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2 Oregon’s Changing Coastal Fishing Communities

research focusing on the West Coast was
conducted through Oregon Sea Grant and
by private consultants.

Oregon’s Columbia River fishing
communities, and some coastal fishing
communities, have endured for a century
or more. Archaeological evidence shows
that tribal fishing communities have
existed on the coast and in the interior for
thousands of years. During and after
World War 11, fishing communities grew
with the expansion of ocean fishing and
developments in fishing technology. This
publication focuses on the post-World
War 1l period on the Oregon coast (figure
1) and brings together research and other
sources of information that explore the
problems of defining, identifying, and
sustaining Oregon’s fishing communities.
To illustrate the character of what is

known, we use snapshots of Oregon’s
coastal fishing communities at various
times (Appendix A).

The Magnuson-Stevens Act links the concepts of
sustainability and community. In the following section,
we examine the concept of sustainability and review its
use and effectiveness. Then we discuss the complexity
involved in defining “community.”

Sustainability: Real? Possible?

Since the 1930s, “maximum sustained yield” has
embodied the hope of maintaining environmental
productivity while also producing sustained growth
(Mason and Bruce 1931; Russell 1942; Steen 1984). In
the Northwest, the concept was applied to fish and
forest resources after World War 11. The word “sustain-
able” has also become a modifier for agriculture,
development, economics, energy, environment, fisher-
ies, forestry, futures, growth, livelihoods, communities,
and the world.

Sustainability can have a number of meanings,
depending on what people value (Gale and Cordray
1994). It may mean maintaining long-term viability,
minimizing human impacts on ecosystems, or sustain-
ing growth. Usually, it means being able to continue
living in a habitat or using a resource in the same way
well into the future. In fisheries, sustainability has been
defined as fishing at the level of maximum sustained
yield (MSY).

Figure 1. Northwest coastal commercial fishing communities

Fishery scientists have a half-century of experience
trying to move toward sustained yield management
(Ricker 1975; Larkin 1977). MSY is institutionalized in
legislation establishing fishery management practices.
MSY is “the largest average catch or yield that can
continuously be taken from a stock under existing
environmental conditions” (Ricker 1975:4). Similarly,
the 1996 Magnuson-Stevens Act defines MSY as “the
largest long-term average catch or yield that can be
taken from a stock or stock complex under prevailing
ecological and environmental conditions”
(600.310.c.1).

The MSY management approach currently used in
fisheries and forestry has not been successful. In 1993,
one-third of Pacific coast stocks were overutilized
(NMFS 1993:11). Since that time, the number of
overutilized stocks has doubled, with many groundfish
stocks being added to the list (PFMC 1998).

Forestry, which has a longer history of sustainable
community management, has been no more successful
(Hibbard and Elias 1993; Schallau and Alston 1987;
Hibbard and Davis 1986). Oakridge and Westfir,
timber-based communities southeast of the Eugene-
Springfield urban area, are examples. The U.S. Forest
Service promoted the sustainable development of
Oakridge and Westfir beginning in 1923. At that time,
the Forest Service’s objective was to ensure a continuous
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supply of timber so that “a stable community [could]
be established to provide decent living conditions and
to encourage family life” (Jensen 1970:80). After World
War 11, Pope and Talbot built a mill at Oakridge. As
Roch Bradshaw wrote in Northwest Magazine (October
5, 1947), “The company plans to work on a sustained
yield basis, so that its operations will be permanent.”
Despite these good intentions, Oakridge and Westfir’s
fortunes plummeted in the late 1980s as timber
supplies declined and mills closed. Undaunted, in 1994
Oakridge and Westfir proposed a timber trust to create
“more than 100 permanent local jobs at good wages”
(Hamburg 1994:B2). Loss of population in the com-
munities provided cheap rents sought by welfare
recipients from the Eugene-Springfield area, leading to
further demands on the communities’ strained re-
sources.

In fisheries, sustained yield management rests on
the ability to do two things: determine the acceptable
biological catch and constrain fishing effort. Determin-
ing the acceptable biological catch to achieve the
maximum sustained yield is extremely difficult and
requires considerable research. A fish stock is a dynamic
and changing system influenced by—and influenc-
ing—many other system conditions. The acceptable
biological catch is affected by highly variable conditions
such as water temperatures, upwelling, age class
strength, and the interaction between populations of
predators, including fishing, on the stocks. At best, the
MSY is a dynamic estimate.

Once the acceptable biological catch has been
estimated, the next step is to set the total allowable
catch, typically at a level lower than the acceptable
biological catch, and constrain fishing effort so it does
not exceed it. This process is also difficult, as it depends
on human behavior as well as the behavior of fish
stocks. The problem is compounded by the fact that
fishing capacity in all of Oregon’s major fisheries
exceeds what is needed to take the total allowable catch.

The sea urchin fishery is an instructive example in
the control of fishing capacity. Although sea urchin
harvesters agreed to capacity controls from the start,
they still ended up with more capacity than needed to
take the total allowable catch. Even if the number and
size of fishing boats and gear are controlled, fishers
continue to improve their ability to catch fish (Smith
and Hanna 1990). This increase in efficiency means
that if we were to ensure sustainability, boats and gear
would have to be retired continually or their capacity
constrained. For most fisheries, getting a closer match

between allowable catch and fishing capacity has not
been successful.

National Standard 8 of the Magnuson-Stevens Act
establishes the goal for fishing communities of “provid-
ing for the sustained participation of those communi-
ties and minimizing adverse economic impacts to the
extent practicable.” The act goes on to say, “The term
‘sustained participation’ does not mandate maintenance
of any particular level or distribution of participation in
one or more fisheries or fishing activities. Changes are
inevitable in fisheries, whether they relate to species
targeted, gear utilized, or the mix of seasonal fisheries
during the year. This standard implies the maintenance
of continued access to fishery resources in general by
the community” (50 FR 41911).

Community and Sustainability

Addressing this question requires new approaches
to sustainability and to the resources available to fishing
communities. In the following section we discuss these
new approaches, give a summary of resources available
to assist fishing families, and suggest general and
concrete actions for management.

If neither fishery nor forest management has been
successful in achieving sustainable communities, does
this mean sustainable fishing communities are not
attainable? Fishery and forest management have tried to
maintain sustainable communities by controlling the
harvest of fish and trees. Since the 1930s, the assump-
tion has been that if biologists could reliably predict
stock production, then managers could build a sustain-
able fishery based on their predictions. However,
predictability has been elusive. In most cases fisheries
go through an initial fishing down process, followed by
an attempt to reach equilibrium, and often continuing
to decline to levels where stock viability becomes a
concern (Smith 1986; Hanna 1997b). But even if the
sustainable harvest level were known, improvements in
fishers’ ability to harvest these resources means that
stable supply will sustain fewer and fewer people over
time.

If the goal is indeed to maintain sustainable
fishing communities, perhaps human communities
should be the focus. Sustaining fish and forest stocks
without asking what it means to sustain human
communities often leads to communities outstripping
available resources. Sustainability must account for the
demands of a community’s economic system and the
markets that govern choices in such a system.
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Sustainability may also focus on the cultural, social, and
spiritual factors important to communities. Interrup-
tion of a community’s socioeconomic system, whether
based on dipnetting at Celilo Falls, gillnetting the
Columbia, or launching dories at Pacific City, can
deeply affect people’s self-image, cultural identity, and
spiritual outlook.

The pursuit of sustainability requires communities
and management to reassess their values and their
accustomed ways of dealing with problems. For
example, communities frequently desire sustained
economic growth, which requires them to continually
increase their economic productivity. Developing value-
added elements in the fishing industry is one way to do
this, but it is unlikely to increase fishing opportunities.
Sustaining economic growth through fishing requires
finding new fish stocks or augmenting existing fish
stocks. The coho salmon fishery’s reliance on hatchery
stocks was an attempt to do this, but the results were
unsustainable.

In another example, decision makers in the
current management process consult fishing commu-
nity members, but the fishing communities themselves
have no responsibility for or ownership of the decisions.
As a result, fishers blame managers for not protecting
the resources from habitat, hydropower, and other
losses, and managers blame fishers for the politics that
allow higher catches than they believe are sustainable. If
the fishing community has more of a stake in setting
sustainability goals, conducting research to calculate
allowable catches to meet these goals, and helping with
enforcement when catch limits are set, they will have a
greater investment in the management process.

Some commercial fishing communities are taking
their own steps toward sustainability: industry-funded
salmon restoration projects such as the California
Salmon Stamp Program; industry-funded buyouts to
reduce fishing capacity; and an overage program in
which over-the-limit catches are sold and the proceeds
used to fund research into the status of fish stocks. In
1996, Salmon for All, a lower-Columbia River group of
fishers, processors, and gear suppliers, developed a
business plan with support from the Bonneville Power
Administration. This plan was an effort by those
involved in the salmon fishery to gain more control
over their future within the current framework of
management and economics; sustainability of a viable
commercial salmon fishery in the lower Columbia was
one of their primary goals (Salmon for All, 1996). The
Wiashington commercial salmon fishery has also

cooperated with Washington State to develop a long-
range, industry-supported business plan (Stuart 1993).
Changing management’s focus from fish stocks to
fishing communities will not occur rapidly. Like
communities of fish, human communities are complex,
structurally diverse, and difficult to define and manage.

Defining Communities

The word “community” has many meanings and
connotations, and people often use it to create the
positive sense of people living and working together to
achieve desirable goals. The world is described as a
“community of nations.” Universities and large corpo-
rations talk about their “campus community.” Many
people live in a “local community” and telecommute to
their “virtual community.” Some social scientists
suggest the importance of community-based manage-
ment (Costanza et al. 1998; McCay and Acheson 1990;
Pinkerton 1989). Many feel that if fishing communities
were given more say in management practices, resources
could be better sustained.

Section 312 of the Magnuson-Stevens Act defines
community as “geographic areas encompassing a
specific locale where residents are dependent on fishery
resources or are engaged in the harvesting or processing
of these resources” (62 FR 41911). Although this
describes many of Oregon’s fishing communities, other
definitions provide a more complex portrait. Following
are some common definitions of “community”:

» “Communities of place” are what we usually
think of when referring to communities: the
towns, cities, villages, and other geographic
areas where people live.

e “Communities of interest” are based on the
common interests of their members. Business
and trade organizations, commodity groups,
and clubs are some examples of communities
of interest.

e “Occupational communities” form around
common occupations, like shrimping or
gillnetting. The concept of occupational
community was introduced by Lipset in 1956
with his work on a printer’s union, and Davis
(1986) expanded its defining characteristics.
Carroll and Lee’s (1990) work with Northwest
timber workers describes an occupational
community that is similar in many ways to
those found in fisheries. For further informa-
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tion on occupational communities based on
fishing, see McCay and Jentoft (1998) and
Gatewood and McCay (1990).

e “Natural resource communities” comprise
people who live in a certain area and whose
primary cultural existence is based on the use
of certain renewable natural resources (Dyer
and McGoodwin 1994). Communities that are
highly dependent on fishing, forestry, farming,
and mining are some examples.

e Shaffer and Anundsen’s (1993) definition
covers many different community types. For
them, a community is a dynamic whole that
emerges when a group of people participate in
common practices, depend on one another,
make decisions together, identify themselves as
part of something larger than the sum of their
individual relationships, and commit them-
selves for the long term to their own, one
another’s, and the group’s well-being.

The word “community” is continually taking on
new connotations. For example, Munro et al. (1998)
link share-based management in fisheries with virtual
communities. Tradable individual or community shares
are meant to let the market take care of allocation.
Virtual communities develop when shareholders come
together to act in their common interest. Virtual
communities can also be based on gear groups, interest
groups, and other communities of interest.

Oregon’s coastal commercial fishing communities
(Appendix A) reside within larger communities of
interest and place. They are dynamic, growing and
declining as policies and economic opportunities
change. Fishing communities are particularly sensitive
to world economic and political events. Economic
problems in Asia can reduce demand for certain fish
products or result in buyers purchasing from cheaper
suppliers. Record salmon catches in Alaska or surpluses
of pen-reared salmon can depress salmon prices and
strongly affect Oregon fishing communities.

It is important to note that women, as well as
men, play key roles in fishing communities. WWomen are
deeply invested and actively involved in the fishing
economy and culture. While there are women who fish
(many of whom prefer to be called “fishermen™), most
women in fishing communities work behind the scenes.
Frequently, they manage the on-land aspects of the
fishing business, although some join their husbands at
sea. They support their families and businesses by

providing vital organizational, economic, and emo-
tional support (Davis and Bailey 1996; Dixon et al.
1984). Women also play a unique role in helping their
families adapt to economic and social change. Often,
their occupational flexibility, including the ability to
add and drop part-time jobs, allows them to act as
economic buffers when families must adapt to financial
difficulty. In a similar industry, Gilden’s (1997) work
with Oregon timber families showed how women
helped their families adapt to change in a comparable
way. The Oregon Sea Grant Adapting to Change
project is one of a growing number of efforts to expand
knowledge of women?’s roles in fishing communities
(Smith 1995; Mederer 1996).

Gear, Local, and Species
Communities

Fishing communities are sometimes defined by the
fishing gear they use. A single port can harbor groups
who fish a variety of gears and species. Trawlers, long-
liners, trollers, gillnetters, pot fishers, and divers are a
few examples of gear groups. Sometimes the targeted
species forms the community of interest—for example,
groundfish, shrimp, crab, salmon, albacore, and sea
urchins. Most of the income generated by the trawl
fishery comes from the “deepwater complex” (sablefish,
longspine and shortspine thornyheads, and Dover sole).
Trawlers also target rockfish with midwater and bottom
trawls, catch sole and other species complexes inshore,
and target shrimp. Whiting, which offers the single
greatest volume in the trawl fishery, is caught in
midwater trawls. Trolling is used in both the salmon
and albacore fisheries. For a more detailed description
of the troll and trawl gear communities, see Appendix
A.

Gillnetting is one way to catch salmon, shad, and
sturgeon in the Columbia River. Crab pots are the
primary gear for catching dungeness crab. Pots (a type
of fixed gear) are used to catch sablefish (also known as
blackcod); and longline gear (also a type of fixed gear)
is used to catch sablefish, rockfish, other groundfish,
and halibut. Other hook-and-line gears, such as vertical
longline, dinglebar, and jig, are used to catch many
species of groundfish.

Generally, Oregon fishing businesses are family
run and each boat represents one or more fishing
families. A small percentage of families own more than
one boat. Although many fishing businesses became
corporations in the 1970s to address liability issues and
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protect personal assets, large corporate ownership of
vessels on the Oregon coast is limited.

No single coastal location depends exclusively on
fishing. Oregon’s fishing communities are located in
complex regions with diverse economies. Processing
plants, buyers, gear suppliers, boat repairers, fuel docks,
brokers, insurers, coffee shops, and cafes cater to
fishers, and changes that affect fish and fishers also
affect these businesses. Other industries are also
important. Extractive industries such as forestry and
farming have always been important to the coastal
economy, and even tourism has a long history on the
Oregon coast. Retirees, sunbirds, telecommuters, and
people buying second homes are increasingly a part of
the coastal community.

The importance of fishing is difficult to quantify.
Although statistics give revenues by fishing community
(Radtke 1992; Radtke and Davis 1998), less well
understood are the number of crew members; the
economic importance of processing; the numbers of
small businesses that rely on fishers, the aesthetic
contributions of a fishing port, and the attraction of
fishing boats for tourists.

Recreational fishers (anglers) are associated with
Oregon’s coastal commercial fishing communities. The
recreational fishing industry, which is substantial,
includes charter boats, guides, marinas, and other
support services. Anglers fish many of the same species
that provide commercial fishers’ livelihoods, and they
vastly outnumber commercial fishing families. Whereas
commercial fishing families number in the hundreds in
any one community, the number of anglers can be in
the thousands. The recreational fishery is multifaceted.
The charter boat fleet and individual guides serve
anglers who want a guided fishing experience. In some
coastal communities, commercial charter boats serve a
high volume of fishers who target rockfish, lingcod,
salmon, seabass, crab, albacore, halibut, and other
species. Other recreational fishers rent boats, or they
own boats and berth them in or transport them to
fishing communities. They catch significant amounts of
crab, rockfish, and coho and chinook salmon. Anglers
also fish from jetties, docks, and beaches.

Commercial and recreational fishing communities
coexist, and recreational fishers contribute financially to
the coastal businesses that serve them. However, as fish
allocations become leaner, conflicts between the two
groups are increasing.

The commercial fishing industry includes many
communities of interest that cut across geographic

boundaries. Communities of interest form around
occupations, activities, and political necessity. The
following are just some examples of such communities:

e The Brookings-Harbor Commercial Fishermen's
Wives Association represents the interests of
fishing families on the southern Oregon coast.

e The Columbia River Fishermen’s Protective
Union, Oregon’s oldest occupational fishing
community, advocates the interests of lower
Columbia River gillnetters. Now that
gillnetting on the Columbia River has been
highly restricted, it also serves gillnetters who
work in Alaska and live in northeast Oregon or
southwest Washington.

e The Coos Bay Trawlers Association represents
approximately half of those responsible for the
catch of the Coos Bay trawl fleet.

e The Newport Fishermen's Wives Association is
Oregon’s oldest active fishermen’s wives group.
It was formed in the 1970s to provide support
for fishing families and to promote seafood
and fishing vessel safety. Membership includes
fishermen’s wives and others involved with
fisheries in Newport and Lincoln County.

e The Oregon Trawl Commission and Oregon
Dungeness Crab Commission are industry-
funded state “commodity commissions” that
allow producers to tax themselves and use the
proceeds to promote their commaodities.

e The Pacific City Dorymen's Association has 147
members in Pacific City. The association is
involved in negotiating groundfish manage-
ment issues and is working with the state to
ensure continued use of Cape Kiwanda, where
dories are launched.

e The Midwater Trawler Cooperative represents
the interests of Oregon midwater trawlers who
fish locally and in Alaska. This organization
has a membership of 40 vessels who contribute
approximately $44 million a year to the
Oregon economy.

e The Fishermen's Marketing Association of
Eureka, serving trawlers from Monterey to the
Canadian border, has 120 members along the
Oregon coast.

e The Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen's
Associations serves trollers from California,
Oregon, and Washington.
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e The Pacific Marine Conservation Council
(PMCC) is a non-profit organization based in
Eureka, California. The PMCC focuses on
protecting the health and diversity of Pacific
ocean and coastal resources through a
multispecies, ecosystem approach to research
and management. Members include coastal
residents, commercial, sport and tribal fishers,
and scientists.

e Salmon for All represents fishers, processors,
gear suppliers and others involved in the lower
Columbia salmon fishery. The organization
recently published its plan for a sustainable
lower Columbia salmon fishery based on
hatchery/net pen production and terminal
harvests.

e The West Coast Fishermen's Alliance (WCFA)
has approximately 60 members from Washing-
ton to southern California, all of whom fish
commercially, mainly from small vessels. The
WCFA is a grassroots organization that
promotes sustainable fisheries, conservation,
and the viability of small coastal communities.
Members longline for groundfish and target
crab, salmon and tuna.

e The Western Fishboat Owner’s Association
represents approximately 550 hook-and-line
albacore fishers on the West Coast and around
the world.

e The Women's Coalition for Pacific Fisheries
(WCPF) is a multigear, multifishery group that
connects fishing families from Alaska to
California.

Although these communities of interest transcend
geographic boundaries, the Magnuson-Stevens Act uses
a place-based definition of community. Oregon’s coastal
fishing communities are identified with ports such as
Astoria, Bandon, Brookings, Charleston, Garibaldi,
Depoe Bay, and Newport (for detailed descriptions, see
Appendix A). Although fishing is an important activity
in these “communities of place,” they are not exclu-
sively fishing communities, since they have nonfishing
members and industries. Likewise, the “communities of
interest” in trawling, long-lining, crabbing, trolling,
and other gear and species types are not exclusively
communities of interest because fishers mix species and
gear.

Dynamic Communities

Fishing communities are dynamic and continually
adapting to change. The drivers of long- and short-term
change are the availability of fish stocks, government
policies, market conditions, port infrastructure, pro-
cessing availability, harbor access, environmental
factors, and community support for the fishing
industry.

Astoria is one example of the fluctuating fortunes
of fishing communities. In the late nineteenth century,
the lower Columbia River was Oregon’s primary fishing
area. Astoria was the center for salmon fishing and
processing, but many other lower Columbia River
communities housed canners and fishers (Martin
1994). At this time gillnetters were the dominant gear
community, though haul seiners, fish wheelers,
trapmen, and dipnetters were also found in communi-
ties along the Columbia and Snake Rivers. As time
went by, Astoria’s economy grew to include logging,
services, agriculture, shipping, and tourism. Salmon
fishing became only one of many fishing activities as
trolling, trawling, crabbing, shrimping, and long-lining
expanded.

Three thousand gillnetters fished the lower
Columbia in the 1880s. Gillnetters provided income
for their households and the industries that supported
them. Many gillnetters of the 1880s lived in other cities
along the Pacific coast and came to Astoria for the late
spring and early summer fishing season. In some
communities, full-time residents alternated between
logging, farming, and seasonal gillnetting. In 1950,
1,060 gillnetters fished in the lower Columbia. This
number declined during the 1960s and then grew to
1,524 in 1979 (ODFW 1998). By the 1990s, recre-
ational sailboats had taken the place of gillnet boats in
Astoria’s west basin, as fishing on the Columbia was
limited by endangered species concerns. In 1997, 689
Columbia River gillnet licenses were issued (ODFW
1998).

For all of Oregon’s coastal commercial fishing
communities, 1998 marked a major transitional period.
Gillnetters, who constitute Oregon’s oldest fishing
community, were severely restricted in both area and
catch. Increasingly, this has been the case for trollers as
well. Record salmon catches during the early 1990s in
Alaska and competition from pen-reared salmon have
kept salmon prices down. The groundfishery is also
experiencing problems. Revisions in stock assessments,
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combined with a new precautionary approach to setting
fishing limits, have resulted in lowered total allowable
catches for groundfish. After several excellent years,
both the crab and shrimp fisheries were down in 1997,
mainly because of natural fluctuations in stocks.
Albacore catches were high in 1998, but the downturn
in the Asian economy, combined with a worldwide
oversupply of albacore tuna and tuna buyers' preference
for Asian-caught albacore, left West Coast fishers
without major buyers for their fish.

Stock declines, management decisions, and market
conditions continue to influence the health of Oregon’s
fishing communities. Scarcity leads to conflict between
users of different gear types, and the focus on crisis
management—in the fishery, the fishing business, the
community, and the home—Iessens participants’ ability
to pursue clearly defined goals and makes the future
increasingly uncertain.

On a long scale, the fishing industry has changed
dramatically from an open profession with few regula-
tions and abundant freedom to a highly regulated

industry. People who were drawn to fishing’s indepen-
dent lifestyle—where hard work, skill, knowledge, and
luck determined personal success—are having a hard
time adapting to the “new” fishing industry, which is
strongly influenced by regulations, politics, scarcity,
economic stress, and gear conflicts. Successful profes-
sional fishers have substantial knowledge of fisheries
issues, accumulated through informal experience and
formal education. However, many feel their knowledge
is ignored in the increasingly bureaucratic atmosphere
of fisheries management.

These long-term changes will be reflected in the
next generation. Cramer and Cordray (1998) found
that although many Oregon fishers intended to remain
in the industry, they did not want their children to plan
on careers in fishing. Mothers felt fishing was too
dangerous and fathers felt it had no future. Virtually all
the parents interviewed were encouraging their sons
and daughters to go to college or pursue training in
occupations other than fishing.



