

-

3%
4%

12%
2%

3%

NA

14%

NA

It is apparent, through the pattern of responses, that crew work on non-fishing vessels, certain service industry jobs,
truck driving, heavy equipment operation and construction are occupations that fish harvesters are often able to access
outside their fishing seasons. The knowledge or skills developed in fishing employment may be more transferable to
these types of activities.
Respondents were also asked for the types of non-fishing jobs or employment most suitable for fish harvesters who
need to work during the off-season, but who also want to maintain fishing as their primary occupation. The following
table shows the responses received. It is important to note that the majority of these answers come from harvesters who
do not engage in occupational pluralism themselves.
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TABLE 6.2: 2015 CCPFH survey – Perceptions of types of non-fishing jobs most suitable for fish harvesters
(percent of survey respondents mentioning these particular jobs/occupations)

Skilled trades generally
Construction trades
Crewmember or deckhand non-fishing vessels
Trucking and heavy
equipment
Logging
Tourism, related services
Labourer

Atlantic and
Québec captains
(N = 788)
26%
19%

Atlantic and
Québec crew
(N = 245)
32%
19%

British Columbia
captains
(N = 108)
14%
9%

1%

7%

18%

11%

9%

2%

2%
2%
6%

1%
5%
4%

11%
5%
1%

These responses suggest that, among the total survey population, construction and other skilled trades are seen as the
most logical sectors to include as occupational pluralism options among fish harvesters. It is interesting to note that
among fish harvesters who actually work outside fisheries, the most popular jobs are in marine industries outside of
fishing and in tourism or other service activities. These types of jobs are given less emphasis by survey respondents
overall, suggesting that perceptions on this issue may not correspond consistently with the practical reality of where
harvesters actually do find out-of-season employment.
Statistics Canada tax filer data identifies the industries (by NOC/NAIC codes) in which wage-earning fish harvesters
reported employment earnings outside of fishing. (Unfortunately, this data is not available for the larger population of
self-employed harvesters.) Here are the findings for the most recent year (2013) for which this data was available at
the time of writing.
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TABLE 6.3: Statistics Canada tax filer evidence on industries where fish harvesters generated taxable employment
income in 2013
Region

Industries (in order of importance)
• Construction
• Fish processing
• Wholesale trade
• Public administration
• Agriculture, forestry and hunting
• Construction
• Fish processing
• Public administration
• Fish processing
• Construction
• Wholesale trade
• Wholesale trade
• Agriculture, forestry and hunting
• Public administration
• Construction
• Fish processing
• Agriculture, forestry and hunting
• Construction
• Fish processing
• Public administration
• Construction
• Public administration
• Other services
• Construction
• Transportation
• Accommodation and food services

Canada

Newfoundland and Labrador

Nova Scotia

Prince Edward Island

New Brunswick

Québec

Manitoba

British Columbia

This table identifies the main industries by region where there were significant numbers of fish harvesters employed
outside of their primary fishing jobs. Dozens of other industries employed harvesters, but their numbers were less significant. For example, for Canada as a whole, there were approximately 7,000 wage-earner fish harvesters employed in
the five industries listed in the table in 2013, and an equal number in jobs across a wide array of other industries. The
key implication is that fish harvester occupational pluralism is highly diverse in terms of industry sectors.
The picture emerging from the tax filer data differs somewhat from the survey findings. Fish processing employment
would appear to be more important than indicated in the survey, as are wholesale trade and public administration. The
former category encompasses a range of service sector jobs and perhaps some fish handling activities, while the latter
includes any employment with government (e.g. driving snow plows or school buses, firefighting, crew work on ferries
or other government vessels, marine environmental clean-ups, etc.)
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In the community case studies, carried out for the project, participants in interviews and focus groups were asked to
identify industries and occupations suitable for fish harvester occupational pluralism. The report on the Atlantic region
case studies summarized the findings as follows:
Jobs that appear to be preferred by many fish harvesters engaging in occupational pluralism include various marine-related jobs that involve working with and on board different kinds of vessels and across fishing enterprises
and fisheries, and non-marine related jobs in carpentry, construction, heavy equipment operation and other types
of trades-related work. The availability of those jobs is mixed. Few local jobs apparently exist but carpentry and
construction related jobs appear conducive to seasonal and contract work. Others are available in major industrial
centers such as Alberta (identified in all cases), Muskrat Falls and Bull Arm (for the Newfoundland and Labrador
case), and Moncton (for parts of south-east New Brunswick). Fish harvesters have a range of [transferable] skills,
such as carpentry, basic electrical and plumbing skills, and engine repair.37
The report from case studies in Manitoba and in two Pacific Region communities noted the prevalence of jobs that require skills fish harvesters have and that do not conflict with fishing seasons. In Manitoba, key examples were firefighting, forestry work, guide outfitting, seasonal tourism and ecotourism and construction. Heavy equipment operation and a
range of trades were mentioned, along with fish processing, hatchery work and fishing gear production.
On North Vancouver Island key sectors were ecotourism and adventure tourism and other marine and fisheries related
activities (e.g. guides for sports fishing, vessel maintenance, fish processing). There were also some jobs in aquaculture
production and some forestry work, particularly silviculture.
In the Prince Rupert region, key sectors identified were the building trades and logging, beachcombing and salvage
work. There was mention of work in tourism including ski resorts. Shellfish aquaculture was seen to have growth potential along with other fisheries related activities such as ocean ranching.
In summary, the following are key findings on the industries and occupations where fish harvesters who currently engage in occupational pluralism are most often employed:
•

•
•

•

37

There is a wide diversity in job types, reflecting the employment opportunities available during non-fishing
seasons in particular regions (e.g., forestry in B.C., agriculture in the Maritimes, service jobs in areas close to
cities), as well as the choices made by individual harvesters, their training and qualifications and transferable
skills;
Harvesters naturally gravitate to fisheries and marine related activities in industry sectors like tourism,
transportation, aquaculture, fish processing and environmental management;
There would appear to be good matches, in terms of seasonal availability and transferable skills, with service
industry jobs related to summer or winter tourism (e.g., sports fishing, marine tours, ski resorts), certain
government jobs (e.g., snow plows, road construction, etc.) and other fisheries and marine activities (fish
handling and processing, ferry operators, fisheries observers, etc.); and,
There is strong interest and significant participation in construction and other skilled trades, and in truck
transportation and heavy equipment operation, where fish harvesters have transferable skills, and employment
opportunities are often available when and where harvesters have time off from fishing.

Opportunities for and challenges of occupational pluralism in seasonal fisheries: Regional cases from Atlantic Canada; P 30. Available on the
CCPFH web site (http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/)
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6.2.

LABOUR MARKET TRENDS

In considering the expansion of fish harvester engagement in OP, the next question to be addressed is whether suitable
jobs are likely to be available in appropriate regions. A more comprehensive review of labour market outlook data is
appended to the report on the CCPFH web site (http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/).
Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC) generates labour market forecasts through the Canadian Occupational Projection System (COPS). COPS reports provided outlooks for job openings and industrial scenarios for the
2015 to 2024 period.38 COPS labour market projections begin with the macroeconomic outlook for the economy overall.
Comparing the 2005-2014 period with projections for 2015-2024, they anticipate a period of consistent economic
growth, rising from 1.9% to 2.0% average annual GDP growth across all sectors. However, the growth is not distributed
evenly across industrial sectors, with expansion expected in primary sectors and manufacturing and some slowing in
construction and services.
TABLE 6.4: Real GDP growth by aggregate sector, Canada (Average annual growth, in %)

2005-2014
2015-2024

All Industries
1.9%
2.0%

Primary
1.5%
1.8%

Manufacturing
-0.9%
1.8%

Construction
3.4%
1.3%

Services
2.3%
2.2%

GDP growth does not translate directly into employment growth. For example, new investments in manufacturing productivity may boost GDP while displacing jobs. The macroeconomic trends and 10-year outlook for employment growth
shows the continuing dominance of the service sector, while the primary (resource-based) production sector and goods
producing industries lose ground in their shares of total employment across the total labour market.
TABLE 6.5: Employment by aggregate sector (In 000s of jobs) and per cent share of total employment)

Primary
Manufacturing
Construction
Services
Total

# of Jobs
% of Total Jobs
# of Jobs
% of Total Jobs
# of Jobs
% of Total Jobs
# of Jobs
% of Total Jobs
# of Jobs
% of Total Jobs

2014
677.7
4%
1,711.00
10%
1,371.50
8%
14,042.00
79%
17,802.20
100%

2024
670.3
3%
1,790.50
9%
1,483.20
8%
15,308.10
80%
19,252.00
100%

% change
-1.1%
4.6%
8.1%
9.0%
8.1%

Breaking down these sectors into specific industries defines where major employment gains and losses are happening
across the entire Canadian economy. The following table shows the three highest and lowest performing industries in
their projected employment growth between 2014 and 2024.39

Employment & Social Development Canada: Canadian Occupational Projection System (COPS) Job Openings (2015-2024)
Employment & Social Development Canada: Industrial Scenario (2015-2024) Canadian Occupational Projection System
39
Statistics Canada (historical) and ESDC 2015 COPS Industrial Scenario Projections.
38
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TABLE 6.6: Canada - Projected employment in the top and bottom three industries, 2024
(in thousands of jobs, percentage share of total employment in brackets)

2024

Top-three industries
Health care and social assistance
Retail trade
Educational services

2,651
(13.8%)
2,228
(11.6%)
1,483
7.7%

Bottom-three industries
Fishing, hunting and trapping
Forestry and logging
Paper manufacturing

13
(0.1%)
51
(0.3%)
64
(0.3%)

The following table shows projected annual employment growth in industries that have significant rural/coastal presence
and seasonal variations in employment, relative to the average growth rate across all industries.
TABLE 6.7: Canada: Projected average annual employment growth seasonal industries, 2013 - 2022
COPS industries
Wood product manufacturing
Construction
Non-automotive transportation equipment
Transportation and warehousing services
Mining (except oil and gas extraction)
Accommodation and food services
Average – All industries
Oil and gas extraction
Forestry and logging
Information, culture and recreation services
Support activities for mining, oil and gas
Agriculture
Fishing, hunting and trapping

% Annual Employment growth
1.2%
0.8%
0.8%
0.8%
0.7%
0.7%
0.6%
0.5%
0.3%
0.3%
-0.1%
-0.5%
-2.4%

While the COPS projects that fishing will continue to shed jobs over the period, a number of other industries with rural
impacts and seasonal patterns of employment show positive job growth, with a few growing at above average rates for
all industries. In the transportation sector, for example, there are projected to be 135,900 job openings for truck drivers
over the 2015 to 2024 period. Construction and accommodation and food services both show above average growth
rates.
The COPS system projects 1.5 million job openings in Canada over the 2015 to 2024 period. This results from industry
expansion (i.e. new positions) and the replacement of retired workers or those exiting the labour force for other
reasons.40 It is expected that nearly 75% of all employment opportunities will stem from attrition.

40

http://occupations.esdc.gc.ca/sppc-cops
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ESDC/Service Canada provides estimates of future job prospects for occupations by province, using a three-point scale
from limited to good.41 The following table identifies job prospects in occupations that are projected to have “fair” or
“good” outlooks for employment opportunities, and that may be appropriate for fish harvesters employment outside
fishing seasons. For illustrative purposes the table covers just three provinces with substantial fisheries.
TABLE 6.8: Occupational outlook for jobs that may be suitable for fish harvester employment outside fishing
seasons, 2016 to 2018
Newfoundland and Labrador
Residential home builders and renovators
Land surveyors
Deck officers, water transport
Engineer officers, water transport
Firefighters
Janitors, caretakers and building superintendents
Carpenters and cabinet makers
Heavy-duty equipment mechanics
Stationary engineers and auxiliary equipment operators
Commercial divers
Deck crew, water transport
Fishing vessel skippers and fishermen/women
Aquaculture and marine harvest labourers
Oil and gas drilling, servicing and related labourers
Nova Scotia
Deck officers, water transport
Engineer officers, water transport
Cooks
Butchers, meat cutters and fishmongers
Food counter attendants, kitchen helpers and related occupations
Security guards and related occupations
Light duty cleaners
Welders and related machine operators
Heavy-duty equipment mechanics
Refrigeration and air conditioning mechanics
Truck drivers
Heavy equipment operators
Deck crew, water transport
Longshore workers
Material handlers
Fish plant workers
Labourers in fish processing

41

https://www.jobbank.gc.ca/wage-outlook_search-eng.do?reportOption=outlook
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Fair
Fair
Fair
Fair
Good
Fair
Fair
Fair
Fair
Fair
Fair
Fair
Fair
Fair
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Fair
Good
Fair
Good
Good
Good

British Columbia
Residential home builders and renovators
Dispatchers and radio operators
Deck officers, water transport
Tour and travel guides
Food counter attendants, kitchen helpers and related occupations
Security guards and related occupations
Light duty cleaners
Specialized cleaners
Janitors, caretakers and building superintendents
Machinists and machining and tooling inspectors
Electricians
Electrical power line and cable workers
Welders and related machine operators
Carpenters and cabinet makers
Heavy-duty equipment mechanics
Refrigeration and air conditioning mechanics
Commercial divers
Truck drivers
Heavy equipment operators
Deck crew, water transport
Boat and cable ferry operators and related occupations
Longshore workers
Construction trades helpers and labourers
Logging machinery operators
Harvesting labourers
Logging machinery operators
Farm harvesting labourers

Good
Good
Fair
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Fair
Good
Good
Good
Good
Good
Fair
Fair
Fair
Good
Fair
Good
Good
Good
Good

These outlooks suggest positive jobs prospects in occupations that appear to be suitable for employment for fish harvesters during non-fishing seasons. Types of jobs, and anticipated demand levels are similar across other provinces.

6.3.

BARRIERS TO OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM

In the 2015 CCPFH survey, harvesters who were not employed year-round in their fishing jobs and did not engage in
occupational pluralism gave three principal reasons for not engaging in non-fishing employment in their off-seasons:
•
•
•

No local jobs available, couldn’t leave home area to work.
Age factor – “too old” to work away.
Lack qualifications to access other jobs.
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Two of the three barriers are potentially mitigated through policy and program interventions. These findings also suggest
that a strategy to expand occupational pluralism should focus primarily on younger fisheries workers and new entrants.
Surveys with captains and crew workers in the Atlantic region and Québec showed that there were positive views on
the potential value of expanded occupational pluralism as a way for the industry to attract and retain new entrants. The
following chart shows the pattern of responses given by captains and crew on how helpful certain types of interventions
might be in supporting and encouraging occupational pluralism.

Ranked on a scale of one to five, from not helpful at all to very helpful, all of the suggested options were ranked positively, with the strongest emphasis on information on job opportunities and on training.42
In the community case studies key informants and focus group participants were asked about barriers to occupational
pluralism and strategies to overcome them. The report on the Atlantic case studies provide the following summary of
findings.
The most significant barrier is the lack of reasonably well-paid local employment opportunities suitable for
harvesters and that offer employment outside the fishing season or [that] can be done during the season as
with harvesters who invest in bed and breakfasts or restaurants for the tourism trade.
There are a number of family issues that appear to enable or impede occupational pluralism. Young fish harvesters appear more likely to have an incentive to gain well-paying job opportunities outside the fishing season, partly
because of financial needs related to household and family expenses and the costs associated with buying their

42

The option of “flexibility in DFO licensing policies” was only presented to captains, and had to do with current limits on being able to maintain
professional status while working away from the fishery for lengthy periods.
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own enterprise. These forces are often enough to make highly mobile work (e.g. traveling to Alberta during the
winter) more desirable than local employment but we know from On the Move research that there is less of this
work available now than in the recent past and … less support for those who do travel to places like Alberta to
work from the point of view of travel and accommodations costs.
Fish harvesters seeking off-season employment would benefit from innovative recognition of existing skills and
building on those to develop and acquire additional training. Enhanced information campaigns about training
opportunities and job opportunities would help his process, as well as new training initiatives and financial
resources. New and enhanced labour market information could be developed through improved relationships
and coordination among public and private regional bodies and communicated through new media platforms,
including new websites and fish harvester-driven social media sites.43
As noted above, community stakeholders, from outside the fishing industry, were generally open to the consideration of
occupational pluralism strategies as a way to address wider demographic and labour supply challenges.
The challenge of attaining better labour market information was identified implicitly or explicitly as an area
needing attention by some [key informants]. In Nova Scotia, for example, officials working with a regional
economic development organization have been struggling to track movements of labour from one industry to
another. This information is critical for understanding what sectors need labour and when labour is needed.
Coordination among governmental and non-governmental organizations around labour market information
resources and needs might help in the area.
For fish harvesters interested in occupational pluralism, better information is needed about the dynamics of
opportunities in other sectors. For example, one challenge the processing sector in S-W Nova Scotia has, as
identified by an economic development [official] collaborating with the sector, is getting a clearer picture of when
the labour needs occur throughout the year as production ebbs and flows. Coordination might also help improve
the sharing of existing labour market information. A training institute in New Brunswick recently completed a
market study examining strategies around four sectors, which included processing, fishing, shipbuilding, and
aquaculture. A coordinated approach around labour market information could ensure that such information is
shared with relevant groups.44
The community case study in Québec encountered a similar pattern – industry participants tended to see less need for
occupational pluralism and to emphasize limitations on the availability of suitable employment, while community leaders
and economic development officials more readily identified opportunities to address wider demographic and labour
supply changes.
In Manitoba, many harvesters live and work in isolated and fly-in communities where there are a few employment opportunities outside the fishery. Training is very expensive because of costs related to travel and living away from home;
the same constraints apply for travel to access non-fishing jobs. It was identified that some employers are unwilling to

Report on Atlantic Case Studies, op cit, p.30. The On the Move Partnership is a multi-year national study of labour mobility across many
industry sectors - http://www.onthemovepartnership.ca/
44
Ibid, pp 30 – 31.
43
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hire seasonal workers and have negative perceptions of fish harvesters. There were a number of issues around the EI
system and the limits on working in non-fishing jobs for harvesters who qualify for fisher’s EI.
In the Northern Vancouver Island community study, participants identified the need to know more about available job
and training opportunities. Many of the jobs that might be accessible to fish harvesters conflict with fishing seasons or
do not pay enough to make it worthwhile. EI again was an issue. In particular, the fisher’s EI system does not support
training in non-fishing activities for harvesters. Since Service Canada staff, who deal with EI, are only in the region once
a month, there is limited access to EI services in small communities. Access to training programs, labour market information and EI, is restrictive and rigid by bureaucratic policies that make it difficult for civil servants to travel to fishing
communities to deliver services.
In the Prince Rupert region, lack of job opportunities outside of the fishing season was often identified as a challenge.
Harvesters require a more accessible EI system in order to fill gaps between seasons. There are also fears that EI
eligibility will be jeopardized if fish harvesters take non-fishing jobs Stakeholders identified the need for a program that
helps them identify and match harvester skills with job opportunities or self-employment options. For example, there
are local shortages of small machinery repair technicians and marine insurance brokers, both jobs that harvesters could
learn to do.
Some harvesters want to use their vessels for ecotourism businesses but there are issues with insurance for carrying
passengers. Also, because they cannot have fishing gear in the water during the off-season, they cannot do demonstrations for tourists. Participants also described the reluctance of harvesters to change their work patterns for fear of losing
access to EI to fall back on if things do not work out. Community leadership and innovative programming efforts will be
required to convince people that they can try new things and get the training support and financial security they need to
take risks.

6.4.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

As discussed in earlier chapters, occupational pluralism is not a necessary or attractive option for all harvesters in all
regions. There are fisheries that provide more or less year-round employment and fully adequate incomes, and there are
opportunities to develop more such fisheries through fleet restructuring and innovations in fisheries management policies and practices. But there will still remain many fishing regions where climate and resource constraints limit fishing
activities to more-or-less predictable seasons. For these regions and fisheries, three key questions about occupational
pluralism were identified at the beginning of this discussion:
•
•

•

Which industries and occupations offer suitable employment opportunities for fish harvesters during
non-fishing seasons?
Will there be sufficient employment opportunities available in appropriate industries and occupations within
local and regional labour markets to support expanded participation in occupational pluralism by fish
harvesters?
What are the principal barriers to accessing occupational pluralism employment opportunities during
non-fishing seasons, and how might they be mitigated?

On the first question, two primary findings emerge from the evidence:
•
•

Fish harvester who engage in non-fishing employment find jobs in a diverse range of industries and occupations reflecting local labour market conditions, transferability of job skills and individual preferences.
However, there are industry sectors where fish harvesters seem relatively more likely to find non-fishing employment, largely related to fisheries and marine activities, construction and other skilled trades, and machinery and equipment operation.
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On the second question, the available projections suggest that there will be significant demand for new labour supply in
many of the occupations and industry sectors where fish harvesters currently pursue occupational pluralism activities.
Many of these jobs are located in rural regions and in industries with some degree of seasonality.
Perhaps the most significant factor identified in the COPS labour market outlook is that upwards of 75% of job
opportunities in the economy overall will arise from the need to replace workforce attrition through retirement and other
factors. Demographic trends dictate that there will be labour shortages across many rural industries and occupations, so
innovative approaches to sharing available labour supply among different sectors will be a priority for decision-makers
at all levels – not just in the fishery.
In short, on a local or regional level, it would appear that job availability will not be a fundamental or unmanageable
constraint on expanded engagement in occupational pluralism by fish harvesters.
The most significant barriers to expanded fish harvester participation in occupational pluralism have been identified as:
•
•
•
•
•

Lack of information about available jobs;
The need for labour market information and planning supports to match up seasonally available labour supply
with demand cycles in different sectors over the year;
The need for training and for ways to recognize or document the transferable job skills harvesters acquire
through fishing work;
The costs and family pressures arising from travel to access jobs or participate in training;
Rigidities and disincentives in the Fisher’s EI program.

In terms of mitigation, the key areas for intervention are:
•
•
•
•

New labour market information tools, making use of appropriate social media and specifically targeting fish
harvester communities;
Improved access to education and training programs for bridging to non-fishing employment opportunities;
Targeted programming to recognize and certify transferable job skills so that employers can assess the competencies of potential employees;
Improved financial supports for labour mobility and access to training.

Two higher level findings are noteworthy. Firstly, there is a high level of receptivity among leaders and officials in local
government, economic develop agencies and the training sector in occupational pluralism as a wider strategy to address
looming labour shortages in rural economies. There was enthusiastic interest among these stakeholders in new
approaches to facilitating cross-sector sharing of labour supply in seasonal industries.
Secondly, the EI system looms large as both a stabilizer of the seasonal fisheries labour force and as both a facilitator
and a constraint for labour mobility and OP. Fish harvesters express concern that greater participation in occupational
pluralism may jeopardize their access to EI or, indeed, may encourage government to cut the Fisher’s EI program. By the
same token, harvesters also identify ways the EI system could provide more effective support for occupational pluralism
in terms of access to training and support for geographic mobility. These issues are examined in greater depth in
Chapter 8 and in an ancillary report produced for the FLMI study and available on the CCPFH web site.
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7.

IMPACTS OF RISING LICENSES AND QUOTA PRICES

In his October 2017 speech to the Canadian Independent Fish Harvesters Federation meeting, DFO Minister Dominic
LeBlanc addressed an emerging concern among fish harvester organizations.
Fishing licenses have become over-valued in recent years, especially here in southwest Nova Scotia. This
makes it extremely difficult for young fishermen to access the fishery, and more often than not prevents new
entrants altogether. The high upfront cost of a license means that many would-be fishers are excluded from the
fishery because they simply do not have access to the large sums of money that fishery licenses have come to
cost….
How can we address this? How can we create a licensing regime that does not pick winners and losers?
How can we make sure that the benefits of the fishery go to those who work hard to prosecute it, and to the
communities that support them? And, harvesters get a fair return for the investments they make in boats and
equipment.
Like [the] owner-operator [policy], the goal of this conversation is to ensure that fishers and their local communities and economies benefit from the fishery.
Harvester organizations have focused on this issue for some time. The national human resources sector study, completed by the CCPFH in 2005, examined the increased pressures on license and quota prices at that time. It began with an
examination of how the market value of a fishing enterprise is determined.
When a willing buyer and seller negotiate the sale of a business and determine a value it is generally considered
to be the ‘fair market value’ defined as the highest price available in an open and unrestricted market between
informed and prudent parties, acting at arm’s length and under no compulsion to act, expressed in terms of cash.
The basic premise is the seller will only sell if the price offered is acceptable and the purchaser believes the
negotiated price will provide future economic benefit from the enterprise.45
In Atlantic Canada and Québec, licensing policies – in particular, the Owner-operator and Fleet Separation Policies –
restrict ownership of the most valuable licenses and quota exclusively to committed professional harvesters. The policy’s
objective is to have an open and unrestricted market only within that defined population of potential purchasers. However, the 2005 CCPFH report described an emerging market environment with two discrete segments; the “traditional
owner-operator market” and an emerging, more open market shaped by “special interest purchasers”
In the traditional market the purchase price for a fishing enterprise would normally reflect its fair market value (FMV) as
an independent fish harvesting business.
In this market environment, the purchase price for a fishing enterprise is a direct reflection of its business value
in terms of its capacity to generate revenues, taking account of the risks associated with shifting fish stock
abundance and market demand. A harvester with adequate fishing and management skills who purchases the
enterprise in this market, using conventional borrowing methods at reasonable interest rates and operating
within all the rules, should be able to maintain a viable business (i.e. carry the operating and debt costs and
make some level of profit).46
Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters, Setting a New Course – Phase II Human Resources Sector Study for the Fish Harvesting
Industry in Canada, Appendix 4.10 – The Valuation Model for Fishing Enterprises, p. 1
46
Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters, Setting a New Course…. Op cit. Main Report, p. 57.
45
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In contrast, buyers in the emerging open market segment were seen to be less constrained by the immediate challenges
involved in sustaining a fish harvesting business. This category included government agencies that, at the time, were
purchasing licenses and quotas to be transferred to First Nations following Supreme Court decisions, DFO and harvester
organizations engaged in fleet reduction plans in certain fisheries47, and processing companies that were pursuing more
aggressive strategies to secure resource supplies. In Atlantic Canada, these latter transactions often involved controlling
agreements, legal mechanisms that transferred effective ownership of licenses to non-harvesters in contravention of the
Owner-operator and Fleet Separation policies.
The 2005 CCPFH study observed that license prices were rising significantly in the traditional market segment because
certain special interest purchasers were influencing price expectations among both buyers and sellers. The report drew
the following conclusions:
From the point of view of renewal of the fish harvester labour force, particularly at the level of enterprise heads,
the principal challenges associated with rising license values in the traditional owner-operator market are the
need to improve access to capital, to build knowledge and skills to manage more valuable businesses, and to
innovate in fleet or community-based fisheries management.
The emerging open market, however, raises more complex issues about the relative impacts of different fisheries management models and licensing systems, and ways to regulate markets for privileges to harvest public
resources.
The major finding of this study with regard to current markets for fisheries access rights is that the open
market is expanding rapidly to the point where it threatens to destabilize and indeed to displace the traditional
market.48

7.1.

CURRENT MARKET TRENDS

In response to these market tensions, DFO Minister LeBlanc has recently introduced changes to the Fisheries Act to,
among other things, strengthen the Owner-operator and Fleet Separation policies. Such measures may indeed limit the
influence of special interest purchasers, but do not address a major new factor impacting license and quota prices: the
sustained rise in the global demand for seafood products since 2009.
There is no authoritative source of data on the financial aspects of license transactions. To generate evidence on this
issue, the 2015 CCPFH survey of fish harvesters included a number of items on matters impacting intergenerational
transfers of fishing assets. As previously mentioned, the survey sample frame was not as robust as was the case in
the 2004 CCPFH survey, but it does have acceptable margins of error for three provinces, and for fishing captains as a
single population across the Atlantic region and Québec.

For example, the Maritime Fishermen’s Union (MFU), through agreement with the DFO, permanently removed a number of lobster licenses using
a reverse auction methodology. In a reverse auction, a buying organization calls for bids from owners willing to sell an asset, with the under
standing that it will make purchases based on the lowest selling price offered. The objective is to operate a market without creating increased
pressure on the value of the asset. The key to success in such auctions is to allow an extended time for bids to come in: i.e. there should be
no rush to reach target number of assets purchased.
48
Ibid.
47
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Items were included in the survey to establish a base line for the number of fishing enterprises that might change hands
in the foreseeable future. The age profile of the survey respondents was as follows:49
TABLE 7.1: Age profile of fishing owner-operators in Atlantic provinces and Québec, 2015 CCPFH survey

Under 40
40 to 54
55 to 64
65 and older

NL
4%
45%
36%
13%

NS
9%
41%
32%
16%

NB
11%
43%
33%
12%

QC
18%
35%
34%
12%

Atlantic
9%
42%
34%
14%

Assuming that most fish harvesters will have retired from active fishing by age 65, these findings suggest that 40% or
more of all enterprise in Atlantic Canada could change hands by 2025 without much variation across provinces.
In the survey, respondents were asked directly about their intentions to retire.
TABLE 7.2: 2015 CCPFH survey questionnaire item – “When do you think you may be ready to leave or retire from
the fishery?”

Within 5 years
6 to 10 Years
11 to 15 years
More than 15 years

NL
17%
15%
17%
41%

NS
14%
14%
13%
48%

NB
15%
14%
11%
51%

QC
13%
15%
17%
48%

Atlantic
15%
14%
15%
47%

Approximately 30% of the respondents stated intentions to retire within ten years, suggesting that many captains may
have hopes of staying on beyond the typical retirement age.
Respondents were also asked to assess the importance of various factors that might influence their decisions to retire
and sell their enterprises on a scale of 1 (“Not important at all”) to 5 (“Very important”). Chart 7.1 describes the pattern
of responses for all Atlantic and Québec captains, and for Newfoundland and Labrador captains.

49

The responses from Prince Edward Island are not provided because of the low sample size in that province.
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Responses suggest that health issues (e.g. physical capacities to carry on the work) and the opportunity to get “a very
good price” for the enterprise are the most significant factors in decisions to retire. Selling price held the greatest importance in Newfoundland and Labrador, while access to a different job and having a family member ready to take over
were identified as least important overall.
Another item sought to identify respondents’ objectives when disposing of their enterprises at retirement.
TABLE 7.3: 2015 CCPFH survey questionnaire item – “When you choose to leave the fishery, and sell or transfer
your licenses, which of the following best describes your goal?”
NL
46%
37%
9%

To sell to whoever offers the highest possible price
To keep the license within your family
To keep the license within your community (not family)

NS
21%
61%
14%

NB
23%
57%
19%

QC
33%
55%
14%

Atlantic
30%
52%
14%

Responses suggested that keeping the enterprise within the family or community was the highest overall priority, but
less so in Newfoundland and Labrador where getting the highest possible price was more strongly emphasized. In key
informant interviews and focus groups the notion of “selling to the highest possible bidder” was mentioned due to lack
of a family or crew member available to take over the fishery.
A further survey item inquired about potential buyers in terms of likelihood to pay the “highest price”.
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TABLE 7.4: 2015 Survey questionnaire item – “If you were selling your license right now, who might be most likely
to buy your license at the highest price?”

A fish harvester who is currently working as a
crewmember and who has no license/quota
A fish harvester who currently owns a core license
A fish processor or buyer
A son, daughter or other family member

NL

NS

NB

QC

Atlantic

17%

31%

61%

51%

39%

46%
22%
3%

30%
24%
4%

18%
7%
4%

40%
1%
1%

32%
15%
3%

Responses to this question varied sharply across provinces, with captains in Newfoundland and Labrador seeing other
core license holders as most likely to pay the “highest price”. This may reflect the wider occurrence in that province of
“combining” or “buddying up” where two enterprise owners combine licenses to fish together on one vessel. Anecdotal
evidence would also suggest that some license holders in other provinces have used recent profit windfalls to purchase
second licenses under the names of family members of crewmembers, to build up multi-license enterprises.
In Québec and New Brunswick there are higher expectations of crewmembers’ abilities to meet higher prices. Captains
in Nova Scotia and Newfoundland & Labrador also saw fish processors or fish buyers as potential purchasers at the
highest prices. In no provinces were family members seen as likely to be able to pay higher prices, suggesting a tension
between the goal to keep enterprises in families and the possibility of windfall capital gains upon retirement.
To generate evidence on the potential fishing enterprises buyers, the study also surveyed crewmembers. The age profile
of respondents was as follows:
TABLE 7.5: 2015 CCPFH survey of Atlantic and Québec crew workers: Age distribution of respondents (N=372)
Under 40
24%

40 to 54
43%

55 to 64
27%

65 and Older
5%

The questionnaire included an item on future career plans, and asked crewmembers if they planned to become
owner-operators. Responses are shown in the following table.
TABLE 7.6: 2015 CCPFH survey of crew: percent of crewmembers who plan to become owner-operators
NL
N=217
19%

NS
N=43
37%

NB
N=47
32%

QC
N=50
32%

Atlantic
N=372
25%

Newfoundland & Labrador again stands out in terms of lower expectations for careers in the fishery. In the other three
provinces, bearing in mind the smaller sample sizes, about one third of crewmember respondents expressed intentions
to become enterprise owners.
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Crew respondents who stated no intention to become enterprise owners were asked the reason for that outlook.
The most frequent responses were as follows:
TABLE 7.7: 2015 CCPFH survey, Atlantic crew workers, reason given for not pursuing opportunities to become
captains/enterprise owners
Satisfied to work as crew, no interest in becoming owners
Lack of skills, unable to do required training
Financial constraints – high costs of licenses and quota,
lack access to capital
Age factor, too old to become captain

32%
24%
23%
7%

This pattern of responses from crewmembers has prima facie consistency with other findings. With an average
age of close to 50 across the sample population, a majority of crewmember respondents would be past the age
where they might typically make the transition to becoming owner-operators. That only 25% of crew respondents stated intentions to become enterprise owners would appear to confirm the overarching concern that,
even if retiring captains themselves want to keep ownership of their enterprises within their families or communities, there may not be enough harvesters in the ranks now to achieve that outcome.
Further evidence generated by the study on intergenerational transfer issues is largely qualitative, coming
mainly from focus groups, key informant interviews and other consultations. For example, in consultations with
fish harvester leaders and government officials in the fall of 2017, lobster-based enterprises (including licenses, prices and gear) were reportedly selling for $600K to $1 million in Gulf New Brunswick and Prince Edward
Island. These high price levels were described as a reflection of improved landings and prices in many areas
during the 2016 and 2017 seasons.
In March 2017, the Maritime Fishermen’s Union (MFU) held its biannual Policy Symposium attended by some
80 local harvester leaders from New Brunswick and Nova Scotia. The majority of participants were owner-operators in the southern Gulf of St. Lawrence, and a quick poll of attendees identified current prices for lobster
licenses alone to be $300,000 to $350,000 in that region prior to the opening of the 2017 season. In the fall
of 2017, after a season characterized by improved landings and high prices in most areas, some of these same
fish harvesters reported that license prices in their communities had risen to be well in access of $500,000.
During the deliberations at the MFU Symposium, participants agreed that a high portion of owner- operators
in the Maritimes were approaching or had reached retirement age, and that la relève – succession planning –
should be a high priority for policy development and advocacy work by the MFU over the next five years. One
particular insight arose from these discussions. When asked why so many older enterprise owners seemed to
continue fishing past the traditional retirement age, the consensus among participants was that many were
staying on to take advantage of record high profit levels in recent years. It was not felt that older captains were
consciously delaying retirement to speculate on potential growth in the market value of their enterprises when
they do sell. It was also suggested that if landings or fish prices dropped the next year, many enterprises could
be put up for sale all at once.
In this discussion, some harvester leaders felt that the more effective enforcement of Owner-operator and Fleet
Separation policies promised by DFO Minister LeBlanc would temper increased pressures on license prices.
Within a well-protected traditional market, prices would come down when the expected surge in retirements put
more enterprises into the market relative to the number of eligible buyers. However, other participants held the
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view that, over the medium to long-term, the most important factor would be the profitability of the enterprise.
They identified the risk that if there were insufficient traditional buyers able to pay what sellers believed to be
fair market value there could be growing pressures to open the market to other “special interest purchasers”.
Participants in the MFU Symposium agreed that the highest action priority for the organization should be to
improve access to affordable capital for new entrants and crew members to become owner-operators. Rather
than finding ways to lower the price of licenses, the focus was clearly on improving the capacities of potential
purchasers to pay fair market value within a market environment protected by the Owner-operator Policy.
In British Columbia, where Owner-operator and Fleet Separation policies are not in effect, and where landed
values and harvester incomes have not kept pace with fisheries in eastern Canada, CCPFH community case
studies and independent research and consultations carried out by Ecotrust Canada confirm that fishing access
rights are increasingly out of the reach of ordinary fish harvesters who only have their fishing enterprises or
crewing incomes as sources of investment capital. To keep fishing, many enterprise owners now pay up to 75%
of the value of their catches to lease quota and licenses from fish companies, other harvesters or non-harvesters who now control these assets.
The expense of quota purchase on top of already steep start-up costs is a major barrier for people
trying to get into the industry, and compromises the industry’s ability to build the next generation of
fishermen. Unfortunately, the income that fishermen receive from these licenses is not increasing at
the same pace. Indeed, compared to the income earned from these fisheries, quota costs are disproportionately high. The difference between purchase price and earned revenue means that in most
cases it would take decades for a fisherman to receive a return on his investment – and that is without
considering the other costs of fishing.
So where do fishermen go if they can’t afford to buy licenses or quota? They lease. Some of the fishermen who were gifted quota when the catch share system was first introduced have elected to retain
their allocations after retiring from fishing, leasing the quota rather than selling it to new entrants.
These “armchair fishermen” typically lease to corporations or processors willing – and able – to pay
higher prices. With the luxury of capital, these companies can speculate on lease prices, contract fishermen to supply fish at lower prices, and stack their quota onto fewer vessels to reduce their operating
costs. Fishermen trying to stay afloat essentially become the pawns in this leasing game. Fisherman or
corporation, leasing does not come cheap. Just as quota purchase prices have risen, so too have quota
lease prices.50

50

Ecotrust Canada and the T. Buck Suzuki Environmental Foundation, Caught UP in Catch Shares, <http://ecotrust.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2015/05/EcotrustCanada_CaughtUpInCatchShares.pdf>, Pp 17 - 18
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7.2.

MEASURING ENTERPRISE MARKET VALUE

A final item in the 2015 CCPFH survey of Atlantic Captains that related to intergenerational transfers inquired about
expectations of market value for enterprises including licenses, quotas, vessels and fishing gear. Chart 7.3 shows the
average estimates of enterprise selling prices as reported by captains surveyed in the Atlantic Region and Québec.51

This chart averages responses from the 679 captains who responded to this questionnaire item. A number of respondents gave $0-dollar estimates, while a smaller group gave exceptionally high estimates (e.g. $20 million). To provide
a more conservative estimate of average perceived market value for enterprises, in the following table all responses of
less than $100K and more than $1 million are not included in the calculation of averages.
TABLE 7.8: 2015 CCPFH survey of Atlantic captains– “If you were to choose to sell the total enterprise right now
what would you suggest would be the current market value?”

Newfoundland and Labrador
Nova Scotia
New Brunswick
Québec
Atlantic and Québec

N
138
146
190
60
532

Mean Average
$238,500
$518,733
$330,184
$416,583
$377,068

This table provides perhaps more reasonable estimates of the market value for most fishing enterprises at the end of
the 2015 season, bearing in mind that there will be outliers on both the low and high ends that are not included.

51

Again, responses from Prince Edward Island captains are not shown separately because of the small sample size, but they are rolled up in the
“total” category.
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On balance and over time, the fair market value for fishing enterprise should go up or down with production levels and
market conditions in the particular fisheries they most rely on. The survey asked captains to identify the species that
provided the most revenue for their fishing businesses. Table 7.9 provides responses received across different
provinces.
TABLE 7.9: 2015 survey questionnaire for Atlantic captains – “What three species generated the most revenue
for you in 2015?”
% of Respondents identifying fishery as generating
the most revenue
NL
NS
NB
QC
Atlantic
Snow crab
61%
23%
6%
30%
29%
Lobster
40%
96%
94%
63%
76%
Groundfish (cod, halibut, etc.)
74%
14%
8%
26%
30%
Pelagics (herring, mackerel, capelin, etc.)
15%
17%
28%
12%
20%
These responses suggest that the market value of enterprises will be most heavily influenced by landings and prices for
lobster in the Maritimes, whereas snow crab and groundfish are most critical in Newfoundland & Labrador. While lobster
is dominant, Québec fisheries are more evenly distributed across three species.
Using DFO data52, Table 7.10 shows the changes in volumes of landings and landed values (constant dollars) for the
three most important fisheries in the Atlantic provinces and Québec over the 2009 to 2016 period.

52

Fisheries and Oceans Canada, Statistics Branch, Seafisheries Landings, Atlantic Canada. http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/stats/commercial/seamaritimes-eng.htm
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TABLE 7.10: Changes in landed values, Atlantic Region and Québec landed volumes and value per tonne for key
fisheries, 2009 to 201 Volumes2016, volumes in metric tonnes (MT), values in constant dollars (2015)
2009

2010

2011

2012

2013
Snow Crab

2014

2015

2016

%

$345,620

$304,574

$473,147

$447,490

$448,523

$540,727

$500,880

$581,173

68%

Volume MT

97,308

84,642

84,372

92,849

98,065

96,103

93,519

93,520

-4%

Value per MT

$3,552

$3,598

$5,608

$4,820

$4,574

$5,627

$5,356

$6,214

75%

Value ($000s)

Lobster
Value ($000s)

$559,925

$623,368

$651,144

$691,135

$702,971

$954,768 $1,179,060 $1,270,918

127%

Volume MT

58,342

67,277

66,978

74,790

74,686

92,779

90,875

90,624

56%

Value per MT

$9,597

$9,266

$9,722

$9,241

$9,412

$10,291

$12,975

$13,985

46%

Groundfish
Value ($000s)

$174,854

$165,647

$165,572

$163,263

$165,109

$182,989

$216,232

$217,020

24%

Volume MT

105,635

104,025

88,758

79,865

75,113

81,263

82,330

86,480

-18%

Value per MT

$1,655

$1,723

$1,962

$2,132

$2,271

$2,281

$2,626

$2,509

52%

This data indicates that landed values increased significantly in after-inflation dollars over the 2009 to 2016 period in all
three fisheries sectors. It also shows that this growth was driven more by market demand than by increased catches. On
a value per tonne basis, snow crab saw the largest increase followed by groundfish, with both showing declines in landed volumes, while lobster harvesters benefited from significant growth in both landed volume and value. If these trends
continue – as they did in most sectors in 2017 – the fair market value of access rights for these fisheries will continue
to be subject to upward pressures.
The 2005 CCPFH sector study included financial break-even analyses on a set of representative fishing enterprises. The
following table shows costs and earnings for a typical inshore lobster fishing enterprise in the Maritimes and updates
the analysis to 2017 by factoring in inflation.
TABLE 7.11: Break even analysis, representative inshore fishing enterprise in Maritime Provinces

Total revenue from sales of fish
Operating costs (crew share, vessel
maintenance, insurance, gear, fuel,
bait, etc.)
Estimated captain’s salary
Total costs
Cash flow surplus/loss

Cash flow 2004
$193,325

Adjusted to 2017 Dollars
$234,534

$79,800

$96,810

$33,000
$112,800
+ $80,525

$40,034
$136,844
+ $97,690
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There are different ways to estimate the fair market value for such an enterprise. One common rule of thumb would be
to multiply the annual pre-tax profits by five on the assumption that a prudent buyer would want to know that the level
of profits would allow them to pay off debt arising from the initial purchase, and then be in a position to undertake significant new capital investments (e.g., finance the purchase a more productive fishing vessel), within five years. By this
approach, the fair market value for this representative enterprise in 2017 would be just under $500,000.
For a new entrant fish harvester considering the purchase of this enterprise at this price level, the critical factor would
be the level of debt he or she would need to assume to complete the purchase at the front end. With its approximately
$100,000 annual cash flow surplus, and assuming a five percent interest rate on debt amortized over six years, Table
7.12 estimates profit or loss after different levels of debt servicing costs are added to the break-even analysis.53
TABLE 7.12: Impact of borrowing costs, amortized over six years, on viability of a fishing business with average
annual cash flow surplus of $97,690
Level of borrowing
$300,000
$400,000
$500,000
$550,000
$600,000

Annual debt servicing cost –
principal and interest
$59,105
$78,807
$98,509
$108,360
$118,210

Average annual cash flow surplus
or deficiency
$38,585
$18,883
-$819
-$10,670
-$20,520

By this analysis, the enterprise would remain financially viable, with capacity to weather financial setbacks, if the debt
incurred in the purchase was $400,000 or less. However, if the level of borrowing exceeded this amount, the enterprise
would rapidly lose business viability. By the same token, if the actual purchase price exceeded this fair market value
level by any significant amount, business viability would be in jeopardy.
This discussion assumes that the transaction occurs within the “traditional” owner-operator market where the enterprise
will be the new owner’s primary or sole source of business income and debt costs would have to be carried out of fishing revenues. There could, however, be potential buyers who are not subject to the constraints of the traditional market:
•
•

•
•
•

53

A “high liner” owner-operator purchases this enterprise as a second business with little or no debt financing,
putting it in the name of a family member;
Another owner-operator buys this enterprise to “combine” it under DFO licensing rules with one already
owned, and reduces operating costs significantly by using just one vessel and one crew, possibly selling off
the redundant vessel and gear to help finance the purchase;
A fish buyer or processor buys the enterprise to secure raw material supply and – in Atlantic Canada – is able
to have a fish harvester be the nominal owner and vessel operator through legal mechanisms;
A fish buyer or processor lends money at little or no interest to a fish harvester to purchase the enterprise in
return for exclusive access to the catch (perhaps at prices dictated by the buyer/processor);
A government agency purchases the enterprise in order to transfer it to an Indigenous community;

Debt servicing costs calculated using Microsoft Office Loan Amortization Schedule template - https://templates.office.com/en-us/Loanamortization-schedule-TM03986974
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•

A person entirely outside the industry purchases the enterprise, again with a fish harvester as the nominal
owner, purely as a speculative investment in anticipation of significant growth in the profitability of the enterprise and/or in the market value of the asset.

Any one of these non-traditional buyers is positioned to purchase fishing enterprises at price levels higher than
fair market value as defined by the traditional owner-operator market. As discussed above, in British Columbia,
where fleets operate without the protections provided by the Owner-operator and Fleet Separation Policies, all
of these types of purchasers are active in the market for licenses and quotas. Most traditional owner-operators
wanting to acquire more fishing rights cannot compete with the prices paid by these types of buyers, and so
have to lease quota or licenses at cost levels that limit enterprise viability. This may help to explain why so few
crewmembers anticipate becoming enterprise owners.
And we must assume that if global market demand for seafood continues to build up, more non-traditional
investors will want to profit from this growth by acquiring ownership or control of fishing access rights.
It is not surprising, then, that the Owner-operator and Fleet Separation Policies and the supporting PIIFCAF
initiative have been under constant challenge from special interest purchasers. In Newfoundland and Labrador,
processing companies supported an extended legal appeal to prevent a snow crab license held under a controlling agreement from being canceled. In June 2017, CBC News reported the following:
The Newfoundland and Labrador seafood industry is behind an appeal of a recent Federal Court of Canada
decision that upheld Ottawa’s right to prevent the corporate takeover of inshore fisheries in Atlantic Canada
and Québec.
Last month, Justice Cecily Strickland ruled the federal fisheries minister was entitled to strip fishing licenses
from Labrador fisherman Kirby Elson. Elson was a placeholder on a snow crab licence controlled by two related
Newfoundland processing companies.
…… Elson’s 2003 controlling agreement with Quinlan Brothers Ltd. and Labrador Sea Products Inc. gave the
companies total control over every aspect of a licence — even in death. The companies provided the vessel,
the crew, financed the boat and reaped the profits.
….. The companies — through Elson’s appeal — argued the minister had no right to interfere in what was a
commercial contract. Strickland rejected that argument on a key point. ‘The minister’s absolute discretion in
licensing … permits him or her to validly consider social, cultural or economic goals or policies when deciding
whether or not to issue fishing licenses,” the judge wrote in the 87-page decision.’ 54
An October 2017 CBC News story documented rising tensions in the lobster industry in the Maritimes over access
rights.55 In response to PIIFCAF and the Elson decision, a new coalition was formed in Nova Scotia to lobby for ways to
secure resource supplies for fish processors. Quoting Robert Thibault, a former DFO minister and now spokesperson for
the new coalition, the CBC story described the issue as follows:

54
55

CBC News: http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/fisheries-and-oceans-canada-elson-controlling-agreements-1.4149430
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/lobster-buyers-fishermen-contracts-federal-government-loans-1.4376511
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Buyers have long lent money to fishermen to get them into the fishery, but the cost of getting in has changed
dramatically with bigger boats landing more lobster, worth more money. In 2015-2016, landings in Lobster
Fishing Area 34, from Shelburne to Digby, were estimated at 28,467 tonnes, worth $417 million.
[Robert Thibault stated] ‘The prices [of entry] have got so high — the licenses, the capital required to get in —
that there was a necessity to find some sort of instrument to protect the person lending the money, so those
instruments [I.e., controlling agreements] came out.’
The CBC report noted that, without controlling agreements, the processors were now looking for flexibility to be able to
use binding financial agreements with harvesters to guarantee access to resource supplies for their plants. The coalition
proposed that….
…. the federal government … grant them the authority to give loans to fishermen like a bank or any other
financial institution.
‘They could put out the money, they would hold the mortgage and then they would have a business arrangement with a person owning the license where they would, I assume, buy the product,’ said Robert Thibault,
spokesperson for the newly formed Western Nova Scotia Lobster Dealers Coalition.
‘If the owner or captain wanted to get out of the arrangement, they would pay off the debt and move on as they
do with the banks,’ said Thibault.
…. ‘I think it’s important … that we find a legal way, an above-board way for the buyers and the fishermen to
get into contractual agreement,’ Thibault tells CBC News.
A more recent CBC News story provides a further illustration of these dynamics.
[Hubert] Saulnier is also one of 14 fishermen in a so-called controlling agreement with Yarmouth Sea Products,
one of southwest Nova Scotia’s largest lobster buyers. In a controlling agreement, a fisherman holds the fishing
licence, but in many cases, his or her boat is supplied by a company that reaps the profits from the catch.
…. It’s Saulnier’s controlling agreement that has resulted in an upcoming hearing with the Atlantic Fisheries
Licence Appeal Board.
Although the agreements are opposed by inshore fisheries associations, Saulnier says he makes no apologies for his arrangement. ‘This has been going on for 30 years,’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, it’s got a lot of
entrants into [Lobster Fishing Area] 34, and right now they are doing quite well.’
Saulnier says the arrangement is nothing new for him — and many other fishermen in this area …. ’These
young guys — not old like me — started working, running a boat for a company lobster fishing, working hard,
day and night. They made some money, put the money aside — then they quit the company and bought their
own rigs,’ he said. ‘Twenty per cent of the boats in Meteghan wouldn’t have got started in the industry without
some help.’
If Saulnier wins at his hearing, it means fishermen will have found a way to be in a controlling agreement while
still satisfying Ottawa’s policy to protect the inshore fishery.
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Fish harvester organizations that oppose controlling agreement identify two serious flaws in the arguments put forward
by Robert Thibault and Hubert Saulnier.
Firstly, the participation of more and more non-harvester buyers in the market for licenses and quota progressively
increases their market value beyond fair market value for traditional buyers, putting greater pressure on enterprise
viability for new entrant harvesters who have to buy in at higher prices while also incurring higher debt levels. There is
potential for negative repercussions with regards to harvesting pressures on fish stocks and increased accidents at sea
as harvester fish more aggressively to stay afloat financially.
And secondly, if buyers and processors consolidate control over more licenses, they will have more leverage to control
fish prices and transfer profit shares from primary producers to higher levels in the value chain. This in turn will reduce
the business viability of enterprises, making it even more difficult for new entrants to become owner-operators, and
taking more wealth out of fishing communities.

7.3.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

This discussion began by quoting Minister LeBlanc’s statement that “fishing licenses have become over-valued in recent
years”. The core issue that emerges from the evidence is that there are various ways to measure the value of fishing
enterprises and to determine if they are over-valued.
The evidence confirms the following baseline realities:
•
•

•

•

•

A large portion of Canadian fishing enterprises will change hands within the next decade as up to 40% of
current owner-operators age out of the industry;
Due to financial constraints and demographic and labour mobility trends, there are insufficient numbers of
crew workers currently in the industry, or potential new entrants in fishing communities, who are well positioned to take over these enterprises.
Barring a cataclysmic collapse in fish landings or global seafood markets, the fair market value of fishing
enterprises will progressively increase in response to expanding profitability and confidence in future business
growth.
Notwithstanding government efforts to strengthen and extend the Owner-operator and Fleet Separation
policies and to enforce PIIFCAF, higher profitability levels will continue to attract interest from non-traditional
investors inside and outside the industry and will amplify processor efforts to secure resource supplies.
Growth in the market value of fishing enterprises holds potential to sow divisions among fish harvesters and
their organizations, pitting the interests of sellers against aspiring fish harvester buyers. If there emerges an
oversupply of enterprises for sale relative to the number of available traditional purchasers, and this oversupply causes a fall in license prices below reasonable estimates of enterprise value (based on profitability), there
could be growing pressure on the Minister for greater “flexibility” to sell to a wider array of potential buyers.

Given these factors and risks, a redistribution of control over fishing access rights may occur over the coming decade
among three categories of owner/investors:
• A renewed supply of new entrant fish harvesters who have been attracted to careers in the fishing industry
and have had access to the professional preparation and financial resources required to become successful
owner operators;
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•
•

“Non-traditional” purchasers including fish processing companies, First Nations institutions, harvester-owned
multi-license or “stacked” enterprises, non-industry based speculative investors, etc.; and/or,
Innovative ownership or asset management structures with mandates and resources to facilitate intergenerational transfers and the sustainability of community-based fisheries, e.g. co-operatives, community owned
non-profit license and quota banks, or special purpose governmental agencies.

These possibilities speak to a wider policy challenge that reaches beyond the fishing industry: how does society manage
and protect vital socio-economic assets that have different values in different markets?
The most familiar example is fertile agricultural land in regions like the Niagara Peninsula in Ontario and the Fraser River Delta in British Columbia. In such settings, a retiring farmer can sell her or his land to another farmer for one price,
or to a housing or commercial property developer for a much higher value. A young person wanting to farm that land
can finance the purchase at the lower price but would have a failing business if they had to buy it at the market value
associated with residential or commercial land development.
Similar issues arise in metropolitan housing markets when local or foreign interests purchase properties as speculative
investments. The resulting inflation in prices distorts decision-making by other buyers and sellers and disadvantages
lower income renters and purchasers. In these situations, all three levels of government have responded to the need for
legislative and regulatory mechanisms to broadly define public interests in the long run.
Minister LeBlanc’s actions on PIIFCAF and the strengthening of the Owner-operator and Fleet Separations Policies may
have slowed down distortions in the markets for fishing rights in Atlantic Canada, but the evidence generated by this
study would suggest that more extensive efforts are needed if the Minister’s policy objectives are to be achieved in the
medium term. Research findings suggest consideration of four intervention strategies:
•

•
•

•

A broad strategy to attract and retain new entrants with the knowledge, skills and financial capacities to take
over fishing enterprises from retiring owner-operators, paying fair market prices as defined within the traditional market;
Institutional and policy innovations to improve access to affordable credit for legitimate new entrant harvesters
and to facilitate intergenerational transfers of fishing assets;
Institutional and policy innovations to expand local control over the disposition of fishing rights and to facilitate
intergenerational transfers of fishing assets within fishing communities (e.g. license and quota banks, innovative ways to transition ownership of licenses from retiring harvesters to new entrants, etc.);
Policy and regulatory changes to enhance enterprise viability for fish harvesters and socio-economic benefits
for fisheries dependent communities in the Pacific Region fishery.
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THE ROLE OF EMPLOYMENT INSURANCE IN RENEWAL OF THE FISH
HARVESTING LABOUR FORCE

It is in the nature of the fishing industry, as it is currently structured, that most harvesters receive no income from
fishing during lengthy periods every year. Census Canada data (2011) confirmed that fish harvesting is a highly seasonal
occupation for the great majority of industry participants.
TABLE 8.1: Average number of weeks of employment in fish harvesting by province, 2010

Skippers/
Fishermen
Deckhands

Canada

NL

NS

PE

NB

QC

MB

BC

21.9

18.6

24.5

19.6

20.3

18.5

22.4

27.8

21.1

25.4

21.4

21.7

18.7

14.8

18.6

22.6

In addition to its seasonality, the fishing industry is also subject to cycles in resource abundance and market demand.
During the 15-year period examined in this report, fish harvester incomes fell to dramatic lows and subsequently surged
to record highs, due largely to macro-economic factors beyond industry control.
The socio-economic sustainability of the industry – as vital as it is to coastal provinces and some inland regions - has
long required that harvesters have sources of supplementary income during non-fishing seasons, as well as some protection against industry downturns. For committed professional fish harvesters – enterprise owners and crew workers –
there have been two primary sources of such income that have sustained their attachment to the industry: occupational
pluralism and Employment Insurance.
There is longstanding debate, and conflicting evidence, on whether access to Employment Insurance suppresses or
facilitates fish harvester engagement in occupational pluralism. The position of some economists is that if Employment
Insurance did not “subsidize” their unemployment, seasonal workers would be much more occupationally and geographically mobile. Some go further and argue that without such generous Employment Insurance, workers in high unemployment regions would migrate to stronger labour markets, and – deprived of low cost labour – industries like the fisheries
would have to restructure to be less seasonal and more efficient and productive.
The counter argument is that worker mobility is structurally constrained
by demographic factors and limited education levels, by the high costs of
training and relocation, and, most fundamentally, by the lack of demand in
accessible labour markets. Thus, if EI were less available the outcome would
be greater poverty for substantial rural populations that lack mobility and,
over time, significant shrinkage in the labour supply for industries that, by
their nature, are seasonal. It is also suggested that, rather than discouraging
occupational pluralism, EI actually facilitates it by providing a safety net and
access to training and other “Part II” benefits, and by providing incentives for
recipients to take advantage of short-term employment opportunities.
Overall, findings from this study suggest that such debates may, in fact, be
losing relevance. Current economic and demographic trends call for new
ideas to use the Employment Insurance system to better support sustainable
development in regions that depend on seasonal industries. Three socioeconomic shifts are creating a different labour market environment that
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Meanwhile, the government is
pledging to make changes to
employment insurance …... Under
the current system, people in
high-unemployment regions have
to work less to earn maximum
benefits, creating a disincentive to
work more than the minimum, or
to move in search of work.
Barrie McKenna
Globe & Mail Report on Business
March 18th, 2016

requires re-examination of the relationship between occupational pluralism and Employment Insurance in the fish
harvesting sector:
•
•
•

The sustained and significant rise in fish harvester incomes;
Intergenerational succession and looming shortages in the fishing labour force; and,
Looming labour shortages across many other industries and occupations in rural regions.

For decades, an over-supply of labour has limited occupational pluralism and reinforced reliance on Employment
Insurance in rural-coastal regions and seasonal industries. To the extent that rural labour markets will for the foreseeable future be characterized by “demand pull” conditions, there are compelling reasons to explore new ways to support
occupational pluralism and new policy objectives for the EI system.
In this chapter, we explore these issues and identify possible innovations in Employment Insurance policies to support
attraction and retention of new labour supply in the fishing industry.

8.1 THE ROLE OF EMPLOYMENT INSURANCE IN THE FISHERIES LABOUR MARKET
Historically, the Canadian fishery evolved within a rural semi-subsistence economy centered on occupational pluralism.
In the first half of the 20th century, many rural families combined fishing with farming, hunting and trapping, lumbering,
craft production, along with periods of wage employment, often away from their home areas. For example, in the 1920s
and ‘30s, thousands of rural Maritimers took the “harvest trains” every fall to work in the Prairie grain harvest or traveled to the “Boston States” for labouring jobs in winter.
Following World War II, this way of life faded as a result of the mechanization of agriculture and forestry work, the dominance of the cash economy, and the migration of rural populations to urban regions and wage employment. Nevertheless, seasonal industries – agriculture, fisheries, forestry and tourism – continued to be mainstays of provincial economies in Atlantic Canada and regionally within other provinces. Working in these sectors became synonymous with social
and economic marginality and rural regions continued to see large scale out-migration in the 1940s and ‘50s.
The introduction of Unemployment Insurance in the 1940s, and its expansion in the 1950s, made it possible for seasonal industries to attract and retain labour supply while lifting seasonal workers out of severe poverty. Changes to the
Unemployment Insurance Act in 1956 provided eligibility for fish harvesters, the first – and still the only – group
of self-employed workers to be covered.56
There is no question that Unemployment Insurance and, since 1996 Employment Insurance, are foundational for the
fishing industry as it currently operates in Canada. In the 2015 CCPFH survey, 88% of captains and 93% of crew respondents in the Atlantic provinces and Québec reported having received Employment Insurance benefits in the previous
12 months. Of this population, 89% of captains, and 67% of crew qualified under the EI Fishing Benefits program. The
survey of British Columbia harvesters (captains and crew), while less robust, found that only 38% qualify for
Employment Insurance with 100% of these on Fishing Benefits.

56

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/ei/ei-list/reports/monitoring2016/overview.html
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Statistics Canada tax filer data provides further evidence on the role of Employment Insurance in stabilizing the fish harvester labour force. The following chart demonstrates the changes in average constant dollar revenues for fish harvesters in Canada stemming from fishing employment and from Employment Insurance during the 2000 to 2015 period.

Employment Insurance provided stability for fish harvesters over a period characterized by sharp ups and downs in
employment incomes. The next chart shows Employment Insurance income as a percent of total pre-tax, after-inflation
income from all sources over the 2000 to 2015 period.
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This again confirms the role of Employment Insurance in stabilizing incomes through the major downturn in the industry
during the 2007 to 2009 recession. This data represents Canadian averages, but there are significant variations across
regions, as shown in the following tax filer data.
TABLE 8.2: Self-employed fish harvesters -- Average fishing income, average EI income, and EI income as percent
of fishing income and of total income from all sources (Constant $ 2015)

Fishing
Fishing
income
NL
NS
PE
NB
QC
BC
Canada

$12,937
$16,288
$9,447
$10,527
$12,515
$17,375
$16,912

2009
Employment Insurance
As % of
As %
EI income
fishing
of total
income
income
$14,148
109%
44%
$12,187
75%
32%
$14,600
155%
45%
$14,163
135%
42%
$15,326
122%
45%
$6,587
38%
19%
$12,427
73%
33%

Fishing
Fishing
income
$29,399
$40,811
$31,528
$44,625
$46,376
$18,917
$33,760

2015
Employment Insurance
As % of
As %
EI income
fishing
of total
income
income
$15,366
52%
29%
$12,657
31%
19%
$14,983
48%
27%
$13,985
31%
20%
$15,968
34%
22%
$7,119
38%
19%
$12,851
38%
22%

This table compares the incomes of self-employed from the lowest point in the economic downturn (2009) to the year
with the highest fishing incomes on record to date (2015). In 2009, on average, Employment Insurance income exceeded fishing income in four of the six provinces. The downturn actually persisted over three years (2008 to 2010),
suggesting that the stability of the labour force and the viability of many fishing enterprises might have been in jeopardy
over that period, were it not for Employment Insurance benefits.
Data in the above table also shows that Employment Insurance benefit levels do not vary a great deal from year to year
(in constant dollar terms), or from province to province. As described in the special report on EI prepared for this project
(available on the CCPFH web site http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/), EI is a rules-based system with set standards
to qualify, maximum benefit levels and claw-backs at the high end.
Fish harvesters in British Columbia appear to receive much lower benefits on average, but this is not an accurate
picture. If, as the survey findings suggest, a much smaller proportion of harvesters qualify for Employment Insurance in
BC, the average benefit rate will appear lower than in other provinces in the table because it is averaged across the total
population including the many harvesters who do not qualify.57

57

In future analyses of tax filer data, the CCPFH will generate “positive averages” by including only incomes from those harvesters who actually
receive Employment Insurance benefits in the calculation of averages. This will bring down the averages in every province, but perhaps most
substantially in British Columbia.
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The following table gives the same comparisons as in Table 8.2 for wage earning fish harvesters.
TABLE 8.3: Wage earning fish harvesters -- Average fishing income, average Employment Insurance income, and
Employment Insurance income as percent of fishing income and of total income from all sources
(Constant $ 2015)

Fishing
Fishing
income
NL
NS
PE
NB
QC
BC
Canada

$12,783
$18,456
$8,318
$13,286
$14,195
$18,335
$17,807

2009
Employment Insurance
As % of
As %
EI income
fishing
of total
income
income
$8,157
64%
28%
$8,943
48%
23%
$9,887
119%
33%
$11,561
87%
35%
$10,740
75%
32%
$1,425
11%
5%
$8,757
49%
23%

Fishing
Fishing
income
$24,074
$29,644
$9,006
$21,431
$20,486
$20,954
$26,412

2015
Employment Insurance
As % of
As %
EI income
fishing
of total
income
income
$7,913
33%
18%
$8,550
29%
17%
$8,864
98%
27%
$11,117
52%
27%
$12,055
59%
28%
$1,425
7%
3%
$8,748
33%
18%

Compared to self-employed fish harvesters, this group did not see as much improvement in their fishing incomes over
the 2009 to 2015 period. Additionally, their average Employment Insurance levels were consistently lower than those
of self-employed harvesters. Nevertheless, Employment Insurance was still an important income stabilizer in the year
of low fishing incomes. British Columbia once more stood out due to its much lower Employment Insurance incomes,
reflecting the problem of the averages over a larger proportion of individuals who did not access Employment Insurance.
In most provinces, the ratios of Employment Insurance to fishing income are markedly lower for waged than for selfemployed fish harvesters. Income from occupational pluralism employment was a higher proportion of the total incomes
for individuals who were paid wages for fishing. The following table compares harvester incomes from fishing, nonfishing employment and Employment Insurance in 2015, a year with relatively strong fishing incomes.
TABLE 8.4: Canada – Fish harvester income from fishing employment, non-fishing employment and Employment
Insurance, and as percent of total pre-tax income from all sources, 2015
Non-fishing
Employment income
Wage earners
$7,179
15%
Self-employed
$4,791
8%

Fishing income
Income
% of Total income

$26,412
55%

Income
% of Total income

$33,760
59%

100

Employment
Insurance income
$8,748
18%
$12,851
22%

This comparison indicates that fish harvesters generally receive, on average, much more income from Employment Insurance than from occupational pluralism. Given the difference in employment and Employment Insurance income levels
between waged and self-employed harvesters, it could also be suggested that a less generous Employment Insurance
program might encourage greater participation in occupational pluralism.
However, these disparities are greatly amplified by data limitations and the way the average income figures are generated. Tax filer data indicates that some 40% of fish harvesters participated in OP employment in 2015, but the income averages are generated across the entire population.58 This lowers significantly the estimate of average earnings for those
harvesters who actually do work outside the fishery. The same issue applies for EI incomes, although the distortion is
not as significant given that, other than in British Columbia, approximately 90% of harvesters may qualify for EI benefits.
It is possible to generate a rough approximation of what average OP employment and EI earnings might have been for
the populations of harvesters who actually received them. By multiplying the number of harvesters in the total population, and in each category (waged and self-employed), by their respective average OP employment incomes, we get the
aggregate OP incomes for each population. If it is assumed for this purpose that the same proportion of harvesters in
each group participated in OP (i.e., 42%), and the same proportions in each group received EI (i.e., 90%) we can estimate the numbers of harvesters in each group who received positive OP employment income and EI benefits. If we then
divide the aggregate OP employment and EI revenues by these estimates of the numbers of harvesters, we can generate
a notional estimate of the average incomes per harvester. The results, for the entire population of harvesters in Canada,
would be as follows.
TABLE 8.5: Canada – Estimated average fish harvester income from non-fishing employment and
Employment Insurance, 2015

Wage earners
Self-employed
All fish harvesters

Non-fishing employment income
$17,093
$11,408
$11,354

Employment Insurance income
$9,720
$14,279
$14,366

These estimates suggest, at a very notional level, that occupational pluralism employment is more rewarding than the
averages provided in the previous tables would indicate. Waged harvesters might earn significantly more revenue from
non-fishing employment than from Employment Insurance, while the gap between occupational pluralism and Employment Insurance incomes is much smaller here for self-employed harvesters.
One other linkage between EI and OP should be noted. The Tax Filer data shows that, in 2015, 42% of fish harvesters
reported taxable income from non-fishing employment. The survey findings and other qualitative evidence indicate that
up to 90% of fish harvesters received Employment Insurance income in 2015. This would mean that many of the harvesters who engage in OP also receive EI benefits for part of the year. As will be seen in the more detailed description
of EI rules below, harvesters can go on and off of their EI claims when they find non-fishing jobs, and this would explain
the apparent overlap in income sources.

58

Again, the CCPFH hopes to correct this problem through more extensive access to Statistics Canada tax filer data in future.
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8.2.

EMPLOYMENT INSURANCE FISHING BENEFITS

The following summarizes the fuller examination of the Employment Insurance program available on the CCPFH web site
(http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/).
The EI Fishing Benefits program applies to self-employed fish harvesters including captains and crew members who receive income through catch shares rather than regular wages. The key differences between Fishing benefits and Regular
benefits are that eligibility is determined by earnings, not hours, and that there are two possible claim periods within a
year.
To be eligible for EI Fishing benefits a harvester must be self-employed and involved in making the catch and related
activities. The qualifying period for fishing earnings is 31 weeks before the benefit period, which can start in the week
of October 1st for a winter claim based on summer fishing, or in the week of March 1st for a summer claim based on
winter fishing. It is possible to establish two claims a year if a harvester fishes in both seasons with periods of unemployment in between.
As with Regular benefits, the amount of work needed to qualify for benefits varies depending on the unemployment rate
in the Employment Insurance Economic Region. Harvesters need earnings from fishing ranging from $2,500 to $4,200
depending on the local unemployment rate ($2,500 applies with an unemployment rate of more than 13%, and $4,200
applies when the unemployment rate is less than 6%). The rationale for variable entrance requirements (VER) in Employment Insurance is that workers are more likely to lose jobs, and have difficulty finding new ones, in areas of higher
unemployment.
Double claims are more common, and possible, in some fisheries and regions more than in others. In 2014, 40% of
harvesters made both summer and winter claims, and 98% of such claims were in Atlantic Canada and Québec. Almost
half (47%) of harvesters only have a summer claim. Thus, the Employment Insurance eligibility rules play out differently
in different types of fisheries and different regions of the country. For those who can make two claims there may be less
incentive to take on non-fishing work in the off season. On the other hand, in some regions access to double claims
creates incentives for enterprise owner-operators to diversify their fishing activities and extend their seasons. They
also create incentives for crew to seek work in more fishing operations over the course of the year. Put simply, in some
industry situations, Fishers Employment Insurance may support greater occupational pluralism within the fishery.
Rules on suitable employment and reasonable job search apply to all claimants, including those on fishing benefits. Fish
harvesters are obligated to look for and accept suitable work in fishing, or fisheries related training, but not necessarily other types of work. This does not prevent them from looking for or accepting other types of work, but if they work
sufficient hours to establish a Regular Employment Insurance claim, they lose eligibility for fishing benefits on their next
Employment Insurance claim.
Harvesters can work part-time at non-fishing work while receiving fishing benefits. Currently, eligible claimants are
under a new Working While on Claim (WWC) pilot project started in August 2016 for a period of two years. This pilot
helps all EI claimants stay connected to the labour market and offers a choice of two options to better support their job
prospects. Under the default rule, claimants can keep 50 cents of EI benefits for every dollar earned (up to a maximum
of 90% of their weekly insurable earnings). Under the optional rule, claimants can choose to earn up to the greater of
$75 or 40% of their EI weekly benefit rate without any deductions from their benefits. Earnings beyond this threshold
results in their weekly EI benefits being reduced dollar-for-dollar. In its 2018-19 budget the federal government announced that the default rule would be made permanent. Claimants who chose the optional rule under the pilot project
will also have three years to continue to choose these rules. These changes will take effect when the WWC pilot project
expires in August 2018.
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For all Employment Insurance income benefits, the basic formula is 55% of average insurable weekly earnings. For
2018, maximum insurable earnings were $51,700. This means that a harvester can receive a maximum amount of
$547 per week on Employment Insurance (55% of $51,700/52). Some three-quarters of fish harvester claimants
receive maximum benefits compared to 46% of Regular claimants, and their average benefit is higher than for Regular
Employment Insurance claimants. This suggests that harvesters might not want to take on non-fishing employment that
would require them to shift to Regular benefits. If maximum benefits are achieved solely with fishing earnings, the incentive to take on additional work is reduced, especially low-wage work that would pay less than Employment Insurance
benefits.
Certain EI Fishing benefits rules may reduce incentives for occupational pluralism for harvesters and their families, while
others may encourage it. In terms of disincentives, restrictions in EI regulations for maintaining status as a fish harvester may make it disadvantageous to pursue certain non-fishing jobs; lengthy full-time work could lead to loss of ability to
make a subsequent EI Fishing claim. In high unemployment regions, this would make jobs offering 420 hours of employment, or about 11 weeks of full-time work, much less attractive.
On the other hand, rules allowing recipients to keep some meaningful portion of employment earnings without claw back
are supportive of harvesters taking short-term work opportunities.
Because most harvesters are able to reach maximum Employment Insurance benefit with only fishing earnings, additional work has to pay well to make it worthwhile. The current rules for calculating average fishing earnings work against
taking small amounts of additional wage work.
Given a choice, it seems that most crew members opt for fishing benefits if they can qualify. The fixed duration results
in a longer benefit period than would apply with a regular Employment Insurance claim resulting from a short fishing
season.59 Fishing benefits are particularly attractive where double claims are possible.
And finally, under current Employment Insurance rules, the “arm’s length” requirement for employer/employee relationships is a disincentive to some occupational pluralism work strategies that would make sense for a family.

8.3.

REGULAR EMPLOYMENT INSURANCE

Since the 1996 reform of the Unemployment Insurance program, eligibility for Regular benefits has been based on
the sum of all hours of work during a 52-week qualifying period. This approach encourages multiple job holding and
occupational pluralism, as there are no minimum hours per job, and every hour counts. This benefited many seasonal
workers, as they often worked long hours for only a few weeks allowing them to meet a criterion based on hours. The
2014/15 Employment Insurance Monitoring and Assessment Report indicates that seasonal workers had a higher
eligibility rate than other non-standard workers (part-time, temporary non-seasonal), but a lower rate than permanent
full-time workers.60
The VER is a major factor in determining eligibility. The rationale that you are more likely to lose your job, and have
difficulty finding a new one, in an area of higher unemployment implicitly assumes you are working (and looking for
work) within the area where you live. The number of hours of work needed to qualify for regular Employment Insurance
benefits ranges from 420 in a region with an unemployment rate over 13% to 700 in a region with a rate of 6% or less.

The duration of EI regular benefits range from 14-45 weeks. However, the minimum duration in regions of high unemployment (i.e. more than
13%) is 26 weeks which is the same as fishing benefits.
60
The 2016-17 EI Monitoring and Assessment Report has recently been released, but was not available at the time of writing.
59
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Claimants can work in one economic region and claim Employment Insurance in another, which affects location and
work decisions within and across provinces. For example, a person can work in Alberta for part of the year and then
receive the extended benefits of a high unemployment region in Atlantic Canada.
The same basic formula applies for Regular claimants as for EI Fishing Benefits claimants – 55% of average insurable
weekly earnings, maximum insurable earnings of $51,700, and maximum weekly Employment Insurance benefit of
$547. The key issue is again how “average insurable weekly earnings” are calculated in terms of both the numerator
(total earnings) and the denominator (number of weeks). The calculation depends on the unemployment rate in the
economic region. In 2003, following a pilot project showing improved work incentives, the benefit formula for regular
benefits was changed to count the best weeks of work, and to overlook “short weeks”. However, the number of weeks
counted varies with the unemployment rate, ranging from 14 in the highest unemployment regions to 22 in the lowest.
This means that to optimize benefits, claimants need to have from 14 to 22 good weeks of earnings depending on
where they live. For fishing benefits, a fisher’s weekly benefit rate is calculated by dividing the fishing insured earnings
obtained during the qualifying period (31 weeks) by the divisor associated with the claimant’s regional unemployment
rate.
The denominator for both EI fishing and regular benefits ranges from 14 to 22, depending on the unemployment rate.
In a high unemployment area (13.1% or more) earnings would be divided by 14, even if a seasonal worker only had
12 weeks of work, thus lowering average earnings. While the “best weeks” change for EI regular benefits encouraged
obtaining small amounts of additional work, or lower-paying jobs, and the minimum divisor created an incentive to work
more weeks, potentially supporting occupational pluralism, the issue of whether complementary work is available in a
seasonal economy remains a question.
The range of weeks that one can collect regular benefits is between 14 to 45. If a harvester only has the minimum
hours (420) needed to qualify in a region of high unemployment the duration ranges from 26 to 32 weeks. With only the
minimum 700 hours needed to qualify in a region with the lowest unemployment rate (<6%) the claim duration would
be only 14 weeks. Only in regions with more than 10% unemployment could claimants get the full 45 weeks of benefits.
In 2014, the average maximum duration of seasonal claims was about 30 weeks; exhaustion rates are typically lower
for seasonal claimants than for non-seasonal claimants. However, about 4% of new seasonal claimants’ claims run out
before their seasonal jobs start up, and almost half had gaps with no income of over six weeks. Seasonal “gappers”
were overrepresented in Atlantic Canada, where the season is short in many industries and the VER enables workers to
qualify with fewer hours.
Regular Employment Insurance beneficiaries are required to search for and accept “suitable employment”. Rule changes
introduced in 2013 required “frequent claimants” – which includes most seasonal workers – to accept “any work you
are qualified to perform” after six weeks on Employment Insurance, at 80 to 70 percent of their normal wage, and that
was within a daily commute of up to one hour. The government explicitly linked this change to a policy goal of restricting
the use of temporary foreign workers in high unemployment regions. This is an example of using Employment Insurance
rules as “sticks” to, in effect, impose occupational pluralism. Employers expressed concerns that the provisions might
exacerbate local labour shortages by discouraging people from staying in the region. In 2016 the government removed
these requirements.
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Regular claimants are covered by the same “working while on claim” provisions as fishing claimants, without the constraint of having to maintain their fisher status. Overall, about 50% of claims have at least a week of additional earnings,
with the percentage being higher in the Atlantic provinces and higher for seasonal workers and frequent claimants.
In summary, the rules for Regular Employment Insurance impact occupational pluralism strategies among fisheries
workers and other seasonal workers and employers in diverse ways. In terms of encouraging occupational pluralism, the
use of “best weeks” is an improvement, but the formula (variable best weeks, minimum divisor) remains challenging for
many seasonal workers, especially those in lower unemployment regions. It is still more of a “stick” than a “carrot”, and
does not relate to the actual weeks of work available in their primary job.
Employment Insurance pilot projects have succeeded in encouraging more work time for recipients while on claim by
reducing the amount of claw-back against Employment Insurance benefits. However, there is anecdotal evidence that
this approach may create unintended incentives for employers to lay workers off once they qualify for Employment
Insurance, then bring them back on an as-needed basis to reduce overall labour costs.
Since Employment Insurance does not cover self-employment activities (other than for fish harvesters), there is a definite disincentive for unemployed people to pursue this option. The lack of coverage may also encourage underreporting
of income and participation in underground economy activities.

8.4.

EMPLOYMENT INSURANCE BENEFITS AND PROGRAMS

Part 2 of the Employment Insurance Act provides for the establishment of Employment Benefits and Support Measures.
Benefits cover skills training, wage subsidies and self-employment assistance, and support measures include employment assistance services such as job counseling. Labour Market Development Agreements are negotiated with each
province, governing how the Employment Insurance Part 2 funds are spent ($1.95 billion in 2013). Current claimants
can receive income benefits and access to Employment Benefits and Support Measures, while former claimants (within
three years of a claim) can only access Employment Benefits and Support Measures programs. Non-insured clients only
have access to some of the general support measures such as job counseling.
Because Employment Insurance-funded programs are delivered provincially, there are differences in the opportunities
seasonal workers may have to access training and other supports. Most training seems to be aimed at getting people
into new primary jobs, rather than developing skills for work that would supplement existing jobs and enable a sustainable strategy for occupational pluralism. For Fishers’ Employment Insurance claimants, training options may be limited
to fisheries-related programs. An alternative approach might be to help seasonal workers acquire a mix of skills appropriate to a seasonal economy; this would be more supportive of occupational or geographical mobility.
Part 2 of the Employment Benefits and Support Measures offer support through training and income benefits while
claimants develop their own businesses. However, when a business is started, self-employed owners are no longer
eligible for Employment Insurance. This raises the issue of whether eligibility for Employment Insurance benefits might
be extended to seasonally self-employed people as part of an occupational pluralism strategy.

8.5.

INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS

Canadian employment insurance benefit rates are considerably lower than those in many other countries, including
Nordic countries with similar seasonality issues. In these systems, the benefit rate is often in the range of 70 to 90%
of earnings – 90% in Denmark, 80% in Sweden and Switzerland – compared to 55% in Canada. Most countries, like
Canada, have maximum insurable earnings. The United Kingdom and Ireland have a flat rate benefit, while a few others
use a combination of a reference amount related to average wages, or a basic benefit, with a top-up based on earnings.
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An Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) study showed that, after taking account of taxes
and other benefits that may not apply to all the unemployed, for the first year of unemployment, Canada has a net earnings replacement rate above the OECD average but below the rate of Finland, Germany, France, Spain, Belgium, Norway,
Netherlands, Portugal, Switzerland and Luxembourg.61 However, Canada’s access criteria are relatively more favourable
for seasonal workers: most countries base eligibility on days, weeks or months of work, whereas in Canada it is based
on hours, or earnings in the case of EI Fishing Benefits.
Many countries also adjust duration of benefits by age. Duration is usually shorter for younger workers, and participation in labour market programs may be mandatory, while older workers have longer duration of benefits without such
requirements. In the case of Sweden, duration is higher for those with dependent children.
Countries that allow working and collecting unemployment benefits have a formula for disregarding some dollar
amounts or portion of earnings, similar to Canada’s approach. Finland reduces benefits by 50% of earnings above a flat
earnings exemption; the recipient cannot make more on benefits and earnings than their original earnings on which the
claim was based. Austria and Germany ignore a small amount of earnings, but end the entitlement if earnings exceed
that minimum, which creates a strong disincentive for pursuing additional part-time or occasional employment opportunities. Sweden allows the person to retain benefits if the new job has fewer hours than the original job, providing
benefits for the difference in hours. This approach makes it relatively easy for a seasonal worker to work part-time in the
off season without losing benefits. Several countries are innovating policies to allow both work and benefits to maintain
a work incentive. This would be helpful in developing a strategy to facilitate occupational pluralism for seasonal workers.

8.6.

EMPLOYMENT INSURANCE AND OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM

Important changes have been made in Employment Insurance in Canada to better suit seasonal workers. Examples
include dropping the “intensity” rule which reduced benefits for frequent users; moving to a “best weeks” for calculating benefit rates; improving the incentive to work while on claim, and most recently, eliminating the more onerous
new-entrants/re-entrants eligibility requirements for both Regular and Fishing benefits. Nevertheless, further changes
could help to improve the fit between Employment Insurance and the labour market reality of fish harvesters and other
seasonal workers and employers.62 The goal would be to improve flexibility and incentives for individuals and households
to put together livelihoods or create jobs, and in doing so, to facilitate greater participation in occupational pluralism.
The formula for calculating benefits could be adjusted to remove the remaining penalties for fluctuating work and
earnings. The formula should be neutral with respect to the timing of work. While the use of variable best weeks is good,
having a minimum number of weeks to calculate benefits can still affect the EI benefit rate for some patterns of work.
The use of a best weeks approach in Canada (based on weeks, not hours) is unique and impacts the effective income
replacement rate for seasonal workers who work long hours during a short season
Measures to make working while on claim more rewarding are a positive way to support occupational pluralism. Additional work should not jeopardize the future Employment Insurance eligibility or make claimants worse off or negatively
impact a future claim. It could be possible to design a formula that works for everyone and is transparent, perhaps with
a higher dollar threshold for ignoring earnings, and a percentage scale above that.

OECD (2015). Back to Work: Canada. Improving the Re-employment Prospects of Displaced Workers http://dx.doi.
org/10.1787/9789264233454-en
62
The 2018 federal budget introduced further changes to Employment Insurance rules to increase incentives for working while on claim, and to
address the needs of recipients with significant gap periods with no income between work and receipt of benefits.
61
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For fish harvesters, there are additional considerations around maintaining fishing status that need to be reviewed.
For example, the requirement to be available while on claim for any fishing work is problematic from an occupational
pluralism perspective. Several countries with similar seasonal industries are exploring ways to combine unemployment
insurance benefits with work to encourage greater occupational pluralism.
On a wider scale, Employment Insurance coverage could be extended to other seasonal self-employed workers. There
currently is no equivalent to EI Fishing Benefits for loggers or farmers or small tourist operators. Fishing benefits and
Special benefits for self-employed individuals provide models that could be adapted for more general applications or for
particular sectors. The inclusion of self-employed workers is the norm in many comparable countries with similar labour
markets (e.g., Nordic countries), and so there are tested models that could be adapted to Canadian circumstances. Expanding Employment Insurance coverage to self-employed workers in other industries could help create a new seasonal
labour market environment in which individuals move more easily and confidently from one sector to another over the
year. It could also help reduce underground economic activities in sectors like homebuilding, vessel maintenance and
auto repair.
Employment Insurance could better recognize combinations of paid work and self-employment that are reflective of local
labour markets in rural regions. Currently earnings from paid work can be added to fish harvesters’ insurable earnings.
This is also the case for those claiming Special benefits as self-employed. This is not an option for Regular claimants.
Additionally, Fishing claimants cannot count non-fishing self-employed earnings. A flexible program design where eligibility and benefits are based on all income generating work could be considered. A related consideration would be to
allow the option to choose between Fishing and Regular EI where a fisher engages in both fishing and non-fishing work.
Finally, given the specific employment challenges facing seasonal workers, ways of smoothing income gaps could be
considered. The longer reference period in many countries is another way to add flexibility around ensuring entitlements
for various patterns of work.
With regard to special benefits, eligibility could be adjusted to better reflect the more limited hours available for seasonal workers. The current minimum of 600 hours is beyond the hours worked during full-time employment for a threemonth contract.
Employment Insurance could be used to help older workers in fishing and other seasonal industries ease out of the
labour force. In physically demanding industries like the fishery, workers often find it difficult to keep up as they get
older. They may incur greater risks to health and safety by trying to maintain the work/Employment Insurance cycle until
they reach eligibility for government income programs for seniors (OAS/GIS, CPP). Providing financial support for older
harvesters to help them transition out of the fishery could help make more enterprises available to new entrants and
perhaps reduce upwards pressures on license prices. Other countries have developed ways to address this challenge.
Australia has a part-time allowance for older workers, while Denmark has an early retirement scheme with entitlement
to flexible employment, with benefits of 91 to 100% of the maximum rates.
Occupational pluralism could take a different form for older workers, facilitated by extended, flexible income benefits
through Employment Insurance until pension entitlement age is reached. This could be integrated with an early retirement program that would allow aging workers in physically demanding seasonal work to stay in their homes and communities, opening the way for younger people to find work and help employers renew the workforce. Governments could
partner with employers and unions in the design and funding of such early retirement programs.
Employment Insurance Part 2 employment support measures could do more to support occupational pluralism claimants with regular seasonal work. The goal would be to promote the attractiveness of seasonal work to benefit families,
employers and communities as well as address the labour shortages that threaten industries like the fishery. A “carrot”
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approach that enhances skills and allows flexible packaging of jobs and income support may be more effective than
more “sticks” to force behaviour changes.
Most Nordic countries have more active labour market programming than Canada, while also providing higher benefits.
Countries are using positive labour market services and supports to reduce reliance on unemployment insurance, far
exceeding what is done in Canada. Flexibility is needed to tailor training and other supports to the available work opportunities to allow workers to stay in seasonal industries and communities, including temporary mobility for jobs in the off
season.
The EI Fishing Benefits program is the closest thing in Canada to such a targeted program. However, flexibility is key.
In fishing, for example, predictable non-fishing periods and opportunities for non-fishing work in the off-season differ
among regions. Employment Insurance could work with this variability more effectively and become a more dynamic
program. This could include more flexible program parameters as well as more personalized employment supports.
However, the latter is a challenge given that face-to-face interactions between EI officials and clients have been
reduced in the administration of the Employment Insurance program.
For fish harvesters, the impact of Employment Insurance rules and fisheries management policies on the cycles of work
and unemployment continue to be their primary concern. Still, in regions with restricted fishing seasons the challenges
harvesters face when trying to mix fishing with other kinds of income generating work deserve almost equal attention.
For plant workers and their employers, changing Employment Insurance in ways that enable local workers, including
permanent immigrants, to have more rewarding livelihoods is the only real alternative to continued reliance on temporary foreign workers. For both harvesters and plant workers, Employment Insurance can play a critically important role in
facilitating generational transition and workforce renewal.
Many countries take a more life cycle approach to unemployment insurance programming. There are active labour market measures for young people to help them establish themselves, followed by enhanced benefits for prime age workers
with dependent children, as well as provisions for older workers that are integrated with public pension systems. There
are also measures to facilitate a smooth withdrawal out of the labour force. Such a policy approach could go some way
towards addressing the challenges identified for fishery
workers and other seasonal industries in Canada.

8.7.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

A prominent Canadian economist, Dr. Frances Woole63, encapsulated the traditional policy debate on Employment
Insurance in a recent article.
Any policy maker whose sole aim was to create a plan to insure workers against job loss would never have
come up with our present system. Which raises the question: why do we have the system we do?
There are some cynical, and not entirely inaccurate answers: Employment Insurance is for winning votes in
Atlantic Canada. Employment Insurance is for making depressed regions of the country economically viable; for
keeping small communities alive. Employment Insurance is for subsidizing industries that are, for one reason

63

Dr. Woolley is full professor of economics at Carleton University and president of the Canadian Economics Association.
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or another, considered to be important to the Canadian economy, like the fisheries. Yet these answers raise the
question, Why EI? Why use Employment Insurance for regional subsidies, rather than another scheme, such as
equalization? 64
Along with many other economists, particularly those in regions of Canada where low unemployment and full-time,
full-year jobs are the norm, Dr. Woolley takes it as obvious that a well-structured and properly managed Employment
Insurance system would focus primarily on insuring workers against occasional loss of employment, leaving regional and
industrial development to other purpose-built policies and programs. She specifically calls for “some kind of brake on
the subsidies EI delivers to the fishing and construction industries”.
The evidence brought together in this report confirms how important the Unemployment Insurance/Employment Insurance system and its diverse array of services have been for the Canadian fishing industry. Without it, it is hard to imagine that the fishery could have maintained a labour force over the past 50 years. Some might argue that Canada could
benefit without the industry as it is currently structured or at least without much of its rural-coastal population base.
But the question is academic.
Any initiative to change and improve the industry must consider its status today: a predominance of small, owner-operator enterprises and self-employed
workers, seasonal employment and reliance on Employment Insurance for
income stabilization. For the last 50 years, fisheries-dependent regions were
characterized by an over-supply of labour. The Unemployment Insurance/
Employment Insurance system supplemented employment income for workers
whose employers and industries could not provide sufficient annual earnings
to keep them in place. People took up and remained in these jobs because
alternatives were unavailable or high risk (e.g. trading marginal incomes in
their home communities for more stressful urban poverty). As mentioned, this
must all be considered in any attempt to improve the industry.

POLICY QUESTION…….
A 26% decline in the number of
fish harvesters and improved fishing
incomes over the 2000 to 2015 period may have reduced the total costs
of Employment Insurance fishing
benefits by up to $200 million. Does
this create fiscal room to innovate
with Employment Insurance policies
and regulations to support labour
force renewal and enhanced
occupational pluralism?

The EI Fishing Benefits program has functioned as a guaranteed annual income tailored to sustain this particular industry. The same could be said of the impacts of Regular Employment Insurance for “frequent users” in seasonal industries.
If socio-economic sustainability was the goal in these sectors, it has been successful. However, evidence within this
report strongly suggests that labour market conditions in rural coastal regions are in sharp transition. As a result, Employment Insurance may now need to evolve to keep pace, presenting an opportune time for the basic reconsideration of
Employment Insurance policy objectives and its role in sustaining rural seasonal industries.
We now face a future in which, in the fish harvesting sector, many employers will be able to pay more competitive
wages or crew shares and will increasingly do so to attract and retain the new entrants they will need from outside their
normal catchment areas. But many if not most fish harvesting jobs will still be seasonal, and many if not most harvesters will still have up to six months each year with no employment income from fishing. Even with higher fishing incomes,
efforts by employers, by industry organizations and by government agencies to attract and retain new labour supply will
need to address the seasonality challenge.
With accelerating labour shortages across many other industry sectors within rural regions, expanded and modernized
occupational pluralism may be an important avenue for labour force renewal in the fisheries. If so, innovations in
Employment Insurance policies and programs will likely be integral to such a strategy.
64

Woolley, Dr. Frances, What is Employment Insurance For? http://worthwhile.typepad.com/worthwhile_canadian_initi/2016/03/what-isemployment-insurance-for.html
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UNDERPERFORMANCE IN THE BRITISH COLUMBIA FISHERY

The purpose and mandate of the CCPFH Fisheries Labour Market Information Study was not to examine the conduct of
particular fisheries or impacts caused by fisheries management and licensing policies. The study has not generated the
evidence base to support major policy and program interventions on those levels. The research focused specifically on
labour supply and demand issues, as well as the trends impacting recruitment and retention of new labour supply within
the fisheries.
However, within this limited scope, when labour supply and demand factors are broken out at the provincial level, the
British Columbia fishery stands out as unique. As mentioned previously, the British Columbia industry does not appear
to have benefited from the surge in global market demand and product values that has lifted the fisheries in most other
provinces. This slower growth pattern appears to correspond with lower fish harvester incomes and a more challenging
demographic outlook. The nature and extent of this underperformance, and the impacts on labour force development,
are explored in this chapter.

9.1.

LABOUR FORCE PROFILE

The following table shows the 2016 age distribution of “Fishermen/Women” in provinces with the largest fishing industries and for Canada.
TABLE 9.1: 2016 Census, age distribution, fishermen/women
Age category
15-29
30-44
45-54
>54

NL
9%
21%
30%
40%

NS
17%
26%
25%
31%

NB
16%
28%
27%
29%

QC
12%
22%
27%
38%

BC
15%
21%
24%
42%

Canada
14%
24%
26%
35%

This Census data suggests that British Columbia and Newfoundland and Labrador have relatively older fish harvesting
labour force.
As discussed above, the 2015 CCPFH survey of fish harvesters does not provide robust findings for British Columbia
because of sample size limitations. However, some findings from the 2004 CCPFH survey, conducted with a much larger
sample population, are still relevant.65 The following are findings for captains.

65

Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters, Setting a New Course – Phase II Human Resources Sector Study for the Fish Harvesting
industry in Canada, Ottawa, May 2005; Appendices 2 and 4. See: <http://www.fishharvesterspecheurs.ca/resource-centre/publications>
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TABLE 9.2: Findings from 2004 CCPFH Survey of Fishing Captains, British Columbia and Atlantic Provinces &
Québec
Atlantic & Québec
British Columbia
(N=1,205)
(N=300)
Average Age
48
56
% planning to retire Within 10 years
34%
44%
% having some difficulty recruiting and retaining crew
20%
53%
Percent of respondents mentioning certain reasons for
difficulty recruiting and retaining crew
50%
55%
Seasonal nature – not enough weeks of work
26%
46%
Fewer young new entrants
10%
22%
Advice to young person considering a career in fishery
Strongly discourage
23%
48%
Slightly discourage
19%
18%
Slightly encourage
34%
28%
Strongly encourage
24%
6%
These survey responses suggest that a decade ago, British Columbia captains were older than their eastern Canadian counterparts and faced greater challenges attracting and retaining new labour supply in terms of available people,
incomes and career prospects.
The 2004 CCPFH survey generated the following findings on fishing crew.
TABLE 9.3: Findings from 2004 CCPFH survey of fishing crew, British Columbia and Atlantic provinces and Québec

Average Age
Number of years working as crew
Future employment plans
Continue as crew member
Buy enterprise, become captain
Leave fishery, move to a non-fishing job

Atlantic and Québec
(N=900)
56
14

British Columbia
(N=171)
43
20

56%
40%
4%

66%
13%
17%

Although the survey sample population was younger in British Columbia, they had more years working in the
industry and lower expectations of becoming enterprise heads.
British Columbia stands out from other provinces, with the exception of Manitoba, with regard to the place of Indigenous
people in the commercial fishery. The 2011 and 2016 Census data provides the following information on Indigenous
participation in the fisheries labour force.66

66

Census Canada uses the terminology “Aboriginal identity”. Data in this table covers all individuals who identified themselves as Aboriginal and
whose occupation was “fishing master and officer”, “fishermen/women” or “fishing vessel deckhands”.
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TABLE 9.4: Changes in Indigenous participation in fishery -- 2011 to 2016
2011
Canada
NL
NS
NB
QC
MB
BC

Number
N/A
450
255
410
125
495
885

2016
Percent of Total
N/A
4%
3%
10%
4%
67%
22%

Number
5,375
690
1,370
820
370
645
935

Percent of Total
16%
9%
15%
18%
14%
77%
24%

Indigenous communities have long provided significant proportions of the labour force In Manitoba and British Columbia while in eastern Canada Indigenous participation has only recently begun to rebuild as a result of ground-breaking
court decisions. Key informants in British Columbia assert that there are now many fewer Indigenous participants in the
commercial fishery than there were in the 1990s.

9.2.

FISH HARVESTER EMPLOYMENT AND INCOMES

Statistics Canada tax filer data indicate that the total number of individuals reporting taxable income from fish harvesting employment in BC declined by 18% between 2000 and 2015. The decline was not as pronounced as in Newfoundland & Labrador (-48%) or Québec (-21%), but steeper than in Nova Scotia (-8%) and New Brunswick (-5%). As the
following chart illustrates, all of the reduction in employment in BC was for self-employed harvesters, who saw a 22%
drop, while the number of waged harvesters grew slightly (1%). The proportion of harvesters who were self-employed
declined from 84% to 81%. For Canada as a whole, 64% of fish harvesters are self-employed and that proportion did
not change over the 15-year period.
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In terms of fish harvesting incomes, the following table, with StatsCan tax filer data, compares changes for Canada and
five provinces in average fishing employment incomes in constant dollars (2015) over the 2000 to 2015 period.
TABLE 9.5: Changes in average fishing employment income 2000 to 2015, in $ constant (2015)
Year

Canada

NL

NS

NB

QC

BC

2000
2003
2006
2009
2012
2015
2000 - 2015
2009 - 2015

$20,647
$20,264
$16,686
$14,325
$18,857
$28,615
39%
100%

$19,072
$16,943
$12,123
$12,785
$18,676
$29,186
53%
128%

$27,961
$30,864
$24,076
$18,795
$23,259
$37,046
32%
97%

$18,774
$18,118
$14,683
$12,652
$17,141
$31,297
67%
147%

$20,907
$20,459
$15,911
$14,285
$19,285
$29,663
42%
108%

$20,387
$18,904
$17,769
$16,373
$16,562
$19,100
-6%
17%

While British Columbia harvesters started out the period with incomes close to the Canadian average, they lost ground
over the 15 years both in absolute dollar terms and relative to harvesters in other provinces. 2009 was the bottom year
for the fisheries downturn during the recession, and incomes for all harvesters have rebounded since then, but at a
slower rate in British Columbia than elsewhere.
The following table compares fish harvesters’ incomes by source for BC and Canada in 2015. (As explained elsewhere,
the apparent disparity in average EI income is a distortion generated by data limitations).
TABLE 9.6: Comparison of average incomes by source, British Columbia and Canada, 2015
Year

Fishing
employment

BC
Canada

$20,954
$26,412

BC
Canada

$18,917
$33,760

Non-fishing
employment

Employment
insurance

Dividend

Wage-earning harvesters
$9,249
$1,425
$9,558
$7,179
$8,748
$2,210
Self-employed harvesters
$5,472
$7,119
$1,800
$4,791
$12,851
$1,449

Other nonemployment

Total

$7,522
$3,590

$48,707
$48,138

$5,104
$4,342

$38,411
$57,195

There are a few key issues suggested by this table.
•
•

Average incomes from fishing employment for self-employed British Columbia fish harvesters were only 56%
of those of the Canadian average.
In Canada, self-employed harvesters earned, on average, 28% more fishing income than waged harvesters,
while in British Columbia waged harvesters earned 10% more than self-employed harvesters. However, waged
harvesters in British Columbia had average fishing incomes 26% below their peers in Canada.
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•

•

Average total incomes from all sources for waged harvesters were roughly equivalent for BC and Canada, but
self-employed harvesters in British Columbia earned total incomes that were one-third less than the Canadian
average.
British Columbia harvesters in both categories earned higher average incomes in both non-fishing wage employment and “other non-employment”, possibly reflecting higher incidence of occupational pluralism and an
older workforce receiving CPP and other retirement income.

An additional point to note is the dividend income, the income received as dividends from incorporated businesses and
other investments. Tax filer data indicates that on average, in British Columbia, wage-earning harvesters earn much
higher dividend income than the average for all harvesters in Canada. Owners of fishing enterprises have the option
to incorporate everywhere in Canada, however, in the Pacific Region, DFO allows harvesters to lease out licenses and
quotas. This means that harvesters do not necessarily need to do the fishing themselves, and there are no owneroperator and fleet separation restrictions. This atypically high average dividend income for wage-earning harvesters in
British Columbia may be reflective of different business models that have evolved as a result of the more open market
in fishing access rights.

9.3.

TRENDS IN THE FISHING ECONOMY

Two sets of metrics are useful in measuring the fishing economy: the value of fish landings (i.e. revenues to fish harvesters at the “plant gate”) and value of exports. The latter is critical because roughly 90% of Canadian fish landings are
destined for export.
TABLE 9.7: Changes in landed values 2000 to 2016, in millions of constant dollars (2015)
Year

Canada landed-value

Atlantic region and Québec
landed value

British Columbia landed value

2000

$2,859

$2,365

$493

2009

$1,890

$1,593

$297

2015

$3,266

$2,910

$347

Change
2000 to 2015

14%

23%

-30%

Change
2009 to 2015

73%

83%

17%

The above table, drawn from Fisheries & Oceans Canada statistical service67, illustrates the sharp contrast in trends
for value of landings in constant dollars (2015) in British Columbia compared to the rest of Canada. All regions saw a
sharp decline during the 2007/08 recession, and all have recovered significantly since 2009. However, the fall in British
Columbia was much steeper and the recovery weaker. While the fishery is evidently contributing more to incomes and
local economies in eastern Canada, this data suggests that gross revenues in after-inflation dollars flowing into fishing
enterprises and fisheries dependent communities in British Columbia are significantly lower in 2016 than they were in
2000.

67

http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/stats/commercial/sea-maritimes-eng.htm
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With regard to exports, Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada (ISEDC) provides up-to-date information
on the value of exports by province and product group on its interactive web site68. The following table compares the
value of exported seafood products (“Fish, Crustaceans, Molluscs and Other Aquatic Invertebrates”) in constant dollars
(2015) over the 2012 to 2016 period, for British Columbia and the Atlantic Region. It also compares seafood exports
with total exports across the entire economy.
TABLE 9.8: Value of international seafood product exports, British Columbia and Atlantic provinces, and comparison
with all industries product exports, constant $ (2015), 2012 to 2016
2012
Atlantic provinces
British Columbia

$2,608
$876

British Columbia
Canada

$33,253
$474,136

2013

2014

Seafood exports
$3,080
$959
Total exports
$35,116
$36,933
$488,053
$532,094
$2,812
$896

2015

2016

% Change

$3,828
$1,087

$4,006
$1,277

54%
46%

$36,677
$524,049

$39,399
$509,454

18%
7%

Based on this data, two observations are evident:
•
•

Seafood exports are increasing in value in all Canadian regions at a faster rate in comparison to all other
exports.
The value of British Columbia seafood exports grew over this time period, but at a lower rate than in Atlantic
Canada.

While providing a clear picture of the growth in global demand for seafood products, this data source may mislead in
terms or economic performance of commercial fisheries in British Columbia because it includes output from aquaculture producers (e.g. fish farms, cultured shellfish, etc.). While aquaculture contributes a small part of Atlantic Canadian
exports, farmed salmon alone comprises more than half of all seafood products exported from British Columbia.
The ISEDC statistical resource on exports also provides data by industry (as defined by NAICS codes). The following
table provides the value of exports from 2012 to 2016 for “Fishing”.69
TABLE 9.9: Value of international seafood exports, Canada, British Columbia and Atlantic provinces, from the
commercial fishing industry, constant $ (2015), 2012 to 2016

Canada
Atlantic provinces
British Columbia

68
69

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

% Change

$800
$576
$180

$899
$664
$191

$1,146
$835
$258

$1,405
$1,113
$232

$1,389
$1,085
$232

83%
99%
36%

https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/icgc.nsf/eng/h_07052.html#ic-subnav-1The NAICS code for fishing states “this industry group comprises establishments primarily engaged in the commercial catching or taking of
finfish, shellfish, and other marine animals from their natural habitats”.
http://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3VD.pl?Function=getVD&TVD=118464&CVD=118467&CPV=1141&CST=01012012&CLV=3&MLV=5
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These values are lower than in the previous table because they cover mainly live and minimally processed seafood
products (e.g. live lobster, whole fresh fish, etc.) and do not include many value-added processed products. Nevertheless, the trends are consistent with those in the previous table: seafood exports are growing significantly in value in all
regions, but at a lower rate in British Columbia.
With a large proportion of Canadian fish exports going to the United States, an underlying factor would be changes in
exchange rates. The period looked at here began with the Canadian dollar at par, but by 2016 it was trading at $0.71
U.S. The ISEDC exports data system addresses this challenge by providing the value of exports in U.S. dollars, as shown
in the following table.
TABLE 9.10: Value of international seafood exports, Canada, British Columbia and Atlantic provinces, from the
commercial fishing industry, constant U.S. dollars (2015), 2012 to 2016

Canada
Atlantic provinces
British Columbia

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

% Change

$800
$576
$180

$873
$645
$185

$1,038
$756
$234

$1,099
$870
$181

$1,048
$819
$189

31%
42%
5%

Exchange rates clearly have influence on export earnings, but here again the same pattern emerges of strong overall
growth in the value of fisheries exports, with BC lagging behind other regions.
In addition to exchange rates, the total value of fish landings and exports is also a function of the volume of fish landings. It is therefore important to assess the extent to which the economic impacts of different fisheries are caused
by market-driven fluctuations in product values as distinct from ups and downs in the quantities of fish landings and
exports. The following chart shows year-over-year changes in landed volumes and landed value in the BC fishery from
2000 to 2015, indexed to 2000.70

70

All data in the following two charts is sourced from the DFO statistics web site for sea fisheries: http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/stats/commercial/
sea-maritimes-eng.htm
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The above chart reveals that in British Columbia, significant increases in landed volumes in the 2000 to 2004 period
did not drive up total landed values, and that the rebound in values after 2012 was not primarily a result of increased
landings.
The following chart provides data for the same relationship for fisheries in the Atlantic provinces.

In the Atlantic Provinces, landed values closely tracked volume of landings until 2009, after which values surged upwards through 2015 while landings remained flat.
Finally, a third chart makes the same comparison for the Alaska fishery, which is particularly pertinent because the
species mix is similar to that of the British Columbia fishery.

118

It would appear that the Alaska fishery has experienced consistent and substantial growth in landed values over the
period, supported by modest growth in landings. The 80% improvement in landed values substantially outpaces the
Atlantic Provinces fishery (at 60%), suggesting that the Atlantic lobster fishery is not the only difference maker between
the overall economic impacts of Atlantic and Pacific fisheries.
These comparisons raise a very basic and challenging question as to why the BC fishery is not seeing the growth in
product values that are evident in other regions. The evidence suggests the need for a deeper look at current linkages
between BC fisheries and global seafood markets.

9.4.

RELEVANT STUDIES

Two recent studies address the economic performance and unique labour supply challenges facing the fishing industry
in BC but do so from different perspectives.
In 2013, the British Columbia Seafood Alliance published a report on labour supply challenges in the fish harvesting
sector, drafted by fisheries economist Gordon Gislason.71 The report explores what it describes as the “daunting challenges” facing the British Columbia fishery in terms of
an aging workforce that is difficult to retain, emerging certification and skill requirements set by regulation,
and barriers to the intergenerational transfer of fishing assets and the entry of young people to the vocation.72
The report focuses on the unique aspects of the harvester workforce, including the prevalence of informal recruitment
and training processes; a relatively older age profile of employees compared to the wider working population in British
Columbia; and the significant proportion of Indigenous and visible minority participants. The report also makes note of
seasonality issues and the reliance of fish harvesters on non-fishing income.
Due to the short seasonal nature of many fisheries, fishermen can also work outside the industry in activities
such as construction, house repair and sport fish guiding. Federal government tax filer data indicates that in
2006 the average fisherman earned $33,700 of which 57% or $19,100 came from fishing.73
Gislason identifies a number of critical labour force recruitment and retention issues:
•
•

•
•

turnover in crew is significant for some sectors and again this is tied to the poor economics of their fleets and
the low crew wages that the crew earn
different sectors face different economic circumstances – for example, the economics of the geoduck sector
are very good, and the sector faces few labour issues, whereas economic circumstances of the salmon fleet
sector are poor and unstable, and the salmon fleet faces severe labour problems
other aspects include a change in attitudes and aspirations of the young i.e., many no longer willing to work at sea
access to capital to finance entry as an owner is a major problem. Most financial institutions do not recognize
the value of the license/quota as an asset to provide security. The result is that a new fishermen owner has to
have a much higher equity stake to secure a loan than most other small business owners. The fishing privilege
is not a secure long-term asset or entitlement under DFO policy.74

The BC Fishing Industry – Labour market Information, Prepared for the BC Seafood Alliance by G.S. Gislason & Associates, January 2013
Ibid, p. ii
73
Ibid p. iii
74
Ibid, p. iv
71
72
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Gislason links these recruitment and retention challenges to the more basic problem of faltering enterprise viability
in British Columbia fishing fleets.
…. most crew recruitment and retention problems are rooted in the economics of the fishery – if fleets were
more profitable and wages were higher, and the industry provided more stable predictable employment, many
human resource issues would abate e.g., less turnover, more crew willing to undergo training.75
The report identifies significant differences in the role of EI in the BC fishery compared to Atlantic Canada, largely
resulting from a lack of industry input into local EI policies and practices in BC.
BC fishermen report extreme difficulty in accessing EI funds and receiving training at the same time. In contrast, it appears that Atlantic Canada fishermen have much less difficulty doing so. Our discussions with
Atlantic Canada fisheries organizations suggests that, while the EI regulations are consistent across Canada,
the interpretation of the regulations can vary regionally even by different federal offices within the same
province. It was only through the concerted efforts of fisheries organizations in Nova Scotia and Newfoundland
that consistent application of eligibility criteria in those provinces occurred, and more fishermen were allowed
to collect EI and undergo training at the same time.76
The author confirms the potential value of training and other supports to facilitate occupational pluralism options.
The industry and its workforce need to adapt to the changing business conditions and to be more flexible in
its future practices. The fishing workforce needs to increase its education level and to reskill not only to meet
mandatory certification requirements but also to meet this flexibility challenge. One component of this reskilling
may be to meet the needs of not only the fishing industry of the future but also a variety of other occupations
on water or on land.77
To overcome these labour force challenges, Gislason concludes that major structural and policy changes are needed
to improve enterprise viability and career prospects in the industry.
The industry faces daunting labour recruitment and retention problems, problems inextricably linked to the
economic fortunes of the industry. …
The youth of today are looking for vocations that not only fit their lifestyle and aspirations but also pay well
and can provide long term, stable employment. The business man of today is looking to invest in businesses
which are stable, economically prosperous and for which financial institutions will provide loan capital. Many
segments of the BC fishery fail these tests. And this failure, in some cases, is tied to fisheries management
practices.78
A substantial research report, carried out by Ecotrust Canada and the T. Buck Suzuki Foundation in 2014, takes a
different view on the kinds of fisheries policy changes needed to support labour force renewal. They make the case that,
in the absence of owner-operator and fleet separation policies, the introduction of catch shares or individual transferable quotas (ITQs) has marginalized many fishing enterprises and made it increasingly difficult to attract and retain new
labour supply.

Ibid
Ibid, p. 27.
77
Ibid p. 31.
78
Ibid.
75
76
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What we learned is that the commercial fishery has experienced a fundamental restructuring – not just a simple reduction in size and strength. Access to local resources is moving into fewer and fewer hands. Attempts to
make fisheries safer, more cost-effective, and more secure for fishermen have not, by all accounts, achieved
their goals.
…… our research has shown that catch shares without clear social objectives, and specifically BC’s ITQ
system, have had deleterious effects across the board. The system has made fishing more expensive, more
complicated, and less safe. It has resulted in higher unemployment both in the industry and in broader economies, made ex-fishermen wealthier than active fishermen, reduced the number of new entrants into this sector,
and limited the financial viability of future generations of fishermen. We would argue that catch shares have
essentially privatized a public resource and radically reduced the ability of smaller vessels and communities to
benefit from the industry.79
The report provides a case study of an independent inshore fishing enterprise that fishes an average halibut quota
of 7,740 pounds to earn $54,180 in gross revenue. The vessel also catches the average amount of salmon (23,785
pounds) for a troll licence. If the enterprise owned the halibut quota outright, it would gross $109,500 from both fisheries. Of this amount, after operating costs, maintenance and insurance, the boat and crew would share $62,000 in
income.
However, if – as is more and more often the case – the enterprise has to lease the halibut quota, the crew share is
sharply reduced. At current rates (at the time of the study), leasing the halibut quota would cost $38,700, meaning that
the lease owner would be pocketing 71% of the landed value while taking none of the risks involved in actually fishing
the quota. Since operating costs, maintenance and insurance are fixed costs, the direct effect would be to reduce the
boat and crew share from $62,000 down to about $34,000.
Leasing places a major burden on crews and skippers, turning fishermen into sharecroppers on their own
boats. And it can carry additional financial risk: many fish companies lease their quota to fishermen under the
condition that the fishermen sell them any fish they catch – at prices set by the company. This turns fishermen
into “price takers,” removing their ability to negotiate prices or take advantage of market spikes.
….. Catch shares claim to improve fishermen’s finances by allowing them to take advantage of good timing,
getting higher prices when they land fish in periods of high consumer demand. But any advantages are canceled out by the stress of high lease prices, ever-thinning margins, and loss of agency around establishing
relationships with buyers.80
The Catch Share report concludes by posing the question of whether a different fisheries management framework might
lead to renewal of the fishing economy and rebuilding of the labour force in BC.
The growth of catch share management systems has contributed both directly and indirectly to the decline in
commercial fishing activity on the BC coast. The introduction of access rights was intended to support independent fishermen. Instead, it has consolidated access away from fishermen, led to new quota costs, increased

Ecotrust Canada and the T. Buck Suzuki Environmental Foundation, Caught Up in Catch Shares, April 2014. P. 45. http://ecotrust.ca/report/
caught-up-in-catch-shares/
80
Ibid, p. 27
79
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financial risk for small boat fleets, and given rise to armchair leasing by wealthy individuals, seafood processors, and retailers. BC’s commercial fisheries land more than $300 million annually. How might we manage and
monitor this industry to get a different set of results – jobs, viable coastal seafood industries, resilient communities, and a new generation of fishermen producing our food? And should we have basic social objectives
when we impose private property rights on a public resource? 81
The Gislason and Caught up in Catch Shares reports come at these issues from different starting points, but in their
final analyses they agree on one fundamental issue: renewing the fisheries labour force in British Columbia must begin
with rebuilding business viability for fishing enterprises. The fishery in British Columbia, as elsewhere, will attract new
labour supply if and when it can pay competitive wages, provide secure jobs and promise rewarding careers. The challenge is to identify innovative policy approaches, management models and export development strategies to generate
these better outcomes.

9.5.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The thrust of this entire research report is that the Canadian fishery holds potential to drive significant economic growth
in regions and communities that need it, but that looming labour shortages are a threat to the realization of this potential. The evidence surveyed in this chapter confirm that this challenge may be even greater in British Columbia than in
other regions of the country.
The British Columbia fishery appears to be more driven by volume of landings than by market demand and rising product values. In a policy environment centered on ecosystem-based sustainability of marine resources, efforts to grow the
industry should be focused more on continuous improvements in product value and access to global markets. Relative
to comparable jurisdictions, the British Columbia industry does not appear to be meeting this challenge.
It has not been the purpose here to examine industry structure and the conduct of fisheries in British Columbia, or to
provide an in-depth evaluation of fisheries management policies. However, the evidence brought forward would suggest
the need for such undertaking by appropriate agencies and industry leadership groups.

81

Ibid, p. 36.
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10. STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS
The labour supply challenges facing the fish harvesting industry in Canada are complex and far-reaching. To meet them
will require strategies that are equal in scale, intensity and scope. By “strategy” is meant an integrated, longer-term
initiative to plan, coordinate and oversee efforts by leaders and lead organizations in industry, government and fisheries
dependent communities.
The findings of the CCPFH Fisheries Labour Market Information Project confirm the need, and provide the foundations,
for such strategic initiatives.
The highest priority, strongly supported by industry stakeholders, is to pursue policy, program and regulatory changes to
enhance the viability of fishing enterprises. The goal is to build more viable fishing fleets that can attract new labour
supply themselves with higher incomes, stable employment and attractive career prospects. Many economists agree
that labour shortages ultimately result from weaknesses on the demand side rather than of lack of supply.
However, on the supply side, many industry leaders and harvesters at the community level also understand and support
the need for new initiatives to facilitate new entrant recruitment and intergenerational transfer of fishing
assets. Realistic opportunities to become enterprise owner-operators in a growth industry will, over the medium-term,
be critical for retaining the younger cohort within the current labour force, and for attracting ambitious and committed
new entrants. Expanding the supply of young harvesters, and equipping them to become owner-operators, will also
facilitate transition for the many enterprise heads now reaching retirement age.
The third strategic direction – facilitation of occupational pluralism -- presents unique challenges. Periods of seasonal unemployment make fishing a less attractive career choice in many areas, so having ready access to rewarding
jobs in non-fishing seasons could help overcome this constraint. However, Industry leaders are justifiably concerned
that expanded occupational pluralism could jeopardize employee retention and reverse years of progress towards fish
harvester professionalization. With looming labour shortages in many other occupations, rural development leaders
believe that, with local leadership and careful planning, occupational pluralism could contribute to rebuilding the
available labour supply for fisheries and other rural industries.

10.1. ENHANCING ENTERPRISE VIABILITY
Review of developments in the industry, in Canada and elsewhere, and consultations with industry stakeholders help
identify possible elements for a strategy to improve enterprise viability in Canadian fishing fleets. Two core directions
are proposed: changes in fleet structures, licensing policies and fisheries management plans to lengthen seasons and
diversify fishing activities, and harvester participation in industry-wide initiatives to improve market demand and product
values.

10.1.1.

Development of multi-species enterprises and longer fishing seasons

Before the introduction of limited entry licensing and the establishment of Canada’s 200-mile exclusive economic
zone in 1977, a fishing license was a simple permit or registration that allowed harvesters to participate in many
different fishing activities. Over the course of the year, harvesters might be active in shellfish, groundfish and pelagic
fisheries, hunting seals, and perhaps shoreline harvesting of clams, mussels and seaweeds. They could also choose
which gear to use, from anchored nets and traps, to jigging, long-lining and trolling, mobile bottom trawl and
midwater seine nets.
Limited entry licensing transformed the single open permit into a portfolio of licenses for individual species, often
restricted by gear type and fishing zone. The 1980s saw the development of larger and faster vessels going greater
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distances, with electronic navigation and fish finding and more productive fishing gear. In response, the primary
goal of fisheries management policy became the protection of fish stocks in a context of significant harvesting and
processing overcapacity – “too many fishermen and not enough fish”. In the 1990s, collapses in groundfish and
pelagic stocks in Atlantic Canada, and dramatic ups and downs in salmon catches in Pacific Region, resulted in
inshore fleets in Newfoundland & Labrador and in British Columbia being reduced by half or more.
By 2000, the great majority of fishing enterprises
in Atlantic Canada were specialized in one or perhaps two harvesting sectors. Lobster is dominant
for inshore vessels in the Maritimes, while crab
and cod have also been key fisheries in Newfoundland & Labrador. The snow crab, scallops,
shrimp, herring and haddock fisheries each have
small fleets of specialized midshore or offshore
vessels. While some inshore vessels have licenses and quotas for crab, halibut, large pelagics,
etc., the majority of enterprises generate the
majority of their revenues from one species. As
a result, many millions of dollars are tied up in
progressively more productive and more expensive vessels that in most cases are active for only
a few of months of the year.

TABLE 10.1: 2015 CCPFH Survey of Atlantic Captains Percent Responses - “What three species
generated the most revenue for you in
2015?”
NL

NS

NB

QC

Total

Lobster

40%

96%

94%

63%

76%

Crab (All Species)

73%

26%

13%

30%

35%

Cod

48%

-

-

6%

15%

Herring

5%

13%

23%

9%

13%

Halibut

18%

12%

7%

15%

12%

Mackerel

1%

9%

14%

7%

8%

Capelin

10%

-

3%

-

4%

Other Groundfish
7%
2%
2%
4%
4%
In short, while fisheries management plans and
licensing policies in Atlantic Canada have been
Shrimp
11%
1%
2%
4%
effective in mitigating the overcapacity problem
Scallops
2%
4%
8%
1%
4%
and achieving sustainable harvesting levels, the
overall result is fleet structures and fishing operTuna
4%
3%
4%
3%
ations that are inefficient. With limited seasonal
operations, both fixed capital (vessels and gear)
and labour are underutilized in most fleets. In
recent years there has been substantial investment by both government and industry in rationalizing fleets and consolidating fishing enterprises, but limited attention has been given to the possibility of evolving to multi-species fleets
operating over longer seasons.
Current trends in Atlantic fisheries may make such a transition more feasible as a policy objective over the next
decade:
• The gradual rebuilding of groundfish stocks, most notably the northern cod stock in Newfoundland &
Labrador, but also halibut and red fish stocks in the Gulf and halibut on the Scotia Shelf and haddock on
George’s Bank.
• Improved profitability for fishing enterprises in key sectors, providing more owner operators with investment
capital and incentives to innovate with their license portfolios, business models and harvesting activities.
• Accelerating retirements of older harvesters and limited numbers of new entrants, creating opportunities
and perhaps pressure to further consolidate fishing enterprises within owner operator fleets.
• With rising license, quota and enterprise prices and higher crew wages, owner operators may see more
incentives to innovate their business models to manage higher operational costs and start-up debt loads.
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Given these demographic and economic factors, the industry
in Atlantic Canada, within vigorously enforced Owner-operator
and Fleet Separation policies, could evolve in some regions to
smaller fleets of better capitalized and more diversified inshore
enterprises.
There are indications of such a shift with the greater involvement of inshore vessels in the snow crab fishery in the Gulf
and the Scotian Shelf, expanding lobster catches in southern
Newfoundland, and the expansion of the halibut fishery. There is
anecdotal evidence of more problematic changes: e.g., enterprise owners finding ways to acquire licenses in more than one
Lobster Fishing Area (LFA) to fish more than one season.
Perhaps the most significant example is the work now being
done in Newfoundland & Labrador to prepare for the return of
large scale codfish harvesting. The 2017 fishery for northern
cod landed approximately 13,000 metric tonnes, but the total
allowable catch (TAC) may double or triple over the next decade.
Before the moratorium, inshore cod was a glut fishery with the
majority of the TAC being landed during warm summer weeks
and processed into lower value cod blocks and salt fish. Recognizing that demand for such products has virtually disappeared,
and needing to rebuild enterprise revenues to offset declining
crab and shrimp landings, the Fish, Food and Allied Workers
Union (FFAW-Unifor) has been working with progressive processing interests to plan and implement a transition to high quality
fresh and fresh frozen cod fish products for export to higher
value markets. The Union has negotiated quality standards and
a price structure that rewards quality and is providing training
to harvesters in proper handling and transport of fish from the
water to the plant.

Last April [2017], a group of processors
and representatives from the Fish, Food
and Allied Workers union formed the
Newfoundland and Labrador Groundfish
Industry Development Council. The council
is also looking toward a quality-based cod
fishery with a longer season that could
compete with Iceland.
…. Last year, the council submitted a
proposal to the federal Department of
Fisheries and Oceans to restructure catch
allowances for cod off eastern Newfoundland. Instead of opening the fishery to
different vessels for small periods of time
throughout the season, it proposed weekly
catch limits. With the new limits, nearly
10,000 tonnes of cod came out of the
water, more than double the catch from
the year before. This year, the council
asked that the weekly limits go up and the
season be extended.
CBC News
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/
newfoundland-labrador/cod-comeback-feature-1.4163972

The FFAW is also working with processors and DFO fish managers to implement weekly catch limits to reduce gluts
and spread codfish landings over a longer season. The goal is to encourage harvesters to organize their fishing
activities to take advantage of different species being accessible at different times of the year. Union leaders foresee
a time when many inshore enterprises, depending on location, could be active for eight to nine months of the year
for cod and different mixes of less abundant species -- halibut, lobster, crab, shrimp, mackerel, herring, capelin,
lumpfish, seals and other species. There is parallel work on new vessel prototypes equipped to land high quality
fresh products from diverse fisheries, perhaps with smaller crews.
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Another important example in Newfoundland & Labrador is the management of the expanding halibut fishery in the
Gulf. Rather than introduce an individual transferable quota (ITQ) regime82 that would have given a few enterprises
control of the entire quota, perhaps creating another small specialized fleet, a management plan was developed to
distribute the quota among a larger number of inshore harvesters to complement fishing activities in shellfish, other
groundfish and pelagics and thereby improve fleet viability.
In the Maritimes and Québec, where up to 90% of inshore enterprises participate in the lobster fishery, there is at
present less diversity in fishing operations. In the Southern Gulf and on the Scotian Shelf, some harvesters are active
in snow crab, tuna and halibut fisheries along with lobster. With higher catches and prices for lobster and crab, producing bait has also become a lucrative sideline for some enterprises that target mackerel, herring and other small
pelagics.
In British Columbia, most fishing enterprises are multi-species operations. Traditionally, salmon is the anchor fishery,
the great majority of harvesters having area licenses in troll, seine or gill net fisheries for salmon. However, with
declines in some key salmon stocks and sharp ups and downs from year to year, they also need to fish for halibut,
sable fish, crab, shrimp, herring, geoduck, rockfish or other species. To sustain their enterprises many harvesters
lease quota and licenses in diverse fisheries, and high leasing costs often offset the advantages of multi-species
operations in terms of net revenues.
From examination of operating models in Canadian and international fisheries and from consultations with industry
stakeholders, there are various options -- consistent with the Owner-operator and Fleet Separation policy framework
-- to diversify fishing opportunities and lengthen fishing seasons to improve enterprise viability.
• Transferring fishing quota from specialized fleets to multi-species fleets, either by ministerial decision,
government supported buy-outs, or industry-based market transactions (e.g., the snow crab allocation
to the Maritime Fishermen’s Union, recent transfers to First Nations, allocations of northern shrimp to
harvester organizations in the Maritimes, or groups of inshore harvesters pooling capital to purchase quota
from specialist fleets to share among members).
• In situations where growth in stock abundance allows new allocations or expanded TACs, prioritizing
multi-license enterprises rather than specialized fleets (e.g., Gulf Newfoundland halibut, recovery of northern cod stocks, Scotian Shelf snow crab).
• Innovations in license and quota ownership structures, including combining of enterprises, family enterprises, partnerships, professional corporations and harvesting co-operatives (e.g., “buddying up” or combining in Newfoundland & Labrador and elsewhere, fishing enterprise co-ops in the UK Shetland Islands).
• Flexibility in setting fishing seasons so enterprises are better able to allocate harvesting effort among
different species at times of peak abundance and market demand (e.g., less defined seasons outside of
spawning/molting periods, as in the New England lobster fishery).
• Trip limits or weekly landing quotas to encourage spreading out of harvesting activities and landings over
longer seasons (e.g., Newfoundland & Labrador cod and halibut fisheries).

82

Under individual quota systems, quota owners retain a right to a percentage share of the total allowable catch. In an individual transferable
quota (ITQ) regime, quotas can be traded on a more or less open market. ITQs have often been preferred by government as a way to rationalize
fleets, allowing larger quota holders to buy out smaller enterprises. Some ITQ systems in Atlantic Canada are governed by the Owner-Operator
and Fleet Separation policies, meaning only fish harvesters can own and exchange quotas. In British Columbia quota can be bought up by
processing companies and non-fishing investors, and then leased to active fish harvesters who may or may not own any quota themselves.
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• License and quota banks, where groups of fish harvesters purchase fishing rights to lease to members
and new entrants at manageable cost levels (E.g., the Pacific Coast Fishing Conservation Company).
• Development and testing of new vessel prototypes that can accommodate a variety of fishing activities and
utilize more productive harvesting equipment with fewer crew workers (e.g., automated baiting machines
for longline fishing, automated fish jigging equipment).
Which if any of these approaches will work in any particular fishery, fleet or region will depend on the available fishing opportunities and seasons as well as local port markets, processor and buyer interests, capacities and priorities
of harvester organizations, access to project funding and investment capital, and a variety of other existential factors.
Like any complex change process, the development and implementation of strategies to diversify fishing operations,
restructure fleets and enterprises, and innovate with seasonal fishing operations will involve risks and uncertainties
and will therefore require an extended timeframe and intensive consultation and stakeholder engagement from the
outset.

10.1.2.

Harvester-Processor Collaboration to Build Product Value

As has been emphasized in other chapters of this report, recent growth in gross revenues to fishing enterprises and
export earnings for Canadian seafood products is largely the result of market driven growth in product values rather
than greater production volumes. The evidence is clear that the key to building income levels and driving future
growth in the fishing economy overall will be to deliver high quality products to high demand markets.
A recent report by Gardner Pinfold Consultants, produced for Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada’s Seafood Value
Chain Round Table, identifies significant potential to add value to Canadian seafood products83.
Canada’s seafood industry (capture fisheries and aquaculture) fails to extract maximum value from the
resource. Using a case study approach involving eight species, the minimum amount by which actual value
falls short of potential is estimated in this report at about $440 million, based on 2015 and 2016 production
and prices…. Assuming the same factors were at work for the industry as a whole, the loss of potential value would amount to about $600 million (about 10% of Canada’s seafood exports of $6.3 billion in 2016).84
In key fisheries such as lobster, snow crab and haddock, the report identifies ways to add value or to improve
efficiency. Regarding the lobster industry:
Lobster is Canada’s highest value fishery resource. From a marketing perspective, the industry has adapted well
to rising volumes, shifting market conditions, and volatile exchange rates; yet output value could be higher:
•
•
•

Industry does not fully utilize the raw material, producing a substantial waste stream that could offer
by-product potential with an estimated minimum value of $45 million.
Poor early season quality in some LFAs results in a loss of value that could be addressed by taking steps
to slow landings or adjusting seasons (admittedly an extreme measure).
At an estimated 8-10% lobster mortality is excessive; cutting it to 2% could yield upwards of $140 million
in additional export revenue.85

Gardner Pinfold Consultants, Extracting maximum value from Canada’s fisheries and aquaculture resources, Submitted to Agriculture and AgriFood Canada, September, 2017
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The Gardner Pinfold report suggests that the haddock fishery could build value by improving at sea harvesting
practices:
Haddock is one of Canada’s highest value finfish species.… Nonetheless, there are steps the industry could
take to increase output value:
•

Producing a higher quality product begins with improved at sea handling. This mean making mandatory the adoption of what are standard practices in fisheries elsewhere: bleeding, gutting and icing
fish at sea. This would require a phase-in period to allow vessel modifications, and an adjustment
of the gut-loss ratio to eliminate this disincentive to adopting best practices.86

By way of contrast, the Newfoundland & Labrador codfish industry was found by Gardner Pinfold to be optimizing
market potential and production efficiency at current harvesting levels:
Quality is a factor explaining Canada’s relatively strong price performance. In contrast with the Nova Scotia
haddock fishery, bleeding and gutting at sea is mandatory on NL vessels, regardless of size and gear type.
This results in higher quality raw material and longer shelf life. Whether the NL industry can maintain this
level of quality as the northern cod fishery recovers and TACs increase is the key challenge. This would
require the harvesting and processing sectors to scale up capacity substantially, if TACs increase to 10-20
times the current level.87
Part of the success of the Newfoundland & Labrador industry stems from the relatively high level of organization
on the harvesting side.
The NL fishing industry is highly organized, featuring a strong union representing the interests of both harvesters and plant workers. The union influences various aspects of the structure and operations of the fishery including the related matters of setting minimum fish prices and establishing quality standards through
a dockside grading system. Unlike other provinces in Atlantic Canada, the price system ties price levels to
defined grade standards and criteria (e.g., colour, texture, bruising).88
After conducting in-depth case studies of seven marine fisheries and farmed salmon, the Gardner Pinfold study concludes that the critical factor in achieving higher product values is a shift away from “volume driven decision-making” towards a “market driven model”.
Implicit in the market-driven model is the high level of coordination between harvesting and processing that
provides industry with greater ability to respond to price signals concerning what products to produce, in
what quantities, when, and for whom. Few of the fisheries reviewed in this report demonstrate this level of
coordination. Without it, the Atlantic inshore fisheries will remain volume-driven and value maximization will
remain an elusive objective.89
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The report identifies “key initiatives” to meet this challenge, including:
…. mandatory quality standards in all fisheries; researching and implementing by-product opportunities;
reducing mortality; promoting greater coordination between the harvesting and processing sectors, either
through permitting more extensive integration in the inshore fisheries or working towards a greater level
of coordination between the sectors that achieves the same result, namely, greater control over the value
chain; and, developing a Canadian seafood brand.90 (Emphasis added)
This statement touches on the fault line in current efforts to achieve the greater coordination between the harvesting
and processing sectors. The continuing attempts by some industry sectors to achieve “more extensive integration”
(i.e., vertical integration), may undermine the efforts of others to develop collaborative cross sectoral approaches.
Collaboration is built on mutual respect, good faith negotiation and recognition of contrasting interests, while the
push for vertical integration involves one sector attempting to take control of fishing licenses and quota away from
the other.
The case studies in this report illustrate the challenges involved in pursuing industry coordination. The Newfoundland
and Labrador cod fishery has been successful in building product values in large part because there is an established structure in place -- union representation and collective bargaining -- through which harvesters and processors are able to work together to pursue a shared goal for industry growth.
In contrast, industry-wide cooperation in the lobster fishery in the Maritimes is less evident because of fragmented
industry organization and frequent conflicts over access rights. While there has been progress on issues like MSC
certification, in most areas there are no well-established institutional vehicles for continuing cross-sector collaboration. The recent refusal of harvesters and processors in Nova Scotia to accept a one cent per pound levy to support
lobster marketing is a dramatic case in point.
In key informant interviews for the CCPFH project, processing
sector stakeholder described past efforts to introduce quality
grades and pricing to the lobster industry. Harvesters are reluctant to make the needed investments in selective harvesting and
improved handling and storage without guaranteed price premiums. Some processors reported having tried grading standards
and price incentives, only to find that rival buyers were paying
top price for all lobster independent of quality level. In a situation
of intense competition for resource supply to plants, the more
responsible processors were losing out and the experiments came
to an end.
Industry collaboration to improve product values is not just a
question of attitudes or behavioural change: the key factor is
industry organization. As noted above, the expanding cod fishery
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A “unanimous no” vote this week has put
the future of a Maritime-wide lobster marketing levy in doubt. The levy would take
one cent per pound from fishermen and
another cent per pound from buyers to pay
for a generic marketing campaign run by
the industry. In Nova Scotia, the levy would
raise $1.8 million annually from fishermen.
CBC News, 2/15/2015
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/novascotia/maritime-lobster-levy-in-doubt
-after-unanimous-no-bybuyers-1.2963136

in Newfoundland and Labrador is meeting with success because of an established system of contract negotiation
enshrined in provincial legislation. But for lobster in the Maritimes, neither the processors nor most harvesters
operate within organizational structures with capacities and mandates to negotiate binding contractual agreements
or to pursue industry-wide value chain collaboration. There is nothing particular about lobster fishing that requires
this lack of structure. PEI has an industry-wide strategy for lobster marketing, and the industry in the State of Maine
makes substantial investments in marketing with joint funding from a levy system.
The Maine Lobster Marketing Collaborative (MLMC), founded in 2013, is funded by Maine Lobster harvesters, dealers and processors to grow demand, both for whole live lobster and a variety of value-added
products. The MLMC supports that objective by promoting the core values of the Maine Lobster industry,
which are sustainability and traceability that’s deeply rooted in tradition. Maine Lobster achieved the Marine
Stewardship Council (MSC) certification in 2013, allowing Maine Lobster to certify its long-standing sustainable practices. The industry has been self-regulating for more than 150 years.91
A recent announcement from the Nova Scotia Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture points to an example in
Australia where harvester and processing interests are working together:
Ross Hodge, executive officer, Australia’s Southern Rock Lobster Limited and John Sanson, chief executive
officer, Tasmanian Rock Lobster Fishermen’s Association, … will outline Australia’s Clean Green Program, a
lobster supply chain management strategy. The program is industry-developed and owned and covers vessel
safety management systems, onboard occupational health and safety, food safety and quality handling practices, animal welfare and environmental and sustainability management.92
There is some history of concerted efforts in Canada to advance such industry cooperation. In 2007 Fisheries and
Oceans Canada partnered with the Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters on a national Ocean to Plate
consultation process, with regional “summit conferences” and a national roundtable. The latter event was attended
by representatives from 22 fish harvester organizations in seven provinces, three processing sector leaders, and
officials from six provincial governments and two federal departments. The objective for the roundtable was:
To provide a forum for industry, Fisheries and Oceans Canada and provincial governments to identity skills
and learning activities that can be initiated by the CCPFH and its industry and training sector partners to
address the From Ocean to Plate agenda and shared objectives for improved fleet viability.93
The DFO Director General for Resource Management set out the overall objective for DFO’s Ocean to Plate initiative
as being “to coordinate policies and programs relevant to fish harvesting, aquaculture, processing, distribution and
marketing to maximize economic value”. To achieve this objective, DFO would support an “overall strategy” to:
• Involve all stakeholders including provinces and territories, industry, aboriginal groups, consumers and
buyers and the entire seafood value chain;
• Address emerging market factors, such as eco-labeling;

http://www.lobsterfrommaine.com/about-the-collaborative/ See also: https://www.pressherald.com/2017/12/14/lobster-advisorycouncil-votes-unanimously-to-fund-marketing-collaborative/
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• Address socio-economic issues such as fleet and enterprise viability and sustainability of coastal
communities;
• Build on and improve existing management systems such as conservation harvest plans and integrated
management plans;
• Support the long-term sustainability of the resource.94
The Proceedings Report from the Roundtable identified broad areas of consensus on moving forward with Ocean to
Plate initiatives. Firstly, there was overall “agreement in principle” with Ocean to Plate goals. Key objectives shared
with DFO, the provinces and other Ocean to Plate partners were identified as:
•
•
•
•
•

Fleet restructuring and rationalization where needed.
Enhanced enterprise and community viability.
Improved product quality and value.
Improved conservation based on expanded and improved fisheries science.
Effective action to address external challenges, in particular eco-labeling.95

Secondly, the following action priorities for industry - government collaboration were established:
• Development of a branding and marketing strategy centered on telling our story as professional owneroperator fish harvesters based in coastal communities, and as stewards of marine resources.
• Promotion of product quality and enhanced product value.
• Promotion of stewardship and responsible fish harvesting practices.
• Development of options and capacities for fleet restructuring.
• Development of options and capacities for fisheries co-management and “co-science”.96
The Ocean to Plate process demonstrated the willingness of harvester leaders to take seriously the need for concerted action to improve product quality and to assure access to international markets through eco-labeling, traceability
and responsible fishing initiatives. It laid important foundations for future industry efforts to achieve MSC certification
for key fisheries and for fleet restructuring programs in several provinces.
A key to the success of Ocean to Plate was the participation of senior officials from DFO and the provinces throughout the planning and consultations. Harvester participants felt they were part of a process that could have real
impacts on policy and program decision-making. The significant failing was that processing sector representatives
did not participate on any scale and were not part of any emerging strategies and action priorities.
As directed by its Board comprised of fish harvester leaders, the CCPFH has continued to support value chain collaborations. It is currently working with member organizations and processing companies on quality improvement and
marketing projects for northern cod in Newfoundland & Labrador, PEI oysters and New Brunswick snow crab.
In summary, under the right circumstances, fish harvester leaders and their organizations are willing and able to
address the challenges identified in the Gardner Pinfold report to build and sustain product value within a Fleet Separation/Owner-operator policy environment. The evidence reviewed here would suggest that the focus of attention
needs to be the interface between the harvesting and processing sectors.
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With the Owner-operator and Fleet Separation policies in
Atlantic Canada soon to be supported in legislation, vertical
integration will remain a limited factor in the most valuable
fisheries in the Atlantic Region and Québec. In this environment, efforts to grow the economic value of fisheries will require a focus on new structures and capacities for harvester processor collaboration. The Gardner Pinfold report identified
five action priorities for building product value:
• Mandatory quality standards in all fisheries;
• Researching and implementing by-product opportunities;
• Improvements in at-sea fish selectivity, handling,
storage and transport to reduce mortality;
• Greater value chain coordination; and,
• Developing a Canadian seafood brand.
To this list might be added a sixth: legislative and regulatory
mechanisms to create legitimate processor and harvester
organizations where they don’t already exist, with responsibilities and mandates to negotiate contractual agreements
binding on all members. Without such a change in industry
structure it is doubtful that any of the other priorities will be
easily achieved, as has too long been the case.

Write-In Comments by Two
Respondents to a Survey of
Owner-operators in the Maritime
Provinces on Intergenerational
Transfer Issues, 2017
I inherited my father’s license and
I do not owe a cent on my fishing enterprise and I would never
borrow. If I had to sell, I would
ask $900,000 because everything
is new and at 50,000 to 60,000
pounds of lobster at $8 a pound
I make $450,000 so why would I
sell? Never! In 3 years I’m a millionaire.
Our fathers – our predecessors,
the fishermen before us -- fought
to preserve their independence
and by the same token, ours. This
independence has been greatly
reflected in our community. Today,
fishing enterprises are viable, so
contribute much more to the vitality of coastal regions. If fishermen
who want to retire cannot find
buyers, because the money is not
available, two questions arise:
After working so hard to build
them up, will fishermen not receive what their enterprises are
worth?
In the future, won’t big companies
or corporation want to get their
hands on these valuable fishing
licenses?
In both cases, we can only expect
a loss in the economic potential
of coastal regions, which will have
repercussions beyond the limits of
our communities.
My solution would be to give a
guarantee to lenders to increase
the accessibility of money for new
entrants.
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10.2. FACILITATING RECRUITMENT AND INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSFERS
Evidence presented in earlier chapters of this report identifies the likelihood that up to 40% of current owner-operators
of fishing enterprises in Canada will retire out of the industry over the next decade. There are a number of significant
policy challenges arising from this prospect:
•

•

•

•

•

A sharp decline in younger new entrants to the industry over the past 20 years means that in many fisheries
the number of crew workers in a position to become enterprise heads is insufficient to sustain current fleet
structures.
Due to a long-term pattern of low fishing incomes, many current crew workers who aspire to become enterprise heads may not have sufficient savings and/or borrowing capacity to purchase enterprises at fair market
value.
Processors have long provided loans to new owner-operators in return for resource supplies to their plants,
and harvester organizations accept this. However, some processors have used legal mechanisms to take
effective ownership of the enterprises they provide loans for, in part to cover greater financial risks as license
prices escalate. An unintended consequence of more rigourous enforcement of the Owner-operator and Fleet
Separation policies may be less access to this source of loan financing for new entrant harvesters.
As more fish harvesters reach retirement age there is a risk of greater division among harvesters and within
their organizations. Some may turn against Owner-operator and Fleet Separation policies in Atlantic Canada if
they see them as limiting their “right” to sell for fair market value or, more simply, to the highest bidder.
In British Columbia, the absence of Owner-operator and Fleet Separation policies raises the possibility that
more and more licenses and quota could be owned by non-harvesters whose business objectives are rental
income and speculation on future resale value. As well as impacting resource stewardship, such a situation
could make it increasingly difficult to recruit and retain new enterprise heads and crew workers.

As discussed above, in a situation in Atlantic Canada of longstanding uncertainty about the Owner-operator and Fleet
Separation policies, harvester organizations have been reluctant to pursue licensing options and other innovations to
facilitate intergeneration transfers. If proposed changes to the Fisheries Act and regulations (Bill C-68) resolve these
questions and create greater policy stability, there may be more openness to new approaches to how fishing rights are
owned and transferred and how new entrant harvesters gain access to investment capital. The following discussion of
ways to facilitate labour supply renewal and intergenerational transfer is premised on the expectation of this more stable
policy environment.

10.2.1.

General Recruitment Challenges

The challenge of insufficient crew workers positioned to take over from retiring owner-operators is a consequence of
the long-term decline in recruitment to the industry workforce overall. The lack of new entrants to the fishery is itself
a symptom of the wider demographic, migrational and labour mobility trends in rural regions. There are only three
possible sources of new labour supply to any rural industry: natural population growth (more births than deaths),
domestic labour mobility (inter-provincial or urban/rural) and international migration. The evidence is convincing that
all three of these sources have been trending negatively in most fisheries dependent regions for some time. The
exceptions include regions with high levels of engagement in fisheries by Indigenous communities (e.g., Manitoba).
It is also a fair assumption that shortages of crew workers and rising wages will spur greater investment in replacing
labour with more productive vessels and automated fishing gear. The view taken here, however, is that special efforts
will still be needed – perhaps even more so -- to attract and retain sufficient workers with the more advanced skills
that would be needed in such fishing operations.
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Therefore, any broad strategy to facilitate intergenerational transition in the fishery will need to take account of the more basic
need to rebuild the total workforce. In consultations during this
project, industry experts and stakeholders identified a number
of policy and programmatic options:

10.2.2.

Immigration

In Pacific Region there is a long history of international immigrants finding success in the fish harvesting industry from
places as far away as Japan, Viet Nam and Eastern and Northern
Europe. There isn’t this tradition in Eastern Canada in the fishery
and other sectors, but in recent years rural business and community leaders have made special efforts to change this pattern.
In Nova Scotia, the One Nova Scotia Commission produced an
influential report (the “Ivany Report”) challenging rural communities to open their doors to new immigrants, and a change in attitudes is much in evidence. PEI has also had success in drawing
in international immigrants to start businesses and
stabilize communities.

The Atlantic Immigration Pilot is a partnership between the Government of Canada
and the four Atlantic Provinces. It helps
Atlantic businesses of all sizes attract
international graduates and skilled foreign
workers to fill job vacancies. You do not
need a Labour Market Impact Assessment
to hire employees under the pilot.
To hire an eligible permanent skilled
worker or international student graduate,
you need to be a designated employer in
an Atlantic province first. You can become
a designated employer without having a
candidate for a job in mind.
https://www.canada.ca/en/
immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/
immigrate-canada/atlantic-immigrationpilot.html

In the fish processing sector throughout the region,
restrictions on the use of temporary foreign workers
has sparked growing interest in permanent immigrants. Federal and provincial collaboration on the Atlantic Immigration Pilot has created a vehicle to accelerate access to new employees from overseas. The opportunity is there for
harvester organizations to mobilize their members to access new labour supply to meet current and future needs.

10.2.3.

Recruitment and Careers Promotion

The greatest challenge to attracting new labour supply to fish harvesting is the widespread view that the fishery is in
decline and offers few opportunities.
There were frequent mentions in community and
industry consultations that guidance programs
at the high school and community college levels
provide little or no information on career opportunities in fish harvesting, even in fishing regions.
Stakeholders felt that for too long parents and
school authorities have been counseling young
people to move away from their communities
and rural industries, and these attitudes need to
change.
Systematic provision of information to young
people in high school and community colleges on
employment opportunities, income levels and the
lifestyle attributes of fishing careers could help
stem the outflow of young people from fishing
communities. There were isolated examples of
successful programs where high school students

10.2: CCPFH Surveys of Atlantic Captains, 2004
and 2015: “If a young person you knew asked your advice
about pursuing a career as a professional fish harvester,
would you...”
2004
(N-1,205)

2015
(N-788)

Strongly
discourage

22%

11%

Slightly
discourage

18%

8%

Neither encourage
or discourage

32%

15%

Slightly encourage

22%

28%

Strongly
encourage

22%

36%
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did work placements on fishing vessels and completed their mandatory safety training and gained credits toward the
Fishing Master IV qualification while in school.
Industry and community leaders in other countries have recognized the need to rebuild the fishing labour force and
are pursuing a variety of innovative strategies to achieve that goal. A recent report from the University of Alaska
describes such approaches, including youth permits or student licenses and mentorship or apprenticeship programs
at no cost to allow new entrants “to gain experience, learn fishing skills, and/or earn fishing income without the
financial burden and risks of purchasing market-based access rights”.97
In Maine, the Eastern Maine Skippers Program (EMSP) provides students and prospective fishermen with training
and mentorship to become successful in the industry. The training covers fisheries governance, business planning,
communications and maritime safety.
The program strives to produce graduates who are prepared to become flexible, skilled and knowledgeable
commercial fishermen who have attained leadership skills and industry expertise in order to serve as advocates for their fisheries and communities.98
Maine also has a Lobster Apprenticeship Program to protect access for young people growing up on the coast of
Maine. To become a lobsterman, a person must complete the apprenticeship program that includes fishing 200 days
and/or 1,000 hours over a minimum of two years. The State also issues special licenses to youth still in school to
draw them into the industry.
To qualify for a student license, an individual must be a full-time student and between the ages of 8 and
22. Students can fish up to 150 traps and must log 1,000 hours onboard by their 18th birthday (or 22nd if
attending college). If students complete the program prior to their 18th or 22nd birthday, their entry into the
zone is not dependent on retiring trap tags (like non-student apprentices).99
From 2001 to 2011, 847 new lobster licenses were issued in Maine and roughly half were issued to students.
In Norway there is a recruitment quota for young harvesters to acquire fishing rights at no cost. 84 young fishermen
in Norway received recruitment quota between 2010-2016, and only 2 subsequently left the industry, while several
others went on to develop fishing businesses with more vessels and more quota.100
After the United Nations Human Rights Committee declared that the Icelandic ITQ system violated the human right
to work, a coastal fishing program was created by the Icelandic government in 2009. The program allows residents
of coastal communities in four regions to use up to four jig machines to harvest up to 650 kg of groundfish per day,
four days per week, May through August, without purchasing ITQs. Up to 750 boats participate in this fishery nationwide. This provides opportunities for young people to get started in the industry and to build up capital to purchase
quotas.101

Paula Cullenberg, Alaska Sea Grant, University of Alaska Fairbanks, Rachel Donkersloot, Alaska Marine Conservation Council, Courtney
Carothers, University of Alaska Fairbanks, Jesse Coleman, University of Alaska Fairbanks, Danielle Ringer, University of Alaska, Fairbanks Turning
the Tide: How can Alaska address the ‘graying of the fleet’ and loss of rural fisheries access? A review of programs and policies to address
access challenges in Alaska fisheries, November 2017, p. 4.
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Iceland also introduced a Community Quota in 2003 through which community members are given free shares of
quota to be landed in their home port. This program is small -- less than 2% of the cod total cod catch -- but it
provides an opportunity for young people to get started in the industry. Another interesting innovation is that Icelandic
fishing communities maintain the right of first refusal on the sale of fishing enterprises to buyers outside the community, and can buy, own and resell enterprises, all at market rates.102
Denmark provides another interesting example of ways to get new entrants started in the fishery.
Denmark has launched a new subsidy scheme to help young fishermen buy their first vessel, in a bid to
help a ‘generation shift’ in Danish fisheries. The ‘growth and development package for Danish fisheries’ has
allocated DKK 10 million [$2m Cdn] to the subsidy scheme to help fishermen under 40 gain a foothold in
Danish fishing.…. fishermen under 40 can apply to take part in the first-time pool, managed by the fisheries fund…. Support is granted up to 25% of the purchase price for a new vessel, but with a ceiling of DKK
500,000 [$105K].103
And finally, as an example of a significant policy commitment on a national level, a bi-partisan bill introduced in the
U.S. Congress proposes to create a national program to encourage new entrants to fisheries.
The Young Fishermen’s Development Act was introduced in the U.S. House of Representatives and Senate
this spring [2017], and sponsoring legislators hope the bill will help break down the barriers young fishermen face. The bill is modeled after the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s successful Beginning Farmer and
Rancher Development Program, which launched in 2008 and is credited with preparing hundreds of young
people for agricultural careers. …. Using the farmer’s program as a template, coalition members designed a
bill that would work for fishermen.104
The main elements of the Act are as follows.
• Competitive grant program for collaborative state, tribal, local or regionally based networks or partnerships.
• Mentorship/apprenticeship program to connect retiring fishermen and vessel owners with new and
beginning fishermen.
• Support for regional training and education programs focused on sustainable and accountable fishing
practices, marine stewardship and sound business practices.
• Grants may not exceed a period of longer than three years, with a maximum grant amount of
$200,000/year.
• $2 million annual authorization for six years for program implementation.105
These examples from other countries confirm two main points: serious demographic and labour supply challenges
are not unique to the Canadian fishing industry, and; extraordinary measures and creative innovations are needed to
address them. The most frequent options would appear to be:
• Training programs and at-sea experience for school and college age youth;
• Formal apprenticeship and mentoring programs;
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• Free or low-cost access to start-up licenses and quota for new entrants;
• Community or local industry ownership or control of access rights;
• Grants or low-cost loans for new entrants.

10.2.4.

Advances in Fish Harvester Professionalization

A longstanding challenge in recruitment of new entrants to fish harvesting has been the lack of formal apprenticeship systems to provide pathways to careers and owner-operator status. Labour recruitment to the fishing industry
throughout Canada has traditionally been through informal processes: young harvesters grow up working in family or
community-based enterprises and learn the trade through hands-on experience and local mentorship. Only recently
have any mandatory training standards been imposed across the industry through Transport Canada safety regulations, and they are still unevenly applied.
The sharp downsizing of fleets since the 1990s and general demographic trends in rural regions – falling birth rates
and out-migration – have seriously interrupted traditional recruitment and training processes. Key informants in
different areas described communities where a whole generation of young people has grown up without exposure to
fishing work, and there are fewer captains available to provide mentorship supports. And even with diminished fleets
there simply aren’t enough potential new entrants in fishing families and communities to replace retirees in the near
term.
The bottom line challenge is that the traditional informal recruitment and training processes simply cannot generate
the new labour supply needed to meet looming requirements. To find the numbers required, new entrants will need
to come from non-fishing backgrounds in rural communities, from adjacent urban regions, from inter-provincial
migration and international immigration. Effective apprenticeship programs will therefore be needed to provide the
combination of hand-on, at sea experiential learning and classroom-based knowledge and skills development in an
efficient and almost fast-track manner.
Two provinces – Québec and Newfoundland & Labrador – have fully operational apprenticeship systems in place.
In the latter case the mandatory training and experience standards are integrated with DFO licensing standards, so
participation in the program is universal. In Québec the link to the licensing system has not been formalized and so
the regime is more limited in impact. But in both these provinces, a new entrant coming to the industry with no prior
experience in fishing would have a clear path to becoming a fully qualified crew worker and potential owner-operator
within a defined time period. In no other province is such a pathway formally established. Training is available in most
regions, but it is not mandatory and is not linked into experiential learning and mentorship and sea time components.
Training and apprenticeship fall within provincial jurisdiction but linking licensing standards and the use of registration revenues to support certification regimes requires federal collaboration. DFO initiated the development of
professionalization programs in the 1990s, but much work remains to be done to have fully functioning systems
in place throughout Canadian fisheries.

10.2.5.

Labour market information (LMI)

One of the core findings from the CCPFH survey of fish harvesters and from community case studies is that insufficient information is available to inform current harvesters and potential recruits about diverse employment opportunities in fish harvesting and also in non-fishing occupations outside fishing seasons.
In terms of opportunities within the fishing industry, in Newfoundland and Labrador, the Professional Fish Harvester Certification Board (NLPFHCB) has a well-used web site providing information to harvesters about employment
opportunities on fishing vessels. This helps captains find crew and crew workers find jobs across different fishing
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seasons. In the Maritimes there is a growing informal network of harvesters, including captains, who fish one lobster
season in their home area and then crew on vessels in another area during a different season. Flexibility in the EI
system to allow double claims provides incentives for this form of occupational pluralism but expanded and better
targeted LMI services could facilitate more such mobility and make employment in the industry more attractive with
longer seasons and higher incomes.
The larger concern regarding LMI is outreach to potential new entrants beyond the immediate catchment areas. As
mentioned above, stakeholders described the need for more information on fishing careers to be available in public
schools and community colleges. It was also clear from consultations that fishing employers are not familiar with,
and do not make wide use of, Employment and Social Development Canada’s job listing systems and other LMI tools
at the provincial level.
It will also be the case that opportunities in fisheries are not communicated through international immigration recruitment programs, and much work may need to be done to develop industry capacities to use these resources.
One possible recruitment strategy would be to target the many thousands of people who grew up in fishing communities, and were perhaps once employed in fishing work, and who left their home regions to go to Ontario and western Canada in the 1990s and 2000s. In an interview with a former Regional Director General from Gulf Region DFO it
was learned that licensing rules in that region were recently adjusted to allow individuals to regain their professional
status despite having worked away for more than the previous limit of two years. The intent of this flexibility was
explicitly to meet growing labour shortages and to encourage individuals who had accumulated savings to get back
into the industry and become owner-operators.
The NLPFHCB is also grappling with growing numbers of applications from individuals who left fishing to work away
and now want to return and regain their status. Some of the applicants have continuing employment in other industries or regions but want to be able to fish full-time during certain seasons. While these individuals represent a needed source of new labour supply and are potential purchasers of enterprises from retirees, they also raise concerns
about the possible undermining of professionalization standards and a return to the days of “moonlighter” harvesters
who take fishing rights and resources away from committed professionals. The Certification Board is examining
options to manage these risks and opportunities.
The important takeaway from these examples is that there may be potential to draw people back to fishing communities who left when the industry was at a low point, but who would welcome the opportunity to return, possibly with
savings to invest, when things are improving. The challenge will be to develop LMI tools to identify and communicate
with such individuals through family and community networks and other means. Consideration might also be given
to providing financial incentives to offset the costs of relocation and restarting in the industry, as is done in other
countries and in other industries in Canada.
However, the more important longer-term challenge will be to link up LMI tools and resources with career guidance
programs in schools and colleges and with immigration services. It will also be important to familiarize employers
and employees in the fish harvesting industry with the available on-line tools and other LMI resources for both
recruitment and job search.
The use of LMI tools to support harvester engagement in appropriate forms of occupational pluralism outside
fisheries will be discussed below.
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10.2.6.

Access to affordable credit

Financial supports for new entrants to the fishing industry are uneven and fragmented across Canada. Nova Scotia
and New Brunswick both have dedicated fisheries loan agencies, although in the latter case the board may soon be
merged within an integrated fisheries, aquaculture and agriculture board. In both provinces recent policy changes
now allow loans for purchases of licenses as well as vessels and gear, and there are incentives for new entrants with
more generous interest rates and loan conditions. However, these agencies account for only a small proportion of the
lending that goes on in the industry. With a $9.5M budget, the New Brunswick board makes less than a dozen loans
per year. The Nova Scotia Fisheries and Aquaculture Loan Board operates with a $6.4 M budget and currently holds
loans for about $110M.
In PEI loans to fish harvesters are managed through the regular small business loans agency, and Newfoundland &
Labrador provides a loan guarantee program. Neither of these provinces offers targeted supports or incentives for
new entrants. British Columbia has no specialized fisheries loans program.
A significant shift in harvester access to credit came with the DFO decision in 2008, as part of the Preserving the
Independence of the Inshore Fleet in Canada’s Atlantic Fisheries (PIIFCAF) policy, to allow licenses as well as fixed
capital to be used as collateral for loans from “recognized financial institutions”. The bulk of financial transactions
involving licenses have since shifted to commercial institutions.
A recent survey of new owner-operators in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia found that half had received loans from
banks and credit unions.106 The remainder had inherited their enterprises or had borrowed from family members
or fish processors. When asked why they had not borrowed from provincial fisheries loan boards, the responses
indicated that they either were not aware of the boards’ services or considered them to be remote, slow and bureaucratic. Bank and credit union lenders were described as being locally accessible and having expertise in the fishing
business.
The CCPFH National Sector Study Report in 2005 anticipated the intergenerational transfer challenge and identified
policy and program options to address it.107 These included expanded loan board services, tax measures and collective ownership models. In particular, the 2005 report discussed options for the federal government to play a role in
providing more consistent and supportive access to credit in the fisheries sector modeled on the extensive financial
support system in the agriculture industry.
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada has focused significant policy attention on demographic and labour supply challenges in the farm industry that parallel those in the fishery. Intensive industry consultations to develop the “Next
Agricultural Policy Framework” (NPF) generated the following outlook for federal government leadership on human
resources issues.

The survey was conducted in January 2018 by the Maritime Fishermen’s Union and received responses from 19 harvesters who had become
owner-operators over the previous few years.
107
Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters, Setting a New Course – Phase II Human Resources Sector Study for the Fish
Harvesting industry in Canada, Ottawa, May 2005
106
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Access to qualified labour is a major issue for the sector. …. The NPF is an opportunity to focus on addressing labour shortages by attracting and retaining skilled workers. …. The strategy should focus on improving
the public image of agriculture as a viable career choice amongst youth, educating youth on the wide range
of opportunities in the field, and providing programming that caters specifically to youth and women.
…. According to the 2011 Census of Agriculture, the median age of farm operators was 54. With the
coming wave of retirements, a stronger focus
on farm transition and new entrants is suggestFarm Credit Canada – Young Farmers
ed. Investing in training and skills development,
FCC creates products and services that meet the unique
succession planning, farm transition and overall
needs of the next generation of farmers. Customized
financing through the Young Farmer Loan, under 40 events,
business planning would help enable knowledge
plus tools and advice help take your business to the next
transfer and the migration of producer operations
level. We’re here for your journey - every step of the way.
from those seeking to retire to the next generation
of farmers. Given the health of the sector and
If you’re a qualified producer under 40, the Young Farmer
developments in agricultural technology, it was
Loan can help you take the next step in your agriculture
suggested that now is a great time to generate
career.
enthusiasm and interest in agriculture careers
Features
though engaging youth and encouraging new
• purchase ag-related assets up to $1,000,000
108
entrants.
The Canadian Agricultural Loans Act (CALA) program provides farmers with access to loans of up to
$500,000 for purchasing land and constructing or improving buildings, and up to $3 million for agricultural
co-operatives. CALA loans are administered through
local financial institutions and involve low interest
rates and down payments with flexible repayment
options. CALA also provides more generous supports
for new entrant farmers.109

• closed variable rates at prime plus 0.5%
• no loan processing fees
• special fixed rates available

We Finance
• Lines of Credit
• Crop Inputs
• Livestock
• Equipment Financing
• Lease Equipment
• Environmental Solutions
• Farm Transfers
https://www.fcc-fac.ca/en/we-finance/primary-producers/

The federal government also operates Farm Credit
young-farmers.html
Canada (FCC), a financially self-sustaining crown
corporation with 100 offices across rural Canada and
a $33 billion portfolio. In addition to loans, the FCC runs financial education programs, provides financial management software tools and promotes youth engagement in agriculture at the community level.

There are no parallel national lead agencies to develop and lead such strategies in the fishing industry. Given
the seriousness of the labour shortages and intergenerational transfer challenges, consideration might be given
to federal initiatives to work through, or in partnership with, provincially administered agencies in provinces that
have them. Provisions could be made for private and non-profit lending agencies to partner within a national
framework. The mandate of such an agency could be exclusively focused on inter-generational transfer of
enterprises within owner-operator fleets.

Agriculture & Agri-Food Canada, Results of Consultations on the Development of the Next Agricultural Policy Framework. http://www.agr.gc.ca/
eng/about-us/public-opinion-and-consultations/consulting-on-the-next-agricultural-policy-framework/results-of-consultations-on-thedevelopment-of-the-next-agricultural-policy-framework/?id=1476470856238#summary
109
http://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/programs-and-services/canadian-agricultural-loans-act-program-helping-farmers-innovate-andexpand/?id=1488221933411
108
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The 2005 CCPFH report also discussed the option for fish harvesters to receive the same capital gains exemption as owner operators in the agriculture industry as another support for intergenerational transfers, and that
change has since happened, However, given the sharp rise in license prices, consideration could be given to
making the exemption more generous than it currently is in specific situations, i.e.;
• A transfer from a professional owner-operator to a next generation family
member who is formally qualified to become an owner-operator; and,
• A transfer from a professional owner-operator to a qualified new entrant harvester who has served a
formal apprenticeship with the seller of the enterprise.
Such exemptions could require oversight by the Canada Revenue Agency in consultation with DFO licensing authorities to ensure that the benefits accrue to buyers and not sellers of licenses, and that the sale of the license
is complete and final with no “slipper skipper” relationship.

10.2.7.

Innovations in license ownership structures

From the research and policy literature and consultations and workshops for this current project, a number of
options for changes in licensing policies to support intergenerational transfers have been identified.
In 2007/08, during the early implementation of the PIIFCAF policy, in-depth consideration was given to allowing
fishing enterprises to incorporate for tax advantages and other purposes. An intensive consultation process, led
by DFO, examined the following options:
• Wholly Owned Corporation – the simplest and most conventional model available to small businesses.
• Family Owned Corporation - 100% of voting shares owned by the licence holder/owner-operator, but
some non-voting shares owned by family members. This option could help to transfer the license
within the family while providing an income to the retiring harvester.
• Professional Corporation – this is a type of corporation where qualified professionals can establish
joint ownership of an enterprise in which they are both owner-operators and both are present during
fishing operations. It is simply a type of corporation where like people join forces through joint ownership and could be a way for two or more harvesters to pool capital to buy an enterprise.
• Partnership – much like the professional corporation option but not incorporated so the owners would
not get the same tax advantages. 100% of the shares would be legally and beneficially owned by two
or more fish harvesters (existing licence holders or qualified new entrants) all of whom would become
owner-operators and would have to be on board the vessel during fishing operations.
• Co-operative – under this option some number of owner-operators would establish a cooperative
under appropriate legislation and collectively own and operate one or more fishing enterprises, on the
assumption that the co-op members alone would fish the licenses.
After two industry consultation meetings in early 2008, with representatives from all major harvester organizations in the four Atlantic Provinces and Québec, a consensus emerged that these options and tools should be
further refined and evaluated in greater detail. However, before accepting any option industry representatives
wanted to receive “detailed and credible information on possible risks in relation to Owner-operator and Fleet
Separation policies and access to EI”, and the “potential benefits and costs analysis of each option”.110

110

Praxis Research & Consulting Inc., Proceedings Report: Industry Consultations on Issuing Licenses to Corporations, prepared for Fisheries
Renewal Directorate, Department of Fisheries and Oceans, March 2008.
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Participants agreed that a more extended process was required including “the convening of a working group
with the right expertise and credibility to provide the information stakeholders need”. The wholly owned option
was clearly seen as the least risky, but industry participants wanted “all the options to remain on the table until
they [had] all the information [needed] to make informed decisions”.
Subsequent to these consultations, wholly owned incorporation was accepted by DFO and CRA as an option for
enterprise ownership, but there has been little or no follow-through on evaluation of the other options. Controversy over the effectiveness of PIIFCAF and continuing challenges to the Owner-operator and Fleet Separation
policies from within and outside government blunted the willingness of harvester organizations to consider
changes that might further undermine independent owner-operator fleets.111
At this time of writing Bill C-68 has been introduced in Parliament as the enactment of Minister LeBlanc’s
commitment to entrench Owner-operator and Fleet Separation policies in Atlantic Canada in the Fisheries Act.
While it may take several months to complete the legislative steps to amend the Act, this potentially creates a
new environment in which to evaluate different options for enterprise ownership.

10.2.8.

Collective ownership options

The CCPFH 2005 report identified options for harvester organizations to take on greater roles in the disposition
of licenses and quotas within their fleets or communities. Where there is clearly expressed support, legitimate
organizations might be given authority to purchase licenses or quota to hold them out of the fishery for periods
of time for conservation purposes, to lease them to new entrants as “starter licenses”, or to provide them to
new entrant harvesters on a long-term basis.
A 2017 policy workshop with local leaders in the Maritime Fishermen’s Union (MFU) considered two options:
• Using the same approach as in their recent license buy-back program, working through the MFU’s
Community of Interest local governance structure112, a collectivity of harvesters in a given area could
buy licenses from retiring harvesters using a reverse auction process113 and then hold them in a
license bank to make them available to new entrants on a limited term lease, a permanent lease, or
a lease-to-own basis. The same could be done with snow crab quota or quota in other fisheries.
• Regulatory changes to allow a crewmember on a lobster fishing enterprise owned by a harvester
approaching retirement age to purchase progressively larger blocks of traps from the owner and fish
those traps on the owner’s vessel until such time as he or she is in a position to take over the enterprise. This would provide a more gradual process for new entrants to become owner-operators and
allow older captains to scale down their fishing efforts and risk over a few years as they approach
retirement.
While such innovations may seem out of step with current practices, there are working models that provide a
basis for such innovations. In the Maritimes, for example, the MFU currently owns a quota of snow crab that
is harvested by rotation among its members with shares of profits going to support a family medical plan and

It should be noted that some harvester organizations have continued to advocate for professional incorporation as an option for fishing
enterprises to link the tax advantages of incorporation with efforts to professionalize the industry and manage rising license costs.
112
Communities of Interest are incorporated entities through which harvesters in a cluster of neighbouring ports or communities make decisions
about how to invest of money from the MFU’s snow cab allocation. Communities have implemented license buy-back schemes and projects to
seed lobster on local fishing grounds, build artificial reefs and improve port facilities.
113
I.e., put out a public offer to purchase and then choose from the lowest or most reasonable bids.
111
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community of interest initiatives including the license buy-back projects. The Gulf Fleet Planning Board in Gulf
Nova Scotia owns quotas for shrimp and groundfish, contracts the harvesting to owner-operators and shares
profits among members. The PEI Fishermen’s Association also has a shrimp quota, the benefits of which go
to support owner-operator fleets. In DFO Maritimes Region, groundfish are allocated to regional boards that
administer the sharing of individual quotas. In British Columbia a small harvester group has developed a quota
bank that operates as a social enterprise to provide more affordable fishing opportunities to small boat
harvesters.
Another structural option is the co-operative. In the 1920s fishermen’s cooperatives were established in many
fishing regions to provide a means for impoverished rural communities to pool capital and build up fleet capacities and access to markets. Many of these co-ops still operate, although some function much like conventional
fish buying and processing companies rather than social enterprises. An interesting example of the latter is the
Fogo Island Co-operative Society in Newfoundland & Labrador.
The Fogo Island Co-op has not only survived, it has thrived. We have reached a milestone and this year
we are celebrating 50 years in business. When giants in this industry failed, the Fogo Island Co-op
remained steadfast, competitive and strong.
…. The Fogo Island Co-op is a major force in the Newfoundland Seafood Industry, harvesting various
species of seafood (crab, shrimp, turbot, capelin, cod, sea cucumber, herring and mackeral) in Newfoundland waters and remains an international force in markets globally. A fleet of 30 long liners, and
many small inshore vessels supply quality raw material daily to three modern processing plants. The
Co-op has its own laboratory, welding shop and a marine services center complete with a fishing
supplies outlet. ….. They have developed a rock-solid reputation for honesty, integrity, pride in
performance, and world-class quality.114
In the Fogo model, individual harvesters still own all the licenses and quotas. There could be opportunities to
innovate and modernize the co-op structure to allow communities of harvesters to own licenses and quota
collectively to retain ownership in the community in perpetuity, all within an owner-operator and fleet separation
framework. Such a co-op would not process and market the fish, but simply manage a portfolio of licenses and
quotas.
Other models have been developed by First Nations. Under the Marshall implementation in the Maritimes,
quotas and fishing vessels are owned collectively by First Nations and harvesters earn incomes based on a
share of the value of the catch. The Northern Native Fishermen’s Corporation (NNFC) in Prince Rupert, B.C. was
established in 1982 with $12 million funding from the Federal Government. The Corporation took ownership of
over 250 vessels and salmon gillnet licenses from BC Packers Ltd. The licenses remained with the NNFC while
the vessels were sold to Indigenous fishermen to establish them as independent owner-operators in commercial fisheries. Over its history, the Corporation provided a range of supportive services to harvesters who leased
licenses, including training, mentoring and access to capital. The business success of the NNFC was blunted
in later years by the decline in the salmon fishery overall, but the Corporation is still in operation as a de facto
license bank.

114

http://www.fogoislandcoop.com/
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Building on these and many other initiatives in Canadian fleets and in other countries, a variety of structures
and program options could be explored specifically as means to keep control of access rights in communities,
to provide access to fishing opportunities for new entrants, and to make access to fishing licenses and quotas
more affordable.

10.3. OCCUPATIONAL PLURALISM STRATEGY
As discussed in earlier sections, project research and consultations have generated a complex picture of the role
of occupational pluralism in the fisheries and of the risks associated with it.
On the one hand, it is a longstanding and integral aspect of how the labour market functions to provide adequate
incomes in seasonal fisheries. Upwards of 40% of fish harvesters report taxable income from non-fishing employment, and this does not include income generated from self-employment and from informal economy activities.
Occupational pluralism may also be essential in helping crew workers generate capital to become owner-operators. In the 2015 CCPFH survey Atlantic fishing captains expressed strong agreement with the view that access to
rewarding employment outside the fishing seasons could help attract and retain new entrants to the fishery labour
force.
On the other hand, fish harvester organizations in most regions have worked hard over many years to professionalize the industry, pressing for licensing and fisheries management policies that favour committed harvesters and
discourage “moonlighters”, i.e., part-time or occasional participants with primary occupations outside the fishery.
The objective has been to consolidate fishing access rights and income generation opportunities in the hands of
people for whom fishing is a chosen career. As discussed, the highest priority for harvester leaders is to improve
enterprise viability so that more harvesters generate full-year incomes in the fishery and don’t have to work away.
Given these complexities, the goal here is to identify approaches to managing occupational pluralism that enhance
labour force recruitment and retention with the least risk to professionalization objectives. The survey research and
consultations identified six possible elements of a broad strategy to expand fish harvester participation in occupational pluralism as a means to attract and retain new labour supply.

10.3.1.

Labour market information

In the survey findings and in community consultations, the most serious barrier to greater participation in occupational pluralism was identified as lack of information about suitable employment opportunities outside fishing
seasons. As mentioned above, this applies for employment opportunities within the fishery in terms of crewing
positions in other fleets and regions, as well as jobs in other industries where skills acquired in fishing could be
transferable.
In both the survey and the community consultations harvesters made frequent assertions that there simply
were no jobs available outside fishing seasons in their regions. However, available job banks and other LMI
resources, and employers and local economic development experts, provided evidence of growing shortages
in relevant sectors.
Survey respondents and industry and community key informants recommended the development of welltargeted social media tools and other networking resources to provide fish harvesters with current information
about suitable employment opportunities available in local labour markets. It was also suggested that these LMI
programs should also inform harvesters about support systems to help them overcome obstacles, such
as training and certification services.

145

10.3.2.

Employment Insurance innovations

Key informants and focus group participants described the calculations that harvesters make in considering
travel to non-fishing jobs or investments to acquire skills and qualifications for employment outside the fishery.
For those who qualify at the higher benefit levels, Fisher’s EI provides a secure and predictable income floor
to carry them through non-fishing seasons. Recipients are reluctant to risk that security by taking on the costs
and family disruption that come with working away. They need to be reasonably confident that the financial
returns on their efforts are sufficient to justify the risk. For those without the higher levels of EI benefits, these
benefit/cost calculations are all the more critical.
As discussed in detail in the special study on EI conducted for this project, carrots have perhaps been more
effective than sticks in encouraging more harvesters to take these risks. Meaningful supports for the costs of
job mobility and working away, and to manage family disruptions, might be possible spurs to expanded
participation in occupational pluralism by fish harvesters.
It was found that EI policies and programs are unevenly applied in different regions. The Fisher’s EI program
requires harvesters on benefits to be available for fishing jobs should they become available, and Part II benefits are targeted on training related to fishing. However, it appears that in some regions beneficiaries on Fisher’s
EI have been able to get financial support to train for non-fishing jobs on a seasonal basis. More work needs to
be done to understand how the rules are applied and to evaluate the outcomes when training to access occupational pluralism opportunities is available to harvesters on Fisher’s EI.
For waged fish harvesters who qualify for regular EI, both the carrots and the sticks may be more sharply
defined. There may be greater pressure to take available jobs outside the fishery, but also more flexible and
generous Part II supports to prepare for such employment activities.
The study identifies compelling reasons to explore more fully the ways in which the EI Fishing benefits and
regular EI programs might more effectively encourage and support fish harvester participation in occupational
pluralism. Given the sensitivities around these issues, an open and collaborative approach, with significant
stakeholder engagement and leadership, would be wise.
On a more specific level, the special report on the EI system carried out for this project identifies a number of
policy innovations that might be considered to address the wider challenges involved in rebuilding rural seasonal labour forces across Canada. Policy attention might be given to rethinking the role of EI in stabilizing labour
markets and facilitating occupational pluralism and intergenerational transition for seasonal industries within
the wider rural economy.

10.3.3.

Education, training and recognition of transferable skills

There was clear consensus in the surveys of both captains and crew workers that, along with targeted LMI,
improved access to training for non-fishing employment would be most helpful in encouraging and facilitating
greater fish harvester participation in occupational pluralism. Trades occupations were identified as those most
directly related to the knowledge and practical competencies involved in fishing work.
Often the constraint is not an absence of competencies that employers seek, but rather the lack of formal certification to confirm those attributes. A special study carried out as part of this project identified program options
to measure and recognize knowledge and skills acquired through on-the-job experience and suggested the use
of an innovative system of “badges” as a means to confirm and communicate job competencies.
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10.3.4.

Preparing youth for careers spanning more than one industry/occupation

Community leaders and education and training officials were often quick to link occupational pluralism to wider
initiatives to address looming labour shortages across many rural industry sectors due to the same demographic and migration trends now impacting the fishery. One point of interest was the idea of encouraging young
people in rural regions to recognize the opportunity to have rewarding lives with more than adequate incomes
in their home areas if they accept and prepare for the need to work in more than one occupation or industry
over the course of the year.
High schools and community colleges could promote this idea through guidance counseling, and colleges could
offer program options to qualify in more than one trade or occupation over a two to three-year period. For
example, a college student could be part of an apprenticeship program to become a professional fish harvester
while also training to be a certified electrician, book keeper, chef or tourism manager. The starting point for
these considerations is the recognition that all of these industries will soon face labour shortages, all are moreor-less seasonal, and innovative strategies and program models will be needed to meet labour supply challenges in all such sectors.

10.3.5.

Community labour market collaboration

During project consultations community development leaders, local government officials and economic development experts were quick to generalize from the fishing industry to identify the ways in which occupational
pluralism might be a way to utilize available labour supply in rural economies more efficiently. There were references to the idea of regional industry bodies or employer councils to share labour supply on a seasonal basis.
Rather than coercive approaches, the emphasis appeared to be on sharing LMI and ensuring that unemployed
workers in different sectors are fully aware of the opportunities available. There might also be collaboration in
developing cross-training programs and coordinating efforts for employers to recognize the diverse competencies that workers in particular sectors develop independent of formal training and certification systems.

10.3.6.

Adaptation in professionalization regimes

As discussed above, provinces that have professionalization regimes in place with apprenticeship and mandatory training standards are currently feeling pressure from inside and outside the industry on labour recruitment
and retention issues. Some observers have gone so far as to characterize professionalization regimes as barriers to labour supply renewal and have called for the lowering of entrance requirements and training standards.
By the same token, Transport Canada has faced stiff criticism for its new policy of requiring the Fishing Master
IV qualification for all operators of fishing vessels above a certain minimum tonnage. This again is characterized
by some as an unnecessary barrier to attracting new entrants and providing quick entry to the fishery.
Another pressure on professionalization programs and licensing standards generally comes from people who
left fishing some years ago for careers in other industries and regions. Some are now coming back and wanting to re-establish their professional status without having to start from the beginning in terms of new entrant
sea time and training. In principle, the industry welcomes such returnees and has been willing to be flexible to
reintegrate this much needed source of new labour supply and potential owner-operators. However, there are
cases where the returnees are still maintaining primary careers in other industries and wish to use vacation
time to make significant incomes over short periods when particular fisheries are open. Such cases are seen
by harvester leaders as being in conflict with the interests of committed professionals.
The finding from this study do not encourage arguments for watering down professional standards to fasttrack access to fishing careers for new entrants. On the contrary, strengthening apprenticeship programs and
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developing professionalization regimes are seen as key long-term initiatives to promote the fishing industry as a
safe and rewarding field of work. Over the medium to long-term, this is the most effective means to attract new
entrants who will commit to fishing as a career.
However, professionalization boards and DFO licensing officials will likely continue to face pressures from
former harvesters who want to re-enter the industry and may need to consider innovative policies and practices
to support re-integration of former fish harvesters who will be committed to the industry as a primary vocation.
And if fish harvester participation in occupational pluralism continues to expand as it has done in the recent
past, further thought may need to be given to how to maintain professional standards while accepting that
some harvesters will have parallel careers during non-fishing seasons.
The NLPFHCB has a baseline policy that to maintain professional status, fishing has to be the primary source of
employment income during the fishing season. This, combined with efforts to restructure fisheries management
plans to have longer seasons may provide an effective approach to managing this challenge.

10.4. COMMENTS ON PROCESS
The starting point for collaboration on new strategic approaches is the clear recognition of the nature and scale of the
challenges involved. It is hoped that this report will provide the evidence base to inform and justify such recognition by
key leaders in industry, government, First Nations and fishing communities.
The fishing industry in Canada is at a critical juncture. Two
dominant trends will transform the industry, one way or
another, over the next ten years: strong and persistent growth
in market demand for seafood products, and the loss through
retirement of some 40% of current enterprise owners and
crew workers. Proposed revisions to the Fisheries Act (Bill
C-68) suggest a shift in fisheries management objectives
to take greater account of community sustainability and the
preservation of the independence of harvester enterprises.
If the industry transformation is planned and managed in
ways consistent with this new direction, fisheries dependent
regions and Indigenous communities across Canada could
experience significant economic growth and social and cultural renewal. But without concerted strategies and higher
levels of cross-sectoral collaboration, the opportunity may be
lost or, at best, unevenly achieved.
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Change of this nature and scale is never easy. In some regions and fleets, industry organizations are leading the way,
but in others the critical capacities for planning and collaboration are not in place, and many fish harvesters are not
well informed on the challenges and opportunities ahead. The risk of conflict and further industry fragmentation is high.
For these reasons, the starting point for developing new policy approaches, program tools and collaborative strategies
will need to be broad-based consultation and industry engagement with the following objectives:
1. Share knowledge on economic risks and opportunities and demographic and labour supply challenges with
industry stakeholders;
2. Engage with industry stakeholders at local, regional and fleet sector levels to understand emerging challenges
and to build a consensus framework on broad strategic responses;
3. Undertake more intensive consultations and strategic planning in specific areas of change such as licensing
policies, fisheries management planning, value chain collaboration, apprenticeship and professionalization,
access to credit and related financial services and management of seasonal employment diversity.
4. Develop new regional leadership and planning capacities -- involving industry, all levels of government and
First Nations, and communities -- to facilitate cross sector collaboration on labour force renewal and
intergenerational transition.
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