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Abstract 

This thesis addresses the question of how seafood enterprises grow in a constrained resource economy 

and, specifically, examines the performance of New Zealand’s seafood sector since the introduction of 

the quota management system in 1986. It explores whether the quota management system and 

individual transferable quota have led to an increase in industry performance and competitiveness. 

Conventional theoretical arguments for the institution of quota management and transferable quota 

propose that re-regulation will lead to efficiency, and by implication, profitability gains for the seafood 

sector. A process-based methodological framework, utilising complementary methodological practices 

and triangulation using both qualitative and quantitative approaches is employed to examine New 

Zealand fishing enterprises across a number of scales. Forty subjects were formally interviewed 

throughout the fishing sector in Nelson, Marlborough, Wellington and Auckland. Informal ongoing 

conversations with many of the interview subjects, amongst others, in a number of fora (academic and 

industry conferences, wharves and dockside) also enriched the research. The thesis integrates ideas 

from political economy in order to begin to answer questions concerning the prospects for 

sustainability and development. The thesis is about what happens when we consider dimensions that 

are largely missing in the international literature on fisheries (the firm, region and communities, and 

territory, resources and markets). This thesis proposes that we must avoid treating quota management 

systems, individual transferable quota and associated property rights reforms as monolithic. Rather, 

New Zealand’s quota management system is geographically constituted and co-constructed by 

stakeholders who play ongoing and changing roles in an emergent dialogue concerning sustainable 

fisheries, fisheries management and commercial fishing in New Zealand. The thesis finds that volume 

and value of seafood has increased. However, this increase is largely at the expense of first foreign 

fishing companies and part-time fishermen, and later small independent fishermen. There has been a 

rationalisation of fishing effort allied with an increased emphasis in growing more product and more 

value through aquaculture and value-adding strategies. New geographies of production are emerging 

and some of these geographies may prove to be unsustainable. Lastly, firms that fish, and particularly 

quota owners, are actively inserting themselves into debates concerning sustainability, sustainable 

development and fisheries management in expected ways that have led to unintended and ongoing 

political and governmental reconfigurations of fisheries in New Zealand. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

The sea hath fish for every man. 

William Camden 1674 

Introduction 

I love eating fish. I love that moment standing in my local fish shop with the oceans’ bounty 

laid out before me. I even love the smell. I am, as Porritt and Goodman (2005) would say, a fish 

enthusiast. But it is not long before doubts kick in. Where does the hoki come from? Is the salmon 

cage-reared or wild? Do rock lobster get the ‘tick’ from ‘Forest and Bird’s’ “Best Fish Guide” or are 

they off the menu? 1 Why is it all so expensive and why is fish from overseas often cheaper than New 

Zealand-sourced fish? I only mention this because I cannot help but get personal about fish, and whilst 

this thesis is about big economic, political and environmental issues relating to sustainable fisheries 

management, it is worth remembering that behind these issues are countless individuals and 

communities involved in catching, managing, processing, selling, cooking, and eating fish. 

Many people involved in fisheries are aware of the broad dilemma. More and more people are 

keen to eat more fish (FAO 2004). As demand for fish has increased over the last three decades, 

governments have become aware of the pressure on marine resources, especially fisheries and their 

related ecosystems. It is estimated that in 2003, 76 percent of the world’s fish stocks were fully 

exploited, over-fished, depleted or in the process of rebuilding from previous over-fishing. From 1974 

to 2003, fewer and fewer stocks offered potential for catch expansion while more stocks were added to 

the overexploited list (FAO 2004 p.111). Fujita et al. (2004) maintain that this deepening crisis faced by 

the fishing industry world-wide and the marine ecosystems that support it calls for deep reforms, and 

not the continued application of failed strategies by inadequate institutions. This biological challenge to 

fish is further compounded by overcapitalisation of what, in many cases, is a heavily subsidised fishing 

industry (Cochrane 2000). The provision of a guaranteed share of available catch is seen by many as 

the key to mitigating overcapitalisation and its attendant problems including the race to fish, the 

pressures of unsustainable catches and the associated impacts on communities dependent on marine 

resources. 

                                                 
1 The Best Fish Guide profiles 62 commercial fish species. Sadly, none are considered to be relatively well-
managed, with low habitat damage, and/or bycatch. Rock  lobster is rated “amber”, and the Royal New Zealand 
Forest and Bird Society have concerns about the status of the stock, fishing methods and lack of knowledge of 
the fishery (Royal Forest and Bird Protection Society 2005). 
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Fisheries internationally are plagued by tragedies and crises: biological, ecological, economic 

and social crises. Sustainable development has proved elusive. Economic analysts argue that fisheries 

crises result from poorly constructed property rights and the markets in which these rights are traded. 

For these analysts the solution is simple. If property rights are ascribed to fishermen2 and there is a 

functioning open market, then sustainable development will occur. The inefficient fisherman will leave 

the fishery and the efficient fisherman will fish sustainably so as to maintain the capital value of his 

assets (Anderson, L. 2002). For fisheries economists successful sustainable development is framed 

through better markets. Fisheries scientists tell us that fisheries crises result from poor stock 

assessments and a failure to appreciate the wider ecosystems that fisheries are situated in (Ehrlich and 

Daily 1993; Turner et al. 1999; Dayton et al. 2002). The solution, for them, rests in more and better 

science. For scientists, sustainable development is framed through better stock assessment and is 

simply a matter of getting the science right. New Zealand’s Quota Management System (QMS) and 

Individual Transferable Quota (ITQ) promise good science and effective markets, and thus sustainable 

development. 

However, anthropologists and economic geographers maintain that these two versions 

provide only a partial reading. Good science and robust markets may still result in stock collapses and 

not sustainable fisheries (see for example Clark 1973; Cochrane 2000). This thesis argues that firms or 

enterprises are the key actors in modern capitalist fisheries and they need growth and development and 

demand profits. Thus, there is often a tension between their activities and interests, and sustainable 

stocks. Moreover, Clapp (1998) argues that tragedy is inevitable if economic logic and economic 

efficiency are applied to wild resources, but this is not what is promised by the QMS and ITQ. More 

careful study is required that places firms at the centre of analysis to address two interrelated questions: 

how do firms grow in the New Zealand seafood industry, and is the QMS and ITQ developing 

sustainability? If more is known about firms and the ways that they behave, then it may be possible to 

refine or develop the QMS. We need to think through what firms do before we can start to address the 

regulatory regime in which they operate. 

Fish are neither ‘sexy’ nor ‘hip’. No one has yet constructed a knowledge wave around 

fisheries or the firms that operate in them. Richard Florida’s (2002) creative class may be rushing to 

regions or cities where once fisheries and fishing industries were significant but only to revitalise 

waterfronts and ‘old’ industrial spaces as new sites of consumption and creativity. Yet fisheries are a 

site for many of the ideas and concepts that geographers, and more specifically economic geographers, 

may wish to explore. Literature exploring the multiple roles of firms in the seafood sector is most 

notable for its absence. New Zealand is no exception. Despite the many articles on the QMS, existing 

reviews tend to be focussed on the structural and administrative changes of the fisheries management 

                                                 
2 Fisheries legislation and all forms of official communication refer to those who fish using the gender neutral 
term ‘fisher’. I have chosen not to use that term. Throughout my research I met no fisherwomen although 
Statistics New Zealand demonstrates that they are clearly present in the fishing sector. Where fishermen are 
discussed in this thesis the word includes fisherwomen. 
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regime (Batstone and Sharp 1999; Newell et al. 2002; Straker et al. 2002), or the scientific outcomes of 

management change (Clark 2001). As such most authors ignore or at best render indistinct the role of 

the key actors in modern capitalist fisheries – commercial enterprises. By focusing on enterprises and 

their activities, using a political economy perspective that places the firm within a wider social, 

economic and political context, I contend that what firms do is as important for fisheries management 

as, and potentially may be more important than, knowing about the fish stocks themselves. 

Focusing on firms and enterprises demands an understanding of the biophysical environment 

as well as the changing social, political and economic context in which these firms operate. This thesis 

focuses on the pragmatic interests and expectations of everyday firms, and by investigating fishing 

companies, firms and enterprises endeavours to add to the literature that surrounds the actions of 

firms and addresses the question: what are New Zealand firms doing and is it sustainable? 

This thesis explores the strategies that firms have adopted to secure continued growth in the 

New Zealand commercial fishing sector. Particular focus is placed on the ways that these firms act in a 

fisheries management regime in which the ability to access resources is constrained through the QMS 

and ITQ. Fishing enterprises have extracted more value from the limited resources they have access to; 

they have grown more product through aquaculture, through fishing beyond New Zealand waters and 

by removing foreign fishing vessels; and they have inserted themselves into new spaces of governing 

that enable them to renegotiate the ways in which the very debate on sustainability is undertaken. The 

strategies that firms undertake to secure growth raise questions as to whether or not the New Zealand 

fishing industry is developing sustainably. 

The rest of this chapter sets out the rationale and the research questions of the thesis. The 

rationale for the thesis is framed through three lenses: fisheries, firms and New Zealand. These provide 

a theoretical starting point from which to begin exploring fisheries and the fishing industry in New 

Zealand. Having discussed the rationale of the thesis and set out the objectives, the chapter moves on 

to discuss the method of enquiry used to address the question: how do firms grow in the New Zealand 

seafood industry? In some measure this is both a discussion on methodology as well as a discussion of 

the actual methods undertaken for inquiring into fisheries and firms in New Zealand. 

Rationale 

Firms have power and it is expressed in ways not always captured by economists. The idea for 

this thesis grew from the conjunction of two events. First, my Masterate thesis on franchising (Rees 

2000) threw up a number of questions about firm behaviour including their relationships with industry 

regulators, the ways in which firm behaviour is shaped by both national and international governance 

structures and the influence of non-government organisations (NGOs) on firm strategy. More 

significantly, regardless of concentrating on one form of the organisation of production and the spatial 

production of organisation – franchising – I became aware that there are many organisational forms 
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and ways in which inter-firm relationships are constituted, and that in turn these are shaped by 

regulation, physical geography, the expectations of the firms themselves and so forth (Walker 1988; 

Dicken and Thrift 1992). Second, Eric Schlosser’s (2001) ‘Fast Food Nation’ and Marion Nestlé’s 

(2003) ‘Food Politics’ demonstrate the ways in which an increasingly multi-national food industry 

inserts itself into the warp and weft of regulation from field to family dining table. This ability of firms 

to insert themselves into the everyday and the ways in which this has been made possible by 

international regulation, the emergence of benchmarking, national neoliberal reforms, and new 

technologies and ways of ‘doing’ food production, all stimulated my interest in food commodity 

production. Both authors unpack the social relations of not only production but also the regulation of 

food, something that is of interest when we reflect on the ways in which seafood is produced in New 

Zealand. 3 Both acknowledge the politics of production and consumption. While producers are shaping 

consumer behaviour, their practices in turn are also shaped by consumer expectations of food and 

food production. Furthermore, both authors demonstrate that the economic and the social, and I 

would argue environmental, are intertwined and that they are dimensions of the same empirical reality. 

Why fisheries? 
Studies of fisheries and fishermen represent a nexus of nature-society relations that can be 

explored through a number of differing lenses. In fishing, the private appropriation and concomitant 

exploitation of natural resources are central to capitalist socialisation. Current institutions of resource 

production in fisheries have emerged from previous ways of organising socio-ecological relations 

(Bridge and Jonas 2002). The manufacturing of resources from the earth’s natural endowment is a 

historical process of social construction. Paraphrasing Zimmerman (1951), fisheries are not – they 

become. The decision to transform nature into a fishery is related to human desires, needs, and 

practices; or, from a political economy perspective, the conditions, means and forces of production (Le 

Billon 2001). A fishery, New Zealand fishing company executive, Peter Talley (1999) would have us 

believe, is constructed around the interaction of fish and fishermen. Fisheries may have taken on new 

qualities as new technological methods and new patterns of production emerge, but this thesis focuses 

on the everyday geographies of commercial fishermen. 

Bridge and Jonas (2002 p.760) maintain that there is an emerging new economy. By referring 

to ‘new economy’, the focus for research shifts towards understanding and interpreting a 

comprehensive set of changes in the relationships between economic and non-economic actors within 

industrialised societies occasioned by two mutually constituted processes: economic liberalisation and 

marketisation, which invoke a redefinition of the state’s role away from direct resource allocation 

towards facilitation of market mechanisms for distributing resources; and an associated reworking of 

established relationships between economic actors, state and civil society. 

                                                 
3 The literature on food and food systems also includes McMichael 1995, Bell and Valentine 1997, Dixon 2002, 
Critser 2003, Pritchard and Burch 2003 and Winter 2004 inter alia. 



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

5 

The seafood sector, a mature primary industry, is one entry point for examining nature-

economy relations (Le Heron et al. 2004). Direct appropriation of resources as raw materials, or as the 

production process itself (as in aquaculture), makes explicit the relationship between nature and 

economy. Bridge and Jonas (2002) argue that many primary industries have reserved a large role for the 

state (in pricing, allocation and development) that is being challenged by the new economy. Change has 

been driven by two intersecting trends: ideologically driven efforts of neoliberal reform and sustained 

social opposition to the practices of natural appropriation that lie at the core of primary production in 

general; along with a progressive codification of concepts of environmental protection and sustainable 

development. This has resulted in extensive organisational and institutional change as both firms and 

the state renegotiate the roles they intend to play in this new economy. This has led to a reworking of 

governance regimes across a number of spatial scales as firms, the state and civil society renegotiate 

fisheries. Furthermore, the articulation of neoliberal and environmental reform is uneven, contested, 

and place-specific. That is to say, there is a geography of reform and renegotiation that has 

commensurate outcomes for people places and the environment. 

Fisheries are among the last wild stocks that are harvested commercially (Steelman and 

Wallace 2001). Despite being a modernised resource extraction industry, fisheries are framed by a 

unique institutional and organisational culture that is competitive, secretive and at times overly 

optimistic: a culture summarised by Steelman and Wallace (2001 p.357) as the “pathology of 

commercial fishing”. In addition, behaviours developed out of the tensions and contradictions inherent 

in earlier modes of social regulation still influence current firm behaviour (Gordon 1954; Harris 1998; 

Adams-Carey 1999; Johnson and Haworth 2004). 

To borrow from Chevalier (1983), there is nothing simple about simple commodity 

production. The enterprises involved in fishing extend from small family enterprises to complex 

multinational firms. Both small and large operators are clearly valuable. The nature of the resource and 

the uncertainty that surrounds it leads to a unique culture and distinctive strategies for enterprises. 

Scott (1955) alludes to this but few fisheries economists explicitly acknowledge it in their work. 

Fisheries and fishing enterprises are constrained by resources, by markets and by regulation. Marine 

resource economists construct these challenges as being about rational actors, property rights and 

access to resources (Clark 1973; Anderson 1976; 1986; Copes 1986; Townsend 1995; Grafton 1996; 

Hannesson 1996; Townsend 2002; Lallemand et al. 2004). For these authors, constraints can be studied 

by interpreting what Clapp (1998) refers to as resource cycles. Alternatively, fisheries can be interpreted 

as a tension between modern and traditional fishing practises, or between traditional communities and 

modern globalised companies (Newell and Ommer 1999). Lying between these two entrenched 

epistemologies is an emergent discussion surrounding the role of enterprises that use the resource 

(Arbo and Hersoug 1997; Holm et al. 2000; Fløysand and Lindkvist 2001; Mansfield 2003b; Bradshaw 

2004; Mansfield 2004a; 2004b). 
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Fisheries, their management and how this management is constituted become simultaneously a 

symbol of how nature-society-economy relationships are organised and how we organise society’s 

appropriation of resources. Fisheries management has been and continues to be contested terrain. 

Marine ecosystems support complex social, economic and cultural human systems with high levels of 

interdependence. The health of ecosystems and fish species directly affects the health of fishing 

economies, and the economic imperatives of fishing directly affect the health of fish populations and 

ecosystems as they dictate the behaviour of fishermen and fishing communities. Thus the sustainability 

of both human and natural ecosystems are interrelated. We need to know as much about the dynamics 

of social and economic institutions, the firms, enterprises and actors that operate within fishing 

economies as we do about the dynamics of fish populations. Fisheries are as much about people as 

fish. 

Why enterprises? 
This thesis offers an understanding of the options open to firms as they face the pressures 

imposed upon them by the QMS and the challenges of sustainability and profitability. The firm or 

enterprise, however it is defined, lies at the heart of modern capitalist production. Public policy, trade 

union action and wage bargaining are typically discussed with relation to the social and economic unit 

called the firm. Industrial structure and the different relations of production within and between 

enterprises must be a central element in the analysis of fisheries and industry change. The term 

“enterprise” refers to the many possible forms of organisation of production. In modern capitalist 

economies and in much of the literature on industry organisation the terms enterprise and firm have 

become conflated. In this thesis the term “enterprise” refers to the wide range of possible ways of 

organising economic production from family fishermen to iwi trust organisation to multinational 

publicly listed company. Firms are a subset of these enterprises. The firm is the entity through which 

capital instigates alterations to resources through the production process. This alteration occurs 

because it is the firm that embodies private ownership of the means of production and subsequently 

can lay claim to the economic surplus. The firm is a legal entity. Firms sign contracts with suppliers, 

distributors, employees and often customers. It is also an administrative entity in which production is 

coordinated and managers monitor different activities. A firm is also a pool of physical facilities, 

learned skills, knowledges and competencies. Finally, firms are considered as being ‘for profit’ and are 

the primary instruments in capitalist economies for the production and distribution of goods and 

services and for the planning of future production (Chandler 1992). 

The firm or enterprise is one of the formative elements of economic geography analysis. The 

firm has been used to identify and categorise economic activity and certain actions are assumed to be 

the responsibility of firms (as opposed to the state, industry or civil society) for specific regulatory and 

management initiatives either by the state or industry, and sometimes both. When we examine what’s 

happening in place and across space, often the firm or enterprise, even the concept of an ‘industry’ 
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itself, are taken as givens (Lewis 2001). Firms are fundamental building blocks for economic and social 

interactions. Industrial structure and the different relations of production within and between 

enterprises remain central elements in the analysis of production and industrial change. Studying 

fisheries by studying firms is necessary because it is axiomatic that macro-level outcomes in fisheries 

are a function of micro-level actions of firms. Yet the firm is rarely defined explicitly. Instead the firm 

is often treated as a pre-established and empirical category referring to a configuration of economic 

processes related to the production of a particular commodity or service. The firm is treated as a 

subject with a defined identity, imbued with reason and the capacity to act. Articulating what the firm 

is remains problematic (Maskell 2001), especially when researchers model appropriate firm behaviour 

rather than analyse specific firm behaviour. 

A central tenet of this thesis is that a fuller understanding of fishing firms or enterprises is 

necessary to understand resource appropriation and its outcomes for the communities that depend 

upon them. Taylor and Asheim (2001 p.315) maintain that theorising the firm is central to economic 

geography’s task of understanding how places are constituted within the global mosaic of regions. The 

multi-locational nature of many firms and their distinctive internal behaviours driven by owners and 

managers make the firm a complex site where social and economic processes and environmental 

outcomes meet. As such the role of the firm in fisheries management and economic systems is 

problematic and complex.  

Precisely how New Zealand fishing firms respond to local regulation and global markets will 

shape the future achievements of ITQs and the QMS as surely as the state of the stocks. Fisheries 

literature tends to focus on the management of the fishery resource and economic approaches with 

little engagement with users. Bio-economic perspectives construct fisheries through a neoclassical 

method and tend to treat firms as asocial and homogenous. It is presumed that if the model is robust 

then management will be successful (Anderson, L 2002). The anthropological and sociological authors 

construct fishing as a dyad of traditional versus modern fisheries, and principally investigates the stock 

crises, community decline and individual dislocation associated with modernisation (Brox 1990). 

Neither approach pays particular attention to the operation of modern fishing companies and the 

relationships these companies negotiate in modern capitalist economies. 

Much fisheries literature treats the firm as some sort of black box stabilised by purely 

economic transactions, with little recognition of the role that firms play in utilising a resource. But as 

Bathelt and Glücker (2003) observe economic action is embedded in structures of ongoing social 

relations. Firms are not standalone entities, rather they are interconnected through ongoing 

communication and adjustment processes with suppliers, customers, regulatory institutions and, 

following Callon (1986), the very resources they depend upon. Firms are constituted through ongoing 

and heterogeneous relations. 

Studying the ways in which firm or enterprise behaviour shapes how resources are utilised is 

important for the sustainability and future management of resources because to effect sustainable 
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management, managers must prioritise economic and environmental policy goals, firm expectations 

and behaviours, and community wants and desires. The notion that sustainable management of 

fisheries resources is a matter of effective policing and efficient fisheries science overlooks the role that 

the organisation of production and social relations play in the utilisation of fisheries resources. 

Precisely how New Zealand fishing firms respond to the challenges they perceive will shape the future 

achievements of ITQ and the QMS as much as the scientific efforts to ensure sustainable stocks. 

Why New Zealand? 
New Zealand’s fisheries resources are valuable and of considerable interest to a range of  

New Zealanders beyond the scope of the actual fishery itself. Maori have strong cultural ties to kai 

moana that are recognised through the Treaty of Waitangi and in common law. Some 20 percent of  

New Zealand’s population have identified themselves as recreational fishers. Fisheries matters attract 

the interest of many environmental NGOs and MFish acknowledges some 37 government agencies 

and stakeholders excluding iwi and hapu (Hersoug 2002a). The New Zealand seafood industry is 

constituted within broad social narratives of national development, import substitution, science, 

restructuring, neoliberalism, marketisation, new regionalism and globalisation. Each of these narratives 

can be utilised to describe fishing and fishing experiences in New Zealand and many are framed within 

rhetorics of sustainability and sustainable utilisation. 

In 1986 New Zealand established the world’s largest ITQ system under the auspices of the 

QMS. New Zealand was not the first to introduce a quota-based system, but it was the first to use it on 

such a grand scale across multi-species fisheries. Since then many commercial fishing nations are in the 

process of either exploring or implementing the introduction of ITQ based management systems 

based largely on the experience of New Zealand fisheries management. As more nations move to 

establish rights-based reform it is timely to evaluate the effectiveness and efficiency of this form of 

regulation in the New Zealand fisheries context. To date there is little empirical evaluation of quota 

systems beyond the descriptions of the ‘nuts and bolts’ of implementation and scientific outcomes. 

The QMS offers an opportunity to explore and interpret the success of property rights reform in New 

Zealand. Firms now have 19 years of experience with what by 2005 is 257 fish stocks involving 93 

species. The complexity of the system and the frequent changes since its inception make clear 

understanding of the impact on fishing enterprises, be they firms, companies or independent 

fishermen, difficult. 

The QMS was designed to address concerns surrounding an inshore fishery that was clearly 

under pressure, to prevent overexploitation in the deep-sea fishery, and, simultaneously, to capture rent 

in an underutilised (by New Zealand vessels) deep-sea fishery (Connor 2001a). The QMS was framed 

within a rhetoric of economic efficiency, biological sustainability and reduced management costs. This 

rhetoric was part of a wider socio-economic restructuring involving marketisation of government, 

industry and civil society relationships. This shaped the regulatory context for QMS. Modernisation 



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

9 

and expansion of fisheries was masked by a rhetoric of marketisation, New Zealandisation and 

sustainable growth. 

There is ongoing debate as to exactly what the QMS nostrum has meant for fisheries and 

fishing companies in New Zealand, as it has been described as both the magic bullet for all that ails 

fisheries and a recipe for inequitable distribution, regional dislocation and unsustainable yield (Hersoug 

2002a). Fisheries economists portray New Zealand’s QMS as the panacea for the traditional concerns 

of over-fishing, overcapitalisation and poor returns. Hannesson (1994 p.93) expresses this position 

most eloquently: “given the availability of such a marvellous system as ITQs, why have not all fishing 

nations implemented it?” New Zealanders have also contributed to this rhetoric as MacFarlane (2002 

p.4) notes: “New Zealand will be among a very small number of developed countries’ fisheries with 

stable and sustainable harvests – a sustainable fisheries oasis”. Hersoug (2002a) observes that most 

New Zealand academics and industry commentators have been more focussed on doing fisheries 

management rather than any critical analysis of what has happened, why and the implications for the 

seafood sector and wider society. 4 

New Zealand fisheries are diverse. In biological terms the average life spans range from one 

year for squid to in excess of 145 years for orange roughy. Some species, such as snapper, occupy 

inshore and shallow habitats. Others, such as orange roughy, are found off shore at depths of over 

1000 metres and require large vessels with specialised trawling equipment and significant capital outlay 

to be harvested (Straker et al. 2002). The seafood sector also includes near shore crustaceans such as 

paua and rock lobster which require different fishing and harvesting techniques again. Organisation is 

heterogeneous too. The nature of fishing activities extends from traditional hunter/gatherer 

relationships (albeit with a tremendous amount of technology), through extensive aquaculturalist 

‘ranching’ (Anderson, J 2002) to more sedentary aquaculturalist modes of production that have more 

in common with intensive land-based farming. 

Being isolated confers unique advantages to New Zealand fisheries management. New 

Zealand is an island nation with the world’s fifth largest Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). The EEZ 

comprises 1.2 million square nautical miles and stretches across some 20 degrees of latitude. This EEZ 

is largely uncontested by other nations and the challenge of shared access to resources and 

commensurate shared management does not pervade New Zealand fisheries. Notwithstanding the 

large EEZ, New Zealand waters are not highly productive by world standards (Rennie 1997). 

Moreover, in New Zealand there is no equivalent of Atlantic Canada’s tens of thousands of fisheries-

dependent petty commodity producers (Winder 1997), and very few examples of Clapp’s (1998) single 

resource towns. However, there are some 500 000 active recreational fishers (Hersoug 2002a) and this 

                                                 
4 Although recent work by Gaffney 1997; Yandle 2003 and Ackroyd and Walshe 2003 are testament to a growing 
literature that is beginning to critically evaluate the QMS. 
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is an important inshore activity with access rights being hotly contested (see for example Hawkey 

1994). 

New Zealand’s geography matters. New Zealand can also be considered as on the periphery of 

the global economy. Poot (2004) proposes that regardless of the ‘death of distance’ and the ‘end of 

geography’ thesis countries such as New Zealand are economically disadvantaged due to their remote 

location on the and relatively small scale and density of economic activity. New Zealand’s physical 

geography is a disadvantage. The long narrow shape of the landmass, east – west divide (particularly in 

the South Island) and mountainous discourage capital and labour inflow. Small population and low 

population density (measured across the country) also hinders agglomeration economies. These 

challenges to agglomeration economies are not specific to New Zealand. However, these coupled with 

the distance from core economies generate what Poot (2004 p.5) refers to as ‘peripherality’. 

Globalisation has different meanings, implications and history for non-core economies (Larner 

and Le Heron 2002) or ‘resource peripheries’ (Hayter et al. 2003 p17) than for core economies. First, 

resource peripheries such as New Zealand experience industrialisation differently. They are 

characterised by high levels of exports and external control. Second, as sites of resource exploitation, 

resource peripheries are often the target of environmental non-governmental organisations that are 

located in core economies. Third, the economies of resource peripheries have become subject to the 

cultural concerns of indigenous peoples. All of these debates are played out in New Zealand fisheries. 

Research Questions 

The QMS is presented through much of the literature as a stable management regime in which 

commercial fish stocks are managed sustainably and fishing firms continue to be profitable. The 

objective of this thesis is to explore and interpret how firms go about securing sustainable growth 

under the auspices of QMS. From this a number of research questions emerge: 

• In what ways have fishing firms negotiated the tensions between biological sustainability and 

profitability? 

• Is the QMS working, and are fishing firms economically and environmentally sustainable in 

their fishing practices? 

And at a more fundamental level: 

• How should we conceive of the enterprise or firm in the New Zealand fishing sector? 

Rephrased, this thesis asks three related questions: what has happened in New Zealand fisheries since 

the introduction of ITQs, why has this happened, and by what different standards of success (profit, 

performance, productivity, growth and environmental outcomes) should it be judged? 

I make three relevant and interrelated contributions. First, I engage with the debate on 

fisheries management by examining the role that commercial fishermen play in resource utilisation and 

the ways in which the organisation of production and the relationships that imbue fishing in New 
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Zealand are shaped. By focusing on firms and their relationships I shift away from the ‘under-

socialised’ bio-economic view of economic relations proposed by many fisheries economists. Second, I 

address the social relations of production, and position firms as integrated within complex social 

structures and relations in order to explore empirical micro-foundations of economic action and also 

to generate in a reflexive manner theoretical insights concerning multi-scalar dimensions of economic 

activity in fisheries. Third, building on the two previous contributions, I contribute to the 

understanding of how fishing firms pursue ‘sustainable growth’ within the current fishing regime: who 

are they, how successful have they been and how do they operate, and what impact do they have on 

fish stocks? 

Methodology 

The discussion above presupposes that any singular geographical scale is an inadequate means 

for analysing the New Zealand seafood sector because in reality there is a complex interweaving of 

operations and relationships at different geographical scales. This presents many methodological 

implications. This section provides a methodology for investigating the New Zealand seafood sector 

and answering the research questions outlined above. The methods neither rest on fixed foundations 

and absolutes nor collapse into sceptical relativism (Sunley 1996). The methods adopted are informed 

by political economy approaches and recent work by Henry Yeung (2003) concerning practising new 

economic geographies; investigating and understanding the importance of social embeddedness, 

mapping the shifting identities of economic actors and exploring the role of context in explaining 

economic behaviour. 

In order to understand how firms go about securing sustainable growth this thesis makes use 

of the stylised facts of quantitative analysis that strip bare the complexity of real life and the close 

dialogue of in-depth, semi-structured interviews that directly engage with these complexities that 

economic actors face as they negotiate the QMS. Clark (1998) maintains that stylised facts (his 

quantitative data) tend to be preferred by economists, and close dialogue (his qualitative data) is a 

means for reintroducing the rich texture of local circumstances as well as providing a better 

understanding of decisions. Winchester (1999) observes that quantitative and qualitative method are 

often constructed as a dualism. However, Glaser and Strauss (1967 p.17) hold that “there is no clash 

between the two techniques of quantitative and qualitative data analysis and Peck (2003) observes, 

there is no high road only different methodological paths. What clash there is concerns the primacy of 

emphasis on verification or generation of theory”. It is not enough to know just the complex aggregate 

outcomes of the QMS. We need to understand the behaviours associated with quota changes and the 

implications of change on the behaviours of individual firms that are embedded in communities. This 

requires multiple methods which results in a cross-fertilisation of insights from the different methods 

adopted (McKendrick 1999). 
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Yeung (2003 p.442) proposes a processed-based methodological framework, a “creative and 

coherent deployment of different methodological practices at different moments in the research 

process”. These moments, Yeung argues, enable the researcher to prioritise different methods 

depending on the questions posed, the theoretical approach taken and the research context. This open 

and dynamic framework recognises the complex interrelationships between actors in the fishing sector 

and implicitly positions the research in new economic geographies. Economic enterprises are 

presumed to be spatially entangled in webs of socialised and institutionalised relationships and are 

more than asocial economic machines responding to external market conditions as they remorselessly 

maximise profits. 

The efficacy of methods is determined through a tripartite litmus test of validity, reliability and 

reflexivity (Yeung 2003 p.443). In its simplest terms, validity refers to whether the data measures what 

it intended to. For quantitative data (census data, financial statistics, cumulative book-keeping data and 

employment data), validity refers to whether the data is representative and the ways in which 

generalisations can be made. For qualitative data (interviews, textual analysis and observation), validity 

rests on whether they can illuminate the structures and causal mechanisms which underpin observable 

behaviour (Winchester 1999). 

Reliability refers to the replicability of the findings. It means that the numerical results do not 

vary because of characteristics of the measurement process. Reliability of the quantitative data (Clark’s 

stylised facts) is high because of their replicability but fails to capture the complex reality of the 

economic world. Conversely, qualitative data (Clark’s close dialogue) may be more valid but encounters 

a number of reliability challenges as another interviewer may not elicit the same responses. The 

quantitative data describes some of the aggregate outcomes of the QMS, and the qualitative data 

explains the economic behaviour and variations in experience of individual social actors. Yeung (2003 

p.446) defines reflexivity as the capacity of the research practice to allow the researcher to reflect upon 

their own place in the research. These reflections involve the worldview underpinning the research and 

the conditions under which it is conducted. 

The methodological approach in this thesis is articulated through three foci that are 

interconnected. First, in the course of embedding fishing firms or enterprises within the local the thesis 

addresses regional growth and issues surrounding local and national governance structures, and the 

ways in which these are negotiated in place. Second, by examining the relationships between firms this 

thesis makes visible the different organisational forms that stretch backwards and forwards along, 

variously, the filière (Dicken 2003), or throughout the commodity chain (Gereffi and Korzeniewicz 

1994) or production-consumption system. Third, in examining how firms negotiate the global including 

the negotiation of different types of fish markets (retailers, secondary processors, fish and chip stores 

and fresh fish markets) and the role of supra-national organisations in legitimating fisheries, the thesis 

makes visible the ways in which institutional frameworks shape firm behaviour. Thus it is possible to 

reflect on how firms negotiate the challenges of global markets. Each layer is an axis of enquiry and we 
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can examine the ways in which locally embedded firms have relationships that are constituted at the 

local level with suppliers, contractors, labour and so on, but also have complex relationships with other 

different economic agents which may not be locally grounded as they negotiate economic production. 

Last, these local firms supply distant and at times disparate markets. 

At each scale I utilise a series of case studies and use different methodologies. The different 

approaches are designed to capture the polycentric multi-scalar nature of firm operations. They will 

allow us to address firms, economic activity systems and territorially defined economies 

simultaneously. The questions that link these three are: what do firms do, why do they do it and how 

can we best understand what they do? The region is defined as a more or less bounded area possessing 

some sort of unity or organising principle that distinguishes it from other regions. The second tier 

examines the relations of production, distribution and exchange between enterprises and 

establishments. The third explores how firm relations of distribution and access to markets are 

negotiated beyond New Zealand. For firms the shift in emphasis from commodity producer to market 

supplier has resulted in significant changes to the seafood industry involving both products and 

marketing. In order to increase value-added seafood firms have extended control along the production 

consumption system and well beyond the local sphere. The focus is on how New Zealand enterprises 

have adapted to different markets, institutions and governance structures, but the research extends 

from local resources to distant markets. 

The three scales are distinct and yet there are narratives that extend from the regional to the 

global. Clearly, some of the issues and concepts reach beyond the domain of one methodology. 

Connections that extend vertically through the planes can be construed as filière, commodity chains or 

production-consumption systems. The concept of filière captures the idea of a connecting filament 

among related activities. These relations take the form of both traded and un-traded dependencies. The 

notion of filière also acknowledges the regulatory and socio-spatial relations of production. These webs 

of social relations are the production-consumption systems that link locally embedded sites of fishing, 

processing and production across regions to distant global sites of fish consumption. They allow the 

research to explore and interpret the actions of one firm with its competitors in catching, processing 

and marketing fish. They are a meso-level concept between enterprise analysis and the macro-economy 

perspectives. 

There are external processes operating on the actors in a territorial complex. Firms 

increasingly operate in international markets and, as we know, transnational corporations are faced 

with, at times, contradictory influences. They simultaneously meet the challenges of a globalised 

economy; the demands of product, resource or raw fish markets in which local scarcity does not affect 

global price; the demands of institutional frameworks (for example the World Trade Organisation, the 

General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs, and the Marine Stewardship Council); and the expectations 

of regional or local institutions and the communities within which they operate. The focus of the 

research is on the fish processing companies/traders and the ways in which they cope with these 



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

14 

dilemmas and effects. Examining what happens, why it is happening and in what way this can be 

judged can be achieved using a number of measures. The manifestation of these processes can be 

measured in performance results, labour productivity and efficiency. 

Negotiating the local region and community 
At the scale of the region the discussion centres on development issues including regional 

growth, employment effects, and issues surrounding local, national and international governance 

structures. This approach resonates with discussions surrounding regional development theory, culture 

and co-management, and current government initiatives regarding regional development. The Ministry 

of Economic Development defines regional development as “fostering sustainable development at the 

regional level by assisting individuals, firms, industries and communities within regions to identify local 

opportunities, develop capability and capacity to respond to opportunities, and exploit opportunities” 

(Ministry of Economic Development 2004). This definition moves beyond the biological to embrace 

social and economic objectives, and enables us to address the social and economic factors that shape 

fishing and fish processing within the region and the roles of various actors within this milieu. 

Exploring a territorially defined economy allows me to view the ways in which firms respond 

to regulation and the twin challenges of negotiating with resource managers and communities. Fish 

stocks are affected by firm strategies. The terms under which fishing firms access local labour, secure 

capital, and organise processing and plant, and the character of fishing practices, all shape catch 

capability and firms’ expectations of fisheries (Winder 1997). The best way to frame analysis of these 

factors is to focus on the region. Sustainable development discourses are a contested terrain on which 

parties come together to trade incommensurables and to create new performance measures and 

outcomes. New tensions and crises arise out of the pressure for ‘sustainable development’, and, in 

turn, these lead to renegotiation. These tensions can be examined by studying the negotiation of 

fishing: who gets to fish, where, and when? 

Prosperous and organisationally diverse communities are likely to be the most adaptive, 

resilient and stable. The introduction of the QMS has seen the seafood industry shifting towards 

consolidation, specialisation and industrialisation. Such a trend has important implications for jobs, the 

social relations of production, fishery values, and the diversity and stability of coastal communities. 

With this in mind fishing and coastal communities are facing dilemmas already played out in the 

dynamic between family farming and industrialised agribusiness, and in the reductions in forestry 

employment as operations are mechanised and industrialised in the face of declining supply of raw 

resource materials. 
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Negotiating firm and economy 
The second approach examines the actions of some individual firms. Here, my objective is to 

explore the performance of different organisational forms in the industry. Questions to be addressed 

include how do these firms operate as simultaneously price takers and makers and in what ways do 

they negotiate issues of capital, labour, and access to fish resources and markets? By focussing on firms 

it is possible to explore the divergent organisational forms that stretch backwards and forwards along 

the filière, production-consumption system or commodity chain (Figure 1.1). Performance of firms is 

measured and their comparative labour practices, product development, scale of operations and so 

forth are examined. There is a basic geography of fisheries processing that warrants investigation. 

Equally there are factors that extend across space such as firm expansion strategies measured in terms 

of fleet effort, cost minimisation strategies and firm policies regarding productive assets including 

divestments. These activities and the relationships that inform them are important when addressing 

how firms construct and project power along the filière.  

Firms are centred in multiple and overlapping networks that comprise heterogeneous 

associations and relations among social actors. These actor-networks range from personal/social 

networks and organisational networks to inter-firm and regulatory-firm networks and are defined as 

“the chains which give rise to natural and social realities, realities which can only be understood as 

stabilised sets of relations which allow the construction of centres and peripheries, insides and 

outsides, humans and nonhumans, nature and society, and so on” (Murdoch 1997b p.743). Initially, 

actor-network theory focused on the sociology of scientific knowledge and practices (see for example 

Callon 1986; Law 1986 inter alia), but it has since been applied to a number of different fields of 

enquiry (Olds and Yeung 1999; Hughes 2000; Johnsen 2003; Morris 2004 inter alia). Actor-network 

theory suggests that space and location are as much products of social construction as of physical 

geography (Murdoch 1997a). In addition the concept of a network shifts the focus from a local-global 

dichotomy to considering networks as a global entity, albeit a highly connected one that remains 

continuously local (Latour 1997). Yeung (2003 p.449) observes that these networks are opaque to 

neoclassical economists because they may not be empirically observable. However, a network 

methodology directly addresses “the direct and indirect connectivities between economic activities 

stretched across geographical space but embedded in particular places” (Dicken et al. 2001 p.97). One 

way that economic geographers have begun to understand how key actors in firms or enterprises 

engage with an array of actors is functionally through a chain of interconnected elements – a 

commodity chain (Figure 1.1). 
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Figure 1.1: ‘Simple’ Fish Industry Commodity Chain 
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A commodity chain is a network of labour and production processes whose end result is a 

finished product that is principally coordinated by firms through ongoing intra-firm and inter-

organisational relationships (Gereffi and Korzeniewicz 1994). Following Gereffi (1994) and Stringer 

(2002), commodity chains comprise four dimensions. First, at a purely descriptive level, chains have an 

input-output structure consisting of a set of products and services linked together in a sequence of 

value- adding activities. Second, territoriality examines the spatial dispersion or concentration of 

production and distribution networks. This can be construed as pulls between markets and sources of 

supply and the desire for regions to control value-added activities. The third dimension is a governance 

structure that determines how resources (human, material and financial) are allocated and flow through 

the chain. Finally, globalisation processes shape each stage of the chain through institutional 

relationships. There are tensions between forces of concentration and dispersal of activities that often 

involve the interweaving of the effects of public policy (both national and international) with those of 

the private sector (Edgington and Hayter 1997). 
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Figure 1.2: ‘Complex’ Fish Industry Commodity Chain 
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The commodity chain and commodity chain analysis is used in this thesis to conceptualise 

linkages between New Zealand fishing firms, the sites of production and the sites of consumption. In 

the fish industry this collection of interrelated activities extends from the region to the nation and 

beyond. Viewed as a global commodity chain, fish commodities link households, firms and states in 

multiple locations to one another (Figure 1.2). These networks are “situationally specific, socially 

constructed and locally integrated, underscoring the social embeddedness of economic organisation” 

(Gereffi and Korzeniewicz 1994 p.2). Fishing and fish processing firms occupy a position that places 

them between actors outside the territorial complex and those within it. They simultaneously are 

seeking a certainty of supply and efficient use of their productive resources, and negotiate the demands 

and expectations of wholesalers, supermarkets and other Small Medium Enterprises (SMEs). In order 

to satisfy these, new coordinating activities are undertaken as firms project power in different ways 
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throughout the commodity chain. These coordinating activities extend beyond the territorial complex 

that firms are embedded in, to other territorial complexes and upward towards retailers and 

consumers. Even where firms have taken a hands-off approach to functions of production they are 

still able to exert influence through complex quality and production expectations (Figure 1.2). 

Furthermore, global commodity chain analysis promotes a nuanced and network-centred approach 

that probes beneath and beyond the simple notion of region or nation state and is a useful tool for 

examining the nature and patterns of interactions across space. Understanding these interactions is 

essential to understanding how resources are used in a local context. 

Negotiating the global 
Firms (which are locally embedded) operate in global markets. This section reflects on the 

different types of fish markets (retailers, restaurants, fish and chip stores, fresh fish markets) and the 

changing importance of (and returns in) these markets, the roles of supra-national organisations in 

legitimating these products and the institutional frameworks that shape how firms operate in a global 

economy. The central question addressed in this section is, how is value-added constructed? By 

examining the places in which fish products are sold, how entry to the market is attained and the 

returns obtained, it is possible to draw conclusions about the profitability of differing enterprises and 

the ways in which they are organised. I will then explore the implications of different profitability levels 

for the fishing and processing behaviour of firms. 

Investigating the fishing industry presents a number of methodological challenges. First and 

foremost is the culture of fishing and the fishing industry. The fishing industry is constructed around 

often evocative images and ideals. Fishermen are rugged, independent and hard working, toiling in a 

dangerous and alien environment. They work long hard hours in often dangerous conditions. The 

image is of fishermen at one with a lonely and unforgiving sea: “you need a dedicated crew ready for 

adventure, not just along for the ride” (Johnson and Haworth 2004 p.9). Fishing is hard work with long 

periods of inactivity followed by long shifts when crews are fishing. Harris (1998 p.329) describes 

fishermen as the last of the buffalo hunters, and Adams-Carey (1999 p.10) writing on Maine cod 

fishermen, observes that fishing isn’t just the time on the water, it’s forever. 

But fishing is only part of the equation. There are those who work the factory decks and the 

filleting lines on shore. There are those who fill shop windows with fish of all types and sizes. There 

are those doing deals and finding new markets. There are those who regulate, those who lobby, and 

those who litigate. There are those who sample, dissect, analyse and provide valuable advice on quota. 

All play a role in the fishery and many are passionate about what they do (Johnson and Haworth 2004). 

Data: The perils of the search and the paucity of t he find 
Regardless of Johnson and Haworth’s (2004) assertion that these passionate people are 

inclined to talk about fish all the time, few in the industry will discuss their views publicly. The first 

hurdle to overcome is getting any interviews at all. In addition the heterogeneous nature of the industry 
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– deepwater, inshore, independent, corporate, iwi, family-owned, publicly listed or privately owned – 

means that a number of different interview techniques were employed. For instance, when carrying out 

research in the Nelson region in one day I interviewed an independent fisherman over breakfast in his 

home at 6.30 in the morning, a corporate executive at one of New Zealand largest fishing companies, 

and a by-product processor (and toured his factory), and talked to a group of fishermen over beer 

down at the Nelson wharf. All required different approaches and elicited different responses. In 

addition, regardless of being the fourth-largest export earner, the New Zealand fishing industry is 

largely hidden from the public. Most companies are privately owned and fishing happens at sea, 

beyond the scrutiny of the general public. It is not like farming, forestry or mining where the effects of 

industry practice are clearly visible. Many in the seafood industry would like to keep it this way. 

In order to answer the questions outlined on page nine, a number of data sources were used 

for this thesis. These sources include existing studies of the QMS, analysis of historic quota ownership 

data, interviews with a wide range of key actors from a number of firms, stakeholder organisations and 

MFish, document analysis and census data, as well as fisheries stock assessment and yield estimates. 

Prior to beginning the research a casual survey of the industry was done through newspapers, 

magazines and industry publications. The aim was to gain a ‘feel’ for the seafood industry. A series of 

preliminary interviews was carried out. While two of these were later used in the research others were 

not. These scoping interviews were an opportunity to trial technique and to build my confidence, and 

to establish rapport and establish my credentials as a researcher. In addition, at the outset of the 

research I attended an international fisheries economics conference in Wellington. This enabled me to 

meet a number of key actors in the New Zealand seafood sector and expose my proposed research to a 

number of academics and industry representatives. The purpose of attending was to further refine the 

research questions as well as place the research out in the open in order to break down the barriers 

between myself, as anonymous researcher, and those in the sector I wished to talk to. None of these 

informal chats were recorded but I often used them to form avenues of enquiry that were used at a 

later date, either to form questions for fishing companies, fisheries managers, consultants and so forth 

or as ‘grist to the mill’. 

These experiences and the initial reading of industry documents were used to create a list of 

key people to contact. Further contacts were developed as interviewees suggested additional interview 

sources. Appendix 1 presents a list of the informants, the organisations they are involved in and their 

position within that organisation. 5 An attempt was made to contact interview subjects by letter or fax 

prior to outlining the research on the telephone. The reasons for this were twofold. First, it allowed 

potential respondents to decide whether they wanted to be involved in the research. Second, it 

removed from the respondent the onus of contacting the researcher. An example of the style of 

contact letter/fax can be found in Appendix II. An attempt was made in most first contact letters to 

                                                 
5 Prior to any contact with respondents the research was outlined to the University of Auckland Human Subjects 
Ethics Committee (approval was granted and the reference number is 2002/314). 
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personalise the correspondence by name dropping or outright flattery. On a more subtle level the fax 

or letter legitimised both the researcher and the research itself. All correspondence to potential 

interviewees appeared on University of Auckland School of Geography and Environmental Science 

letterhead. This legitimated the research by confirming its academic authority. This was reinforced by 

the presentation of a Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form prior to the interview proper 

commencing. The initial contact was decisive in terms of securing an interview, as it conveyed to the 

potential respondent that the research was not idle and contained well thought out questions. A 

number of contactees chose not to participate. For instance, Sanford Limited rebuffed several efforts 

to interview senior management staff. Despite this, Sanford’s behaviour was examined using published 

annual reports, press releases, court documents and other secondary sources. When unsolicited calls 

were made to organisations receptionists often acted as ‘gatekeepers’ either refusing to help or 

referring me to a personal assistant, and in doing so controlling my access to the person to whom I 

wished to talk. This was partially addressed by trying to find out who the Manager or CEO was before 

sending the letter and when telephoning asking to speak to them by name. Sending a fax outlining the 

research a week prior to phoning reinforced this. Faxes and introductory letters enabled me to present 

my research as being for academic not commercial purposes. 

Interviews followed the non-standardised format outlined by Healey and Rawlinson (1993). 

The non-standardised interview is a less structured format consisting of open-ended questions that 

varied between interview subjects. Non-standardised interviews in economic geography are mostly 

focused and guided to cover a pre-selected series of topics. Non-standardised interviews are 

particularly useful when exploring the nature of respondents’ experiences and examining the (at times) 

conflicting logic of corporate decision making (Healey and Rawlinson 1993). Most interviews were 

audiotaped. Following Crang (1997), this allowed me to note tones of voice, hesitations and the 

emphasis that subjects gave to various statements. In some instances subjects would insist that the tape 

be turned off while discussing information that they deemed important or sensitive. At no point has 

this information been used within the research. Clearly, unobtrusive as the tape deck appeared, its 

presence still shaped and informed the interview process, making some respondents reticent on certain 

issues. As was the case for Stringer (1997), the formal conclusion of the interview often facilitated a 

more in-depth response and reflection by the respondent (much to my chagrin). Memory was relied on 

to record the gist of the conversations after the event. 

Since respondents were from a variety of fields, with differing expertise and understandings of 

fisheries and the seafood sector, there was no standard interview format. Instead interviews were 

tailored to individuals. However, a list of broad topics was used, acting more as a prompt to aid the 

researcher. It was a means of ensuring that research topics were explored in approximately the same 

order thus preserving the conversational context of each interview. Furthermore, audio taping made it 

possible for me to give my full attention to the informants’ testimony. The question sheet contained 

scratch notes for the researcher and was not given to the subject. The sheet also provided a means of 
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annotating the interview by noting key points and responses. The rationale for not providing questions 

in advance was twofold. First, some queries did not apply to all respondents and there was a concern 

that they would restrict the interview and inhibit the development of dialogue if provided in advance. 

Second, it reduced the chances of getting studied or predetermined responses. 

Dialogue is constrained by language. The respondents and I both came to the interview with 

our own argot. Academics are extremely efficient at introducing a lexicon that preserves the mystique 

of what they are researching no matter how mundane it may appear. This was especially apparent when 

discussions concerning firm behaviour and theories of the firm were initiated. Respondents often 

asked for clarification. The result was that I often had to elaborate on the subject. At times this would 

elicit a more comprehensive response. Conversely it was just as likely to elicit a response that was over 

-simplified, ambiguous, or even contradictory. Following Schoenberger (1991), it was noted that at 

times some respondents became frustrated if a question did not apply to their experience. Conversely, 

when interviewees used a language that I could not understand there was often a presumption that I 

knew what they were talking about and on occasion asking for clarification left me looking somewhat 

foolish. 

Semi-structured interview questions were chosen to allow actors in the seafood sector to 

outline their perspective and reasons for their decisions. Questions were open-ended and were 

designed to find out about inter-firm relationships as well as relationships with other stakeholders and 

the Ministry of Fisheries. The decision to adopt this format was informed by the theoretical 

framework, which acknowledges that the relationship consists of people who are active agents in the 

relationship. Semi-structured interviews allow interviewees to “construct their own accounts of their 

own experiences by describing and explaining their lives in their own words” (Valentine 1997 p.111). 

An advantage of this approach is that respondents were able to raise issues and concepts that the 

researcher had not anticipated. In addition the number of interviews allowed “the common properties 

and general patterns in a population as a whole” to become visible (Valentine 1997 p.112). 

Choosing the semi-structured (or long) interview as the method adopted meant that it was 

sometimes difficult to determine the appropriate person to interview. This problem was avoided by 

giving a general account of the research in advance. Generally interviews were carried out with the firm 

owners. This not so much by design but more by good fortune and due to the nature of the firms 

interviewed. Interviews were on average one hour long with the longest extending to two hours. This 

meant that the researcher was unable to become immersed in the daily routines of interviewees, 

although the informal and ongoing conversations with several respondents provided the opportunity 

to gain a fuller understanding of the daily challenges they faced. During the research I spent two weeks 

in Wellington including one week at SeaFIC where I was able to set formal interviews and also 

question people in a more informal setting. 

Interviewing presented several challenges. The interview relationship is a complex relationship 

that is power laden. It is “unequally initiated, situationally lopsided, spatially dislocated, extrinsic in 
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purpose – it oozes with power” (Katz 1992 p.496). This power is most often assumed to rest with the 

researcher. However, business people often have the upper hand. They effectively control access to the 

information and informants. Secretaries effectively demonstrated this gatekeeper role when initial 

contact was made to inquire as to fax numbers. Gaining access to the right people and fax numbers 

was achieved by demonstrating to gatekeepers my knowledge of the subject and making clear in what 

context the interview data was to be used. Through out the interview process the researcher had to 

repeatedly emphasise that no financial records or commercially sensitive information was required and 

at no time was information intentionally revealed to potential competitors. 

Respondents use cues to categorise the interviewer and the project. They judge the 

institutional affiliation, the project description and even appearance, mode of dress and patterns of 

speech (McCracken 1988). Efforts were made to fit into the image of academic to demonstrate visually 

my professionalism: pressed longs, shirt (ironed), tie, satchel note pad and tape deck, in order to 

manipulate the presentation of self during the interview. Often the corporate interviewees were 

experienced in both interviewing and being interviewed. Participants could potentially shift the power 

relationship and subvert the interview. For example, one subject keeps me waiting for 45 minutes of 

the hour we had agreed upon. When I enter his office he declares he can spare 15 minutes. I am 

mortified. “What is the most important thing, where shall I begin, should I bother with the ethics 

forms?” To make matters worse he starts out asking me questions: “what are you doing and why?” In 

addition he fixates on the word “geography”, and keeps talking about geospatial space, something I 

know little about. We talk for over an hour. Another questions my rationale for taping interviews, 

noting that he never bothers to audiotape an interview, preferring to reconstruct the interview after the 

event. Other subjects controlled the interview simply by asking for the tape deck to be turned off.  

The most effective way of wresting control of the interview from the researcher was in 

choosing and controlling the environment in which it took place. For instance, one respondent shaped 

the interview by arranging for it to be held in his home early in the morning. Other respondents 

shaped the interview by arranging it across a desk as opposed to around a table. I found the experience 

of interviewing across the desk to be formalised and more prone to interruption (telephones, 

secretaries, and e-mail and so on) which tended to break the narrative of the interview. Around a table 

was more conspiratorial, and my perception was that I was treated more as an equal with both 

knowledge and opinions that were valid. 

Throughout the research informants have verified all quotes and information attributed to 

them. They are quoted by name only with their permission. When requested, or if a person could not 

be located to confirm a quote, a description (for instance ‘Nelson fisherman’) rather than a name 

identifies them, in order to preserve anonymity. 

Another source of data is historical documents. This secondary data includes yearbooks, 

government department annual reports, and industry group annual reports; all of which provide 

snapshots of the industry and regulatory bodies and in the case of company annual reports, a source of 
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detailed statistics as well as descriptive historical data. Other documents include unpublished studies, 

position papers, parliamentary submissions, reports and advice documents. These documents provide 

insights into the debate over policy and the perceived influences of policies on the seafood sector. In 

addition, non-academic books and newspaper articles provided historical and current descriptions of 

fishing and the government that regulates it (for example Titchener 1981; Arbuckle and Metzger 2000; 

Johnson and Haworth 2004). Articles in industry and government publications such as Seafood New 

Zealand and The Bite provided detailed information about policy changes and the state of the industry. 

Finally, published academic literature is an important resource. Specific articles provided direct data 

that either supplemented or replaced the need for my own purchased data. 

Measuring the performance of the QMS and assessing its economic merits is problematic 

because there are no reliable statistics covering the essential indicators such as quota aggregation and 

quota prices, total revenue, export earnings, value of landed fish (ex vessel), and investments in 

harvesting and processing as well as international competitiveness. Only some of these data are 

covered by time series, while others are considered business secrets or are simply not collected due to a 

lack of interest and/or money (Hersoug 2002a). For instance, only one fishing company in New 

Zealand is publicly listed and thus legally required to publish detailed financial accounts on an annual 

basis. Sanford Limited is arguably the largest seafood company in New Zealand and data from its 

annual reports from 1974 to 2004 is used. Although an initial scoping interview was carried out, efforts 

to interview senior management staff were rebuffed. Sealord Limited, another company examined in 

this thesis, is not publicly listed but as it is 50 percent owned by Te Ohu Kai Moana – The Treaty of 

Waitangi Fisheries Commission (TOKM) – through Aotearoa Fisheries Limited there is some onus on 

Sealord to provide financial data publicly. Other data are contradictory due to the way that they are 

collected and the ways in which they are employed. For example, fleet size is an ongoing issue because 

vessels can be registered in multiple fisheries and there is the issue of vessels on short-term charter. 

The result is that time series data do not match. 

Enterprise statistics and employment figures from Statistics New Zealand are employed to 

explore employment change over time. The descriptive statistics for this section are all from the census 

and illustrate employment change in the fishing industry. A word of caution, however: the census data 

addresses employment only on the week prior to the census and only the hours worked. There is no 

indication as to whether this employment is permanent or seasonal. Moreover, the data does little to 

address the heterogeneous nature of the work done or whether it fits within the standard work time 

model based on the eight hour work day, during daylight hours, Monday to Friday, for a total of 40 

hours per week. In addition, Statistics New Zealand will not supply data below a certain aggregate 

point. In addition, at the 1981, 1986, 1991, and 1996 Censuses, and again at the 2001 Census, Statistics 

New Zealand utilised a confidentiality assurance technique of randomly rounding census statistics to 

base three. Under the random rounding process, all table cell values including row and column totals 
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are rounded as follows: zero counts and counts which are already multiples of three are left unchanged; 

other counts are rounded to one of the nearest multiples of three. 

A note on glasses and luggage 
McCarthy (2002 p.1297) writing on political ecology, warned of the perils of drive-through 

‘fieldwork’, of locales never visited, aggregate quantitative portraits and of academics parachuting in as 

privileged elites. One informant observed that too often academics appear and write a report, article or 

some sort of statement that loses sight of the dynamics and complexity of a real world fishery – often 

with their own agenda at the centre of the discussion. However, such a position precludes any research 

other than some sort of deep and ongoing fieldwork, with only those involved in whatever one is 

studying being the true voices of knowledge. 

England (1994 p.82) defines reflexivity as “self-critical sympathetic introspection and the self 

conscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher”. It can be argued that research practitioners have 

traditionally ignored the role they play in shaping the outcomes of their research (Gergen and Gergen 

1991; Finlayson 1994; Wiber 2000). The assumption is that research occurs in a vacuum and that 

researchers can suspend their personal passions. But Gergen and Gergen (1991), taking a social 

constructionist perspective, argue that there is no means of removing the observer from the 

production of knowledge. Accepting this stance the researcher is placed within the research. To this 

end this thesis and my version of how firms go about securing economic growth in the QMS is one 

version of many possible. In that respect my thesis is constructed. The basic facts and numbers are 

correct, but the perspectives, the selection of those facts, the interpretations and the conclusions are 

mine. Hence a short account of my position should facilitate the reading, and the journey through this 

thesis. 

I am not the all-seeing and all-knowing researcher. My position as a researcher influenced the 

quality and nature of the information gathered. Semi-structured questions are designed to elicit a broad 

range of responses. As the interview process progressed I gained further insight into the seafood sector 

and a greater confidence in my own abilities and knowledge as a researcher. Each interview gave me an 

individual’s perspective on what makes New Zealand fisheries tick and how its many pieces and places 

fit together. An outcome of this is that later interviews often reveal more about the fishing sector, and 

as my confidence and knowledge of the sector grew, a greater depth and richness was added to the 

questions posed. Where possible I have returned to interview subjects with more questions and 

requests for clarification of statements. 

The biography of the researcher directly affects fieldwork (England 1994). In initiating the 

research my position has to be acknowledged. While my politics may be left and light green I reject 

Maxey’s (1999) notion of academic activism. Despite being one of the approximately 500 000 

recreational fishers in New Zealand, I came to the topic with little understanding of the commercial 

seafood sector and its different representations. When I began this thesis my knowledge of fisheries 
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and fisheries management could generously be described as slight. Throughout the research I have 

tried my best to remain agnostic and endeavoured not to intentionally privilege any one narrative of 

fisheries and fishing in New Zealand over another. Throughout the thesis I have accepted that the 

multiple subject positions and identities of both myself and the people I talked with vary with the 

setting, and that these positionalities affect access to informants, the tenor and outcomes of 

encounters, and knowledge production. 

While self-reflexivity is endorsed as a strategy for critically informed research, I have 

undertaken a number of measures to break down barriers between myself and the people I talked with, 

such as openness about the activities undertaken, making conscious accommodations for the work 

schedules and time constraints, sharing information, and explicitly recognising the informant’s 

expertise through lived experiences as strategies for equalising the power balance between scholar and 

subject. Insider/outsider tensions were broken down in a number of ways. My enthusiasm and interest 

in food systems and the ways in which food is produced went a long way to break down insider-

outsider tensions. Tension was further broken down by using the names of people who had been 

interviewed as a signifier of my status and as recognition of my commitment to the research. While I 

was seldom able to build rapport through shared fishing experience, it was possible to do so through 

mutual association. Moreover, when researching fisheries in the South Island I referred to and drew on 

my South Island origins and in most cases identified myself as a ‘mainlander’ despite being enrolled at 

the University of Auckland. 

My position as a doctoral student and researcher confers both advantages and disadvantages. 

Few people immediately appreciated the point of geographic enquiry into New Zealand’s fishing 

industry. They all have busy lives and jobs of compelling interest to them and those around them, but 

it was perplexing to them that these should be of interest to me. From their responses, I deduced four 

major notions of what they thought I was doing. First, if fishing markets and large fishing companies 

were my interest, I must be an economist or business analyst. Second, if ‘independent’ fishermen were 

my interest, I must be a sociologist. Third, if fisheries were my interest, I must be some sort of 

fisheries scientist. And, finally, since I kept asking about environmental impacts, some people 

wondered if I must be an environmentalist affiliated with Greenpeace or some similar organisation. I 

was, and am, not. There was also a presumption that I was a specialist or could offer a solution to the 

challenges the industry faces. At the end of most interviews I asked subjects if they had any questions 

of me. More often than not these fell into two broad categories. First, what I was going to do with the 

information and second, what did I think about the challenges the industry faced. 

As researcher my position was privileged in that in most cases I got to choose the questions to 

ask, directed the flow of discourse, interpreted the results of the interviews and the quantitative data, 
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and decided where and in what form it would be presented. 6 In this sense my research is most 

certainly ‘on’ and not ‘with’ the fishing sector (although this did not preclude several informants 

answering the question they wanted me to ask rather than the question I had posed). 

Fishing firms operate in a competitive economic environment and as such present some 

unique ethical problems that were brought out during some of the interviews with executives, owners 

and managers. Executives may be concerned that confidential information given in an interview would 

be given to other parties in the relationship. Fishing is competitive, you have to go out and catch the 

fish and do it better than your competitors. During the time of the research, serious allegations were 

flying thick and fast concerning high grading and ramping up of catch history in the scampi fishery. In 

order to avoid antagonising interview subjects I made no effort to explore this issue despite the firm 

behaviours and strategies that some participants adopted to secure catch history being germane to the 

research. Many of the allegations turned out to be unfounded and although the Primary Production 

Committee report criticised the past administration of the Ministry of Fisheries (MFish) it dismissed 

allegations of collusion between the industry and MFish (Ministry of Fisheries 2003b). 

Thesis Overview 

The remainder of the thesis is organised as follows. In Chapter Two, I examine the literature 

that shapes most discussions on fisheries and fisheries management and the ways in which resources 

should be allocated. The chapter addresses two interconnected themes. First, the ways in which the 

allocation of resources is constructed and debated in fisheries; and second, how we might best 

understand the commercial seafood sector and the firms within it. Mansfield (2004a) notes that 

privatisation, marketisation and, importantly, neoliberal context, are not recent to fisheries 

management literature but are historically shaped by a marine resource economics construction of 

fisheries that has evolved over the last 40-50 years, although its manifestation in recent fisheries 

policies may well be. In addition, there are gaps in the fisheries management literature in part because 

of the ways in which fisheries, firms and the actors within them are constructed. Furthermore, when 

these studies do engage with the firm or the fishing industry they isolate it from its intersections with 

other actors in the seafood sector. Economic geography and the growing literature on firm behaviour 

discussed in this chapter set out ways in which this omission can be addressed. The literature on 

commodity chain analysis as a means for understanding changes in governance and examining the 

                                                 
6 A number of interviews with MFish and SeaFIC subjects were carried out with another Doctoral student. 
Interviewing subjects on two separate but related thesis topics was challenging. This approach although unusual 
and at times trying for both of us, was a pragmatic response to the time pressures that we both faced and the 
constraints placed on us by the MFish. On reflection it may have been somewhat disconcerting for those being 
interviewed at the time. However, it gave both of us time to reflect on questions we had asked as the interview 
progressed and it often revealed different insights as to how fisheries are managed and the role of the industry 
organisation. Having two sets of eyes and ears also led to two, at times, quite different perspectives of the merits 
of an interview or question and allowed us to fine tune technique and style as we interviewed more people. 



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

27 

ways in which power is constituted through the production system is discussed. Finally a discussion on 

firm behaviour and some of the strategies that firms could adopt is set out. 

Chapter Three is a contextual chapter and traces the development and expansion of the New 

Zealand fishing industry. The chapter discusses how the QMS may be interpreted as distinctive and 

different from preceding regulatory regimes, but also how the QMS is a product of the regulatory 

regimes and the experiences of fishing firms that have gone before as well as of the ongoing practices 

in the fishing sector. In addition the QMS is discussed as part of a wider neoliberal project that is 

emergent, contested and continually being reworked. The chapter discusses the cycles of investment, 

growth, stagnation and reinvestment that characterise the fishing industry and the roles that the Crown 

has played in shaping patterns of investment in the sector. The chapter sets out the ways in which the 

QMS is different from previous policies and the expectations that the Crown and the industry had of 

the reforms that were instituted. 

Chapter Four examines the success of the seafood sector at the industry level. The chapter 

addresses whether or not the QMS and the imposition of ITQs have lead to increased efficiency in 

performance and increased competitiveness in the fishing industry. The theoretical arguments for the 

institution of quota management and transferable quotas outlined in Chapter Two propose that re-

regulation will lead to efficiency, and by implication, profitability gains for the seafood sector. After 18 

years of a quota regime there should be clear indications of improved performance and 

competitiveness. This chapter uses aggregate data to assess the claims for increased performance and 

productivity in the seafood sector. Changes in the value and volume of exports, prices, profits, 

competitiveness, and fleet structure prior to the introduction of the QMS to the present are 

interpreted; industry-wide statistics on labour force and the stability of the quota market are also 

examined and interpreted. Quota markets are examined using secondary data in order to address the 

competitiveness and the nature of the market. 

Chapter Five’s focus is the empirical level at which production and organisation occurs – the 

firm. The chapter examines the constraints on, but chiefly the responses by, firms as they negotiate 

changing fishing and trading environments. These new environments are contradictory and contested. 

Furthermore, in these new environments firm behaviour often diverges from socially set goals. This 

chapter describes responses to the legislation through the analysis of secondary data and interviews 

with key informants. The chapter explores and interprets individual strategies of real companies 

grounded in place and negotiating the everyday of fishing. 

Chapter Six investigates collective behaviour, as outlined in Chapter Two, in the commercial 

fishing sector. Collective behaviour, be it collaborative, cooperative, or collusionary is an equally valid 

strategy for firms looking to maximise profits. By exploring these behaviours the discussion is 

extended beyond the individual marketised behaviours examined in Chapter Five. Cooperative 

strategies are built around both arms-length and non-arms-lengths transactions. Following 

Mourdoukoutas (1999), in this chapter firms in the fishing sector are conceived as sharing a common 
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fate and therefore are often bound together through complex interdependent relationships. It is these 

collective behaviours in the fishing sector that are the focus of this chapter. 

Chapter Seven, the final chapter, draws together the discussion of the key themes set out in 

Chapters Two to Six. The chapter concludes the thesis with a summary of the findings from the 

previous five chapters. Conclusions about the ways in which firms negotiate sustainability and 

profitability in the New Zealand fishing industry are made and some of the implications for future 

management are discussed. 

 

 



 

Chapter Two 

Navigating Stormy Seas: Fisheries Rhetoric, 

Firms and Placing the Firm in Fisheries 

Thinking 

The deepening crisis faced by the fisheries industry and marine ecosystems that support it call for deep 
reforms, not continued application of failed strategies by inadequate institutions 

Fujita et al. 2004 p.148 

Introduction 

If we are to understand how New Zealand seafood firms grow within a constrained resource 

environment, we need an understanding of the literature that shapes fisheries discussions and policy. 

This chapter unpacks the rhetoric that surrounds fishing. It addresses two interconnected questions. 

First, how can we best understand the allocation of fisheries resources to enterprises? Second, related 

to the resource allocation debate, how might we best conceive of the commercial seafood sector and 

the enterprises that operate within it and utilise fisheries resources: is it possible to have our fish and 

eat them too? 

Fisheries involve complex organisation and diverse enterprise styles. In addition, management 

is vested in institutions that do not fish the resource: government ministries, scientists, policy analysts, 

and globalised regulatory bodies. These institutions are often spatially and socially distanced from the 

communities that depend upon the resource they oversee. They oversee production within fisheries by 

enterprises ranging from hunter/gatherer enterprises – albeit with a great deal of capital expenditure in 

technology and plant in some cases – through ranchers, to what James Anderson (2002 p.391) refers to 

as extensive aquaculturalists. Moreover there are many of ways of organising the production of 

fisheries within these different types of fishing enterprise – from complex multinational companies 

through family-owned companies to independent single boat fishermen. The culture of fishermen and 

fishing companies colours and shapes resource management and harvesting (Gordon 1954; Scott 1955) 

and is best summed up by Harris’s (1998 p.329) reference to Canadian and foreign cod fishermen as 

“the last of the buffalo hunters”. Discourses of fishing are most often constructed within a frontier 

mentality regardless of where, how and by whom fishing is undertaken, and fisheries management is 

perceived as being divorced from fishing. Together these attributes of the industry result in unique 

management and organisation of production, and in particular expectations for fishing firms. 
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There are two main epistemological positions that inform debates surrounding fisheries 

management, how resources are allocated and the fishing enterprises that depend upon them. Both 

fisheries economists and anthropologists construct fisheries management in such a way that the 

potential trajectories for growth are limited. The Tragedy of the Commons, the touchstone of Hardin’s 

(1968) Tragedy, informs both theoretical positions. The Tragedy is an interdisciplinary heuristic tool 

that purportedly makes clear the potential outcomes of making a resource available free of charge. In 

addition, the Tragedy enables researchers to question why the real world is not like the bio-economists’ 

models (Brox 1990). Beyond the obvious limitations of the resource (there are only so many fish in the 

sea) firms are further constrained by the markets they operate in, by the regulatory institutions that 

shape firm behaviour across a number of scales, and the informal rules, understandings and norms that 

shape behaviour – the governmentality – that moulds resource use.  

Economic geography and a firm-centred perspective can enrich our understanding of fisheries 

and fisheries management. This chapter proposes that the firm – the key actor in modern capitalist 

fisheries – is largely missing from fisheries management literature. This is unfortunate. The firm should 

be placed at the centre of discussions on sustainability and performance in order to better understand 

the allocation of fisheries resources and the commercial seafood sector. Such an approach demands an 

explanation of what a firm is and what our expectations of firm behaviour are. Enterprise strategies in 

primary production are examined to develop theoretical expectations of firms and firm behaviour. 

The chapter concludes by addressing what this means for diverse fishing firms. Theoretically, 

fishing firms can expand out of fisheries, they can expand up and down the aqua-commodity chain, 

they can control the means of production through aquaculture, and they can influence the wider 

regulatory framework through alliances and a stronger engagement with science and policy (a form of 

governmentality). Indeed firms can combine any or all of these approaches, each of which has place 

specific outcomes and wider implications for sustainability, performance and the communities and 

places that depend on fisheries. 

In this chapter I propose that fisheries economics abstracts the firm to such an extent that it is 

largely devoid of the agency that is necessary to negotiate regions and communities, complex global 

markets, and fisheries. Furthermore, while sociologists centre the discussion on communities they 

present firms as remorseless and devoid of agency. The chapter demonstrates that we should consider 

firms, fisheries and the legislation that surrounds the management of fisheries as being co-ordered or 

co-constructed. 
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The Tragedy of the Commons 

The Tragedy of the Commons lies at the heart of discussions concerning the allocation of 

resources and sustainability, and has stimulated wide debate (Box 2.1). 7 The Tragedy is contentious. It 

describes irreconcilable contradictions between individual expectations and collective outcomes 

(McCay and Acheson 1987; McGoodwin 1990). It has been a recurring motif in the politics of fisheries 

management. It has been used as much by policymakers regulating fisheries as by academics 

interpreting the history of management. Hardin’s Tragedy remains internally coherent because of a 

number of neoclassical assumptions. The rule of capture applies: open access means that fishermen 

can enter and exit the fishery at any time; individual fishermen are unable to influence the price of fish 

or the institutional and regulatory frameworks, are profit maximising and are homogeneous. Any 

discussion of the heterogeneous nature of fishing, the social world and the organisation of production 

are neatly removed from the debate. 

Box 2.1: Garret Hardin’s 1968 Tragedy of the Commons 

 

Hardin’s Tragedy is a remorseless working of events, an inevitable result that is unstoppable 

(Box 2.1). The forces of psychological denial and conscience are self-eliminating. When individuals are 

asked to limit exploitation they receive two contradictory messages. First, act as a responsible citizen or 

                                                 
7 Moore (1985 p.602) states: “Hardin’s Tragedy of the Commons should be required reading for all students … 
and if I had my way all human beings”. Dasgupta (1982) argues that it is hard to find another passage of 
comparable length and fame with so many errors in it.  For a current bibliography of Hardin related readings see 
http://www.indiana.edu/~workshop/wsl/tragedy.html and http://www.indiana.edu/~iascp/library.html 
amongst others. 

The tragedy begins thus:  

‘Picture a pasture open to all. It is to be expected that each herdsman will try to keep as many 
cattle as possible on the commons. Such an arrangement may work reasonably satisfactorily for 
centuries because tribal wars, poaching, and disease keep the numbers both man and beast well 
below the carrying capacity of the land. Finally, however, comes the day of final reckoning, that 
is, the day when the long desired goal of social stability becomes a reality. At this point the 
inherent logic of the commons remorselessly generates tragedy. 
As a rational being each herdsman seeks to maximize his gain. Explicitly or implicitly, more or 
less consciously, he asks, “What is the utility to me of adding one more animal to my herd?” 
This utility has one negative and one positive component. 
1) The positive component is a function of the increment of one animal. Since the herdsman 

receives all the proceeds from the sale of the additional animal, the positive utility is nearly + 1. 
2) The negative component is a function of the additional overgrazing created by one more 
animal. Since, however, the effects of overgrazing are shared by all the herdsmen, the negative 
utility for any particular decision-making herdsman is only a fraction of  -1. 
Adding together the component partial utilities, the rational herdsman concludes that the only 
sensible course for him to pursue is to add another animal to his herd. And another; and 
another; and another …. But this is the conclusion reached by each and every herdsman sharing 
the commons. Therein is the tragedy. Each man is locked into a system that compels him to 
increase his herd without limit — in a world that is limited. 

Hardin 1968 p.1244 
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face condemnation, and second, somewhat more insidiously, by acting responsibly you are a simpleton 

who can be bullied into standing aside while others exploit a resource (Hardin 1968). Unilateral 

unselfish behaviour has a negative outcome both economically since financial returns are lower than 

for other competitors, and socially as those in the fishery condemn the conservationist. 

Hardin’s work explicitly calls for privatisation of the resources as the most effective means of 

limiting access and coercing actors into behaving responsibly. If this privatisation is politically 

unacceptable then the state can assign user access to the resource, thus producing private ownership 

through a de facto means. Hardin’s solution to the Tragedy of the Commons may be neither socially 

equitable nor just, but is certainly effective in ensuring the ecological sustainability of a resource.8 

Hardin proposes that the social arrangements that produce responsibility on the part of fishermen are 

those arrangements that create coercion of some sort. Hardin notes that to agree to mutual coercion 

does not require one to enjoy the process. The alternative to the commons need not be equitable to be 

preferable. Hardin draws no distinction between the establishment of private property or the 

introduction of social arrangements and institutions that govern the use of common pool resources. 

Feeny et al. (1990 p.13) argue that Hardin’s “mutual coercion mutually agreed upon” can be construed 

as consistent with communal property arrangements, although they concede that Hardin most likely 

meant state institutions under state control. 

Criticisms of the Tragedy 
Freedom in a commons may bring ruin to all, but the ‘commons’ was seldom free. Buck-Cox 

(1985) contends that the historical antecedents that Hardin so cavalierly refers to were never open 

access and were governed by a complex moral economy that negotiated resource use and shaped user 

relationships. Buck-Cox (1985) proposes that a re-examination of the commons must centre on two 

issues. The first is to find lessons from the historical commons that can be applied to today. The 

second is epistemological: are our understandings of human kind flawed? If homo economicus had 

managed the commons then it appears likely that tragedy would have occurred, so perhaps someone 

else was running the commons? 

 The social science critique of the Tragedy contends that it is false and does not speak the 

whole truth. Quite simply, neoclassical economic theory does not fit the empirical observations and 

adds little to the understanding of the richness of structure, forms and dynamics of communities (see 

for example Apostle and Barrett 1992b; Newell and Ommer 1999). Criticisms centre on the lack of 

human agency and the inattention to specificity of place. As a remedy, critics have developed a large 

body of literature centred on traditional fishing communities (Berkes et al. 1991; Apostle et al. 1992; 

McCay 1995; McCay and Jentoft 1998; Adams-Carey 1999; Holm et al. 2000; McCay 2000; St Martin 

                                                 
8 Ecological sustainability is defined as a situation in which the resource in question is used “without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”(World Commission on Environment 
and Development 1987). 



CHAPTER TWO: NAVIGATING STORMY SEAS 

 

33 

2001 inter alia). These authors demonstrate that communities have long-established, often complex, 

rules of community management and regulation (res commune). 

Berkes (1989) refers to the Tragedy as a conventional wisdom that is deterministic or 

mechanistic. Criticisms of the Tragedy centre on the lack of human agency and the rationality 

requirements of the Tragedy. Moreover, the Tragedy fails to acknowledge contextual factors 

surrounding the absence or presence of rules (McCay and Acheson 1987). Property rights are 

embedded in historically specific social contexts and thus place is important. Tragedy occurs, but these 

tragedies are not of the commons. A number of authors maintain that tragedies occur where fishermen 

and communities become disconnected from the resources they depend upon. Tragedies are the result 

of forces beyond the control of local actors. Newell and Ommer (1999) demonstrate that widening 

resource management from community to the state and beyond brings growing difficulties to 

community managed fisheries. Simultaneously such an approach omits traditional and indigenous 

‘knowledges’, amongst others, concerning fisheries resources. Although historically fisheries were part 

of wider commodity chains their administration and regulation were not. 

The Tragedy demands a cynical construction of fishermen’s mentality, character and 

personality. The presumptions of the Tragedy alienate fishermen from each other, the sea, the boats 

and the very fish they catch. Such criticism centres on the rational choice assumptions required to 

maintain the Tragedy’s internal coherence and the homogenisation of social actors. Barnes and 

Sheppard (1992) maintain that rational choice theorists abstract social actors as individuals from their 

very identity. There is no scope for treating the Tragedy as a partial account of the behaviour of 

fishermen. Barnes (1987) argues that assuming economic rationality is misleading when studying spatial 

economic behaviour. The role of rationality, he argues, is to define the ‘best’ choices, those that 

maximise an individual’s utility given the limited means available. Economists have subsequently 

reduced those best choices to a formal set of conditions that define rationality. If these conditions are 

corrupted an incorrect choice is made and the action is irrational and cannot be considered in the 

economic model (Barnes 1987 p.301). 

In summary the Tragedy is problematic because of the terms used and the ways in which they 

are employed. The Tragedy renders invisible marine tenures of groups with customary or traditional 

rules and laws. It is historically flawed and ignores the reciprocal rights and expectations of its 

antecedents. The Tragedy of the Commons should be constructed as a Tragedy of fluid capital and 

fixed communities and at times as a Tragedy of failed science. Moreover, its cynical construction and 

life boat ethics removes fisheries from geographic and historical context. It represents a concrete 

example of the alienation of fishing communities from resources, social ruthlessness and arrogant 

ignorance of many neoclassical economists concerning the nature of the world we live in. Sharp (1998) 

proposes that to challenge the Tragedy is to grasp a fundamental difference in the ways in which 

humankind is constituted. 
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The power of the Tragedy 
The recurring motif of the Tragedy of the Commons is used by policymakers regulating 

fisheries and by academics interpreting the history of management. Ostrom (1990 p.6) proposes that 

what has made the Tragedy of the Commons scenario so powerful is that it captures a multitude of 

problems that occur in many settings and on many scales. The popularity of the Tragedy is also related 

to the way in which both liberal and conservative political solutions may be generated. Feeny et al. 

(1990) posit that the Tragedy scenario and its outcomes have been accorded the status of scientific law. 

Lundvall (1992 p.1) argues that “the long lasting hegemony of one single theoretical position is 

damaging both in terms of understanding and policy making”. Too often the Tragedy is used as a 

foundation for policy without the acknowledgement of its limitations. Even when the Tragedy of the 

Commons is regarded as only a focusing device, it privileges some aspects of the real world, leaving 

others in obscurity. The constraints that are introduced to make analysis possible are perceived as 

immutable regardless of context. Thus, analyses of the institutions that surround a common pool 

resource are a product of what the members of a community choose to make of that common pool 

resource. When Tragedy is the only perceived outcome, then the model and the policy derived from it 

become self-fulfilling. 

The Tragedy of the Commons thesis, with its overt call for property rights reform and its 

implicit appeal for free market environmentalism and the institution of private property rights, rests 

upon the presumptions of neoclassical economics (Bradshaw 2004). Importantly, Hardin’s Tragedy is 

relevant not just for what was said but for where it was published. By publishing in Science, Hardin 

united two epistemologies in a reputable and widely read journal. In addition, the Tragedy supports a 

regime of truth centred on scientific discourses. The Tragedy continues to be a hegemonic scientific 

artefact which has become entrenched through resource management textbooks, university curricula 

and the conventional wisdom of many resource managers, despite continued crises in fisheries and 

calls to broaden assessment and management to include socio-economic or biological/ecosystems 

understandings. 

To conclude, the Tragedy of the Commons is now framed in modern and progressive terms 

and used to justify modern capitalist fishing industries. Initially it was employed as a lever to open up 

resources to modern privatised capitalist exploitation and free fisheries from traditional fishing 

practices. This approach may have been pertinent 50 years ago, but it has little relevance to New 

Zealand fisheries, even if its assumptions were truthful (Buck-Cox 1985). The context of the Tragedy 

has changed. These days it is used to justify industry restructuring (Mansfield 2004a). Equally the 

sociological critique has shifted from ‘customary’ fishermen to understanding the wider context in 

which fishing occurs. In the new context, research must focus on how fishing firms behave. 
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Fisheries rhetoric and resource allocation 

Access to, control over, and ownership of fisheries resources have become more contentious 

as these resources decline. The distribution and allocation of fisheries resources can best be 

understood through the agones of sustainability and performance. These terms, sustainability and 

performance, say much about the way in which the literature is constructed. Tragedies, common pool 

resources and property regimes reside at the interface of human activity and natural phenomena. Since 

fisheries management began in earnest, about 1900, humans have experimented and developed 

management plans to increase landings for a variety of species in diverse locations. This has been a 

long, slow learning process that has involved serious mistakes being made and then repeated (Iversen 

1996). This repetition of mistakes is due to the nature of fish and the need to meet the expectations of 

communities with their frailties, biases and political and economic desires. Today, fishing is still 

plagued by resource tragedies and cycles, by communities of (often) impoverished fishermen, and by 

modern capitalist fishing companies with track records of exploitation, resource plunder, and waste as 

well as risk-taking fisher folk bedevilled by chronic under- and un-employment and over-capitalisation 

(FAO 2004). Fishing has an abysmal track record in terms of both sustainable resource management 

practices and profit. 

Academics have debated the causes and remedies for resource tragedies and profit 

maximization with fisheries management as a lens for discussion (Copes 1986; McCay 1995; McCay 

and Jentoft 1998; Wallace 1998a; Van Kooten and Bulte 2000; Wiber 2000; Vatn 2001; Townsend 

2002 inter alia). This debate has been long and at times acrimonious as rational choice and sociological 

proponents have disagreed on a number of issues as they frame descriptions of sustainable marine 

management (Copes 1986; Hannesson 1991; McCay et al. 1995; Pauly 1996; McCay and Jentoft 1998; 

Van Kooten and Bulte 2000; Wiber 2000; Vatn 2001; Townsend 2002 inter alia) and fisheries 

allocation9.  

When economists act to facilitate ‘proper’ capitalist management and exploitation of the 

resource, they often omit or assume away the organisation and performance of the industry in their 

analysis. When anthropologists and sociologists recommend co-management and/or a return to 

customary or traditional technologies they often omit from the discussion globalising processes and 

the ways in which these are played out at regional levels. Nørgaard (1996) notes that the differing 

conceptions of actors and human rationality are rooted in ontological and epistemological differences. 

                                                 
9 The separation of these two approaches is, however, a device for exploring two related strands of theory around 
fisheries management. It is important to acknowledge that each position is heterogeneous and has a number of 
perceptions. For purpose of discussing the rhetoric of fisheries management it is not necessary to unpack every 
niche position. Analytical categories carry with them discursive powers in their own right (Dicken et al. 2001). For 
example when politicians and fisheries managers adopt a particular fisheries rhetoric to justify the adoption of 
specific fisheries management practices the discourse naturalises the processes and simultaneously helps to create 
and reify the institutional realities it merely describes. There exists, therefore, a constellation of power relations 
implicit in any understandings of fisheries. 
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The problem is further exacerbated by the policy purchase of the rationalist choice economists. 

Theoretical model-based management complements ‘mainstream’ science, even if scientists do not 

necessarily agree on the action required to address sustainability and performance (Ludwig et al. 1994). 

Sociologists have been less successful than their economist colleagues when engaging in policy debates 

because they are not so concerned with efficiency or maximising profits. Value-based tensions arise as 

each side privileges social or property regimes. These same tensions signal irreconcilable differences in 

understanding fisheries management and the allocation of resources. 

Fisheries economics: Elegant but irrelevant? 
For decades resource economists have proposed that the answer to the problems of 

modernising fishing and simultaneously securing sustainability of fishing with economic performance 

lies in restructuring property regimes. There is now a broad literature on the harvesting of wild 

resources, acknowledging resource cycles in which, through economic rationality, capitalist enterprises 

inevitably destroy the wild resources they harvest (Clark 1973; Freudenberg 1992; Crowley 1996; Clapp 

1998 inter alia). The proper remedy, they offer, includes a transition to farm, plantation, aquaculture or 

extensive aquaculturalism of resources under private control. The key to the development and 

management of fisheries resides with the correct application of property rights. 

Gordon (1954) and Scott (1955) are credited with founding the discipline of marine resource 

economics. These two articles provide the basic insights that are fundamental to the field, especially 

the conceptualisation of open access ‘inefficiencies’, and have shaped the discussion of resource 

allocation by economists for the last fifty years (FAO 2004). The declaration of a commons and open 

access are essential to the approach because this removes any existing traditional or customary claims 

to a fisheries resource. Both these articles twist the ‘old’ use of ‘Tragedy’ – to push for private ownership 

in order for capitalist enterprises to operate and develop a modern fishery. 

Gordon set out the nature of equilibrium for an open access fishery in a state of uncontrolled 

or unmanaged exploitation. “The fish in the sea are valueless to the fisherman, because there is no 

assurance that they will be there tomorrow if left behind today” (Gordon 1954 p.135). The aphorism 

‘that which is free is valued by none’ holds true in this situation. Gordon contends that in an open 

access fishery the pattern of competition among fishermen is such that the most productive areas have 

the most fishermen as rent from the resource is not capable of being appropriated by anyone as 

uncaught fish are not owned. The static crowd externality illustrates how one fishermen’s catch directly 

impinges on the returns to fishing effort of others. Fishermen compete with each other in an open 

market by striving to catch more, more efficiently, and get back to port before the next fishermen. 

Gordon demonstrates that the open access equilibrium will occur when the returns are equal to the 

average cost of fishing (Box 2.2). This demonstration of the differences between optimal utilisation 

and open access sets a pattern for fisheries economics that is still followed today (Anderson, L. 2002). 
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Scott (1955) extended the analysis to acknowledge dynamic behaviour and optimal use 

through time. That common property resources will never take care of themselves is central to Scott’s 

analysis. Accepting this premise, Scott advocates sole ownership of the fishery. “If the catch today has 

an influence on the population and thus on the catch tomorrow, the sole owner will wish to maximise 

current returns but also to arrange for the optimum series of landings through the ensuing future 

periods” (Scott 1955 p.122-23). Without sole ownership in a profit maximising fishery the outcome is a 

pattern of competition among fishermen which culminates in the dissipation of rent (Box 2.2). Sole 

owner free market environmentalism only works when the sole owner has a long term horizon. The 

key to success is the discount rate and how much value a sole owner places on the long term viability 

of the fishery and the rent received from it (Clark 1973). 

Box 2.2: Understanding Economic Rent 

 

Cheung (1970) contends that in situations involving non-exclusive fishing rights and without 

collusion amongst fishermen, rent becomes a residual, with fishermen maximising the portion of fish 

left uncaught by others. This behaviour is consistent with both individual profit maximisation and the 

absence of contractual restraints on others’ access to the fishery. A race to fish eventuates as fishermen 

increase capitalisation in an effort to gain the portion of the fishery left uncaught. As Clark (1973 
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Economic rent is any payment to a factor of production over and above that necessary to keep it 
in production. Ricardo and Adam Smith are credited with the classical notion of rent. Ricardian 
rent is the “infra-marginal return to a heterogeneous natural resource” (Van Kooten and Bulte 
2000 p.59). In economic geography the focus of study has been on land rent. The classic 
theorisation of rent has focused on agricultural land (Johnston et al. 2000). Feeny (1992) describes 
rent as the difference between the prices obtained for a resource and the cost of extracting said 
resource. Clark (1973) defines economic rent with respect to fisheries where the regular income is 
derived from an endurable resource. Maximising rent can be construed as maximising profit as the 
owner or manager of the resource cannot influence the market price of fish or fishing inputs. 
Assuming the rule of capture, a successful open access fishery would operate at X1. However, 
realising that profits are there to be made, new fishermen enter the fishery, fishing intensity 
increases and population declines. So long as rent remains, the process continues until equilibrium 
is achieved at X0. The surplus in the fishery is absorbed and at this level total costs equal total 
revenues. Profits are zero, and there will be no expansion or contraction of fishing effort. The 
fishery has reached equilibrium. Unfortunately, there are no net economic returns from the 
fishery. 
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p.631) observes, this standard economic argument lays the blame neatly on open competition, and 

more specifically on the often impoverished and politically less powerful fishermen who are least able 

to defend themselves. 

In theory, fishermen are no longer attracted to the fishery when they can earn a greater 

income from alternative employment – the opportunity costs of fishing (Gordon 1954; Anderson 

1986; Brox 1990 inter alia). These costs are normally a part of the total cost function. In cases of high 

unemployment, opportunity costs for fishermen may be zero, and thus the rent dissipation argument 

can explain overexploitation of some fisheries. Gordon (1954) notes that fishermen may work for less 

remuneration than they would otherwise accept, because there is always the possibility of a good catch: 

“The cod still pay the bills. If you put in the time, if you work hard, you’re going to get reimbursed. 

Sooner or later you’re going to have a big month or two” (Adams-Carey 1999 p.199). 

Marine resource economics solutions to the fisheries management dilemmas and the challenge 

of non-exclusive fisheries management can be broadly separated into four responses: the imposition of 

resource rentals; the implementation of input controls to limit fishermen’s behaviour; the 

implementation of output controls designed to limit total catch from the fishery; and the introduction 

of property rights to fish stocks. 

A tax on landings (or resource rent) shifts the industry cost curve upward. Therefore 

fishermen would have no incentive to fish above the socially constructed optimal catch level 

(Hannesson 1993). The purpose of resource rentals is to promote an “equitable distribution of a 

surplus income that some consider in principle to belong to all members of the community” (FAO 

2004 pt 4: p10). For any tax to be efficient it has to cope with the vagaries of fish stock fluctuation. 

Whether the political decision is to maintain a stable catch or let it fluctuate from season to season, the 

tax rate would most likely have to be adjusted yearly to meet the precise level of effort and catch 

deemed socially appropriate (Hannesson 1993). Fishermen tend to be opposed to resource rents as 

they now have to pay for something that was previously considered free (Sanford annual report 1987; 

Talley 1999). 

Input controls are characterised by licence limitations that restrict the number of fishermen, 

but not how much each can catch. Licence limitations may include restrictions on technology, fishing 

gear or vessel type which are cheap to enforce and easy to explain, but may have perverse outcomes 

that benefit certain types of fishermen (Iversen 1996; Tietenberg 2000). Limits can be placed on the 

size and gender of species, for example rock lobsters (Bradshaw 2004). Alternatively, limits on the 

fishing location and season can be introduced. A number of authors maintain that such measures result 

in overcapitalisation and a race to fish. The classic description of this outcome is the halibut fishery in 

Alaska (Grafton 1998; Copes 2000; Grafton et al. 2000). The key point about input limitations are that 

they limit the inputs but, by failing to limit the potential capacity to fish, not the amount of fish that 
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can conceivably be taken. It is generally accepted that input controls fail to curb increasing effort in 

fisheries. 

Output controls are intended to limit the amount of fish removed from the fishery. The most 

obvious is the introduction of a limit on total allowable catch (TAC). A total quota, based on biological 

estimates, is allocated to the fishery, but not individual fishermen. Setting total quota may induce an 

‘Olympic’ or ‘Derby’ fishery where fishermen fish harder. TAC may do little to alleviate the race to fish 

and may have a number of inefficient flow-on effects for processors, the market and consumers 

(Matulich et al. 1996). 

The general consensus among fisheries economists is that some form of property rights 

reform is required. Options include landing quotas that limit individual catch and aggregate fishing, 

catch limits per vessel (used in Norway), or community fishing quotas. However, the discussion 

surrounding quotas has generally focussed on economic and administrative issues and the construction 

of property rights to the detriment of social equity and spatial outcomes for communities (Symes and 

Crean 1995). 

In contemporary industrial fisheries literature, ‘true’ privatisation is associated with the 

introduction of individual transferable quotas (ITQs) as a management structure.10 This approach has 

been embraced within the resource economics community and is increasingly popular in the corporate 

fishing industry (Yandle and Dewees 2003). Essentially, these market-based approaches views all 

fishermen as individual fishing firms that maximise their returns on their investments. The market-

based ITQs focus on the outputs – the amount of fish removed. Quotas are given to individual 

fishermen who, it is presumed, represent Scott and Gordon’s rational fishermen. Quotas work by 

numerically allocating quantities of fish stock to individual fishermen (usually boat owners), making 

that allocation transferable in a market, and allowing the recipients of quotas to harvest anywhere 

within the management area. ITQs are viewed by many as a solution to all the biological, social and 

economic problems that pervade fisheries today (Grafton 1996; Shallard 1996; Hersoug 2002a). St 

Martin (2001) proposes that quotas privilege the individual subject and the open access space of 

marine resource economics. In time this space becomes a space of private ownership by capitalist 

enterprises undertaking industrial production that corresponds to the stock assessment area (St Martin 

2001) and meets the expectations of a ‘modern’ fishery. 

The institution of property is central to the debates about the rights of individuals, 

corporations and the state in relation to natural resources (Macpherson 1978). The ownership of the 

environment is an especially contentious issue. Property rights are predicated upon a limited supply of 

resources for which different users compete (Cullet 2001 p.652). As such the appropriation of natural 

resources has to be defined and defended through social and political processes (Vatn 2001). The law 

is used to assign property rights to regulate access to these resources. What is constructed is a right to 

                                                 
10 Arguably limiting access by licensing can be construed as privatisation by stealth (Grafton 1998). 
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use a resource that will be enforced by society, or the state, by custom or convention or law 

(Macpherson 1978). 

Property is also a triadic social relation consisting of benefit streams, rights holders and duty 

bearers. It should be viewed as a human artefact, and the term ‘property regime’ is more apropos 

(Bromley 1992). The assignment of property rights and the formation of a property regime occur 

within society. Property in this context is a social instrument and different regimes are chosen by 

communities for particular social purposes. Cullet (2001) maintains that while the primary motive for 

establishing property rights is most often economic, other aspects are taken into account as well. 

Equally, ‘property’ flows from a collective definition within society. Multiple forms of regime can 

emerge, ranging from sovereign to individual, and these property rights can operate simultaneously 

within the same resource system and across the same space (Mansfield 2001b; Giordano 2003). 

Fisheries economists argue that for fisheries to be sustainable and profitable, property regimes 

must shift from common property or open access to private property regimes, with fishing rights 

allocated to individuals. Exactly how property regimes are defined is important. Common property 

resources are such that “rights are difficult to define and enforce, so that there is an absence of markets 

for their [the rights] transactions” (Dasgupta 1982 p.2). A common property resource may imply open 

access when the resource is open to all parties, but this is rare. In a common property regime a well 

defined community of users has the right to exclude non-members from the resource. Under open 

access, a right of inclusion is granted to anyone who wants to use the resource. Grafton (1998) 

proposes the term ‘common pool resource’ and reserves the term ‘common property’ for describing 

the management system or regime. Bromley (1992) proposes that common property resources are a 

misnomer and that property should be viewed as existing within four distinct types of property regime: 

State owned (res publicae); community owned (res commune); privately owned (res privatae); and no one’s 

property (res nullius, literally things unowned). 

State ownership of common pool resources is relevant for two reasons. At the international 

level, there is no authority superior to the state and all states are equal. This constitutes the basic 

principle around which international relations are organised. At the domestic level the state is the 

repository of sovereign rights and the assertion of these rights is analogous to private property as the 

state acquires all rights over a resource when it asserts direct ownership (Cullet 2001). State ownership 

means the state may exclude anyone from the use of a right so long as the state follows accepted 

political and institutional practice for determining who may or may not use a resource (Demsetz 1967). 

The mere declaration of state ownership does not presuppose that the property rights will be 

enforceable or equitable. Some of the most spectacular failures of renewable resources have been 

associated with state ownership (Grafton 1998). Legitimacy of the management regime is a necessary 

prerequisite for successful fisheries management; Harte (2000a). 
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Common pool resources that are under state administration can see ad hoc institutional 

arrangements that result in de facto res commune regimes. Bradshaw (2004) maintains that prior to the 

introduction of ITQs in the Tasmanian rock lobster fishery, the state controlled the resource, and 

citizens obtained access rights as commercial fishermen. A community of fishermen emerged as co-

proprietors through the institution of fishing licences. Communal ownership allows the community to 

deny both the state and individual citizens the right to interfere with any person’s use of communally 

owned resources. Christy (1975) proposes that the condition of common property exists when the 

costs (social, political or economic) of acquiring and enforcing rights are greater than the benefits. In 

doing so, Christy conflates common property with res nullius. Under a res nullius regime, common pool 

resources are subject to no one’s jurisdiction and rights do not exist in any reasonable form. Res nullius 

is a de facto property regime that operates when the absence of satisfactory or socially acceptable 

property rights result in the resource being treated as open access regardless of whether there is a 

property regime or not (Grafton 1996). 

‘Private’ property is a vague concept but the alienation of other users from the resource is one 

of the central rights (Hunt and Gilman 1998). Private property refers to “exclusive rights over objects, 

or information vested in a single legal entity” (Cullet 2001 p.652). That the community recognises the 

right of the property owner to exclude others from exercising owner’s rights over the common pool 

resource is central to the concept of private ownership. Private property refers to individuals, 

partnerships, or corporations as non-public rights holders. One of the distinctive features of capitalism 

is that economic resources are characteristically owned by private individuals and institutions. Stilwell 

(Stilwell 2003 p.46) contends that other forms of ownership, in relation to economic resources, are an 

aberration, at odds with the basic capitalist principle of economic activity being in the hands of private 

individuals. 

Property is a terminological shipwreck. Giordano (2003) explains that this is because of four 

inter-related factors. There is a lack of agreed definition as evidenced by the debate over commons and 

open access. Reality is not an ‘either-or’ binary. There is a coexistence of multiple regimes and multiple 

scales. The distinctive features of tenure are not always apparent with unwritten customary rules. The 

forms of property and production relations associated with individual communities may be best 

understood if we begin from the position that although property is tangible (physically it has form), it 

is more useful to think of property as conceptually vague, because differing theoretical accounts enable 

us to explore different elements of property. 

Property regimes are personified by relationships and rights or governance structures. In 

Foucauldian terms, governance is “intrinsically linked to the activities of expertise, whose role is not 

one of weaving an all-pervasive web of ‘social control’, but of enacting assorted attempts at the 

calculated administration of diverse aspects of conduct through countless, often competing, local 

tactics of education, persuasion, inducement, management, incitement, motivation and 
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encouragement” (Rose and Miller 1992 p.175). Following Sissenwine and Mace (2001), the property 

regime and the governance that shapes it is more than fisheries management legislation: it is the formal 

and informal rules, understandings and norms that mould behaviour. 

The strength of property rights and the regimes that underpin them has shaped the degree of 

control that fishermen have within a fishery. The success of aquaculture, arguably the most secure of 

property rights, is largely driven by control: control of inputs; control of feed; control of exposure to 

the elements; control of harvest rates; control of technology; control of the market; and control of the 

species harvested (Anderson, J. 2002 p.133-134) – in essence, control of risk. It is simplistic to contrast 

traditional fisheries having open access with no control of stock, harvesting or markets, and 

aquaculture having private use with complete control over these matters. There is a continuum along 

which many types of fishing and aquaculture sit, defined by the degree of control (Figure 2.1) and this 

control is largely driven by the nature of the property rights. Anderson developed a property right 

index based on transferability, exclusivity, security, duration and an index of economic freedom. The 

last reflects the institutional setting of the property right and is significant because it acknowledges the 

role of wider social and economic environment.  

Figure 2.1: Control and the Property Rights Index 
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Anderson suggests that the nature of fishing property rights is heterogeneous with a 

continuum between open access fishing and intensive aquaculture. This is a function of the control 
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that firms are able to exert on the fishery, and is related to the strength of the associated property 

rights (Figure 2.1). As rights based fisheries management systems advocated by economists become 

common place, many fisheries now resemble extensive aquaculture or ranching as opposed to 

traditional hunter-gatherer fisheries (Anderson, J. 2002 p.149). As property rights strengthen, 

Anderson expects firms to adopt more efficient technology (which may include aquaculture) and 

alternative industrial organisation, to improve marketing, and to make efforts to gain control of 

production and markets (vertical integration). Such actions will all impact on the community associated 

with traditional fisheries. As rights based fishing and extensive aquaculture systems expand, fisheries 

that are valuable and that still have open access will ultimately have to adapt or be marginalised. 

Adaptation, or failure to adapt, has significant implications for profitability, performance and 

sustainability. 

When fisheries economists acknowledge the role of firms in common property fisheries it has 

traditionally been in aggregate terms (Anderson 1976), and when they do so the firm is most often 

treated as a homogeneous entity. Anderson places the firm in fisheries resource management, but for 

Anderson the firm remains asocial and atomised, bearing little resemblance to its “real world” 

counterpart. In one respect Anderson (1976) is correct when he describes firms as unable to affect 

revenue because of the number of fishermen. In a globalised market the shortage of fish in one locality 

does not necessarily impinge on the global price (Arbo and Hersoug 1997). 

Coase (1960) proposes that incentives exist for private agents to bargain to avoid externalities. 

Economic actors, who stand to gain by solving an externality, bargain for a contract that involves 

mutual gains. Individuals design institutions to reduce costs and to make interaction predictable 

(Nørgaard 1996). Fisheries economists have acknowledged the behaviour of homogenous firms and 

the ways in which they make efforts to avoid externalities or inefficiencies. As property rights are 

strengthened, Townsend (2002) posits that Coasian bargaining and government regulation become 

enmeshed. He maintains that economic actors with secure property rights have developed complex 

arrangements to secure the continued resource. Although Townsend concludes that government 

regulation and corporate governance may indeed be complementary in fisheries management, he is 

implicitly arguing for a privatisation of the resource and a de facto privatisation of the governance of 

the resource. He contends that management should be vested in those who have a claim to the 

residuals (rent). The long term interests of owners will be the best guarantee to sustainable exploitation 

of the fish resources and economic efficiency, and that this feature outweighs social, socio-economic 

(benefits distribution), and socio-cultural concerns. In a fisheries management context the residual is 

described as the right to harvest (Townsend 1995 p.40). The challenge to self governance is that 

informal voluntary organisation by resource users often faces political constraints. 

Johnson and Libecap (1982 p.1006) observe that although “[g]overnments emphasize the right 

for all citizens to access fisheries and other wildlife. They refuse to assign private territorial rights to 
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areas large enough to cover migratory species”. Voluntary organisation will not occur because 

heterogeneous fishermen would be unable to agree and the price of private contracting and 

monitoring, the transaction costs, will limit self governance and management of the fishery. 

Nonetheless, the weakness of Townsend’s case is that it is often limited to small fisheries or fisheries 

that have few companies. Success has been driven by key actors who were able to control a large 

percentage of the fishery. In general, the success of this collective action is inversely related to the size 

of the group. 

To summarise, fifty years on the seminal works of Gordon and Scott still remain at the centre 

of the standard approach to the analysis of common property resources and their allocation by 

economists and the property school. There have been subtle shifts in analysis and technique, as, for 

instance, more recent economic models show that fishermen may not be quite so lemming-like in their 

behaviour because they bear the private costs of increasing fishing effort in the form of nets, echo 

sounders and so forth (Anderson, L. 2002). Analysts may make different conclusions because of 

different assumptions about population dynamics, the price of fish, species interaction and so on but 

the story is the same. Assuming profit maximising behaviour by individuals, an equation can be derived 

to demonstrate how individuals behave and the conditions needed to maximise total net returns from 

the fishery. The theoretical property rights solution has clear advantages (Hannesson 1993). Profit 

maximising owners will have clear incentives to limit fishing to that level that maximises profit, 

regardless of whether he fishes or leases the rights to others. The profit maximising fishing effort will 

also, he argues, be socially optimal. The message has changed little in fifty years. Open access to a 

fishery results in inefficiency and limited access is both profitable and biologically sustainable. 

In conclusion, like the Tragedy, the power and rhetoric of fisheries economics lies in its ability 

to meet the expectations and demands of state and private capital. The goal of fisheries economics is 

to enclose fisheries and constitute them as being within the singular economy of modern capitalist 

economies. In doing so fisheries economists rarely acknowledge their role in the construction of a 

worldview that supports their recommendations as reasonable (Wiber 2000). The relevance of marine 

resource economics lies in its ability to unify concepts of private property and individual behaviour 

within a number of economic, scientific and political practices which are supported by modelling and 

theoretical analysis11. Ultimately the fishery is simultaneously any fishery and no fishery at all. Divorced 

of any social or cultural form, the fishery is inculcated into fisheries resource management discourses 

and the meta-narrative of sustainability. St Martin (2001) contends that this discourse includes the 

forms of data and analysis used by fisheries biologists, government publications, fisheries management 

policies, statements and practices of fishermen themselves, and media representations of the industry. 

Furthermore marine resource economics made possible and necessary the development of industrial 

fisheries through the implementation of private property, wage relations and corporate structures. This 

                                                 
11 See for example Smith 1969; Anderson 1976; Townsend 2002; Grafton 1998 inter alia. 
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approach had purchase because it mirrored the wider discourses of development and growth that 

provided a rationale for top down (or State) intervention and promised prosperity. 

Fishing peoples and fishing places? 
Barry and Slater (2002) maintain that the relationship between economics and economies is 

weak. Marine resource economics provides models of behaviour and the actors who inhabit them 

which, at best, provide highly abstracted and sociologically impoverished accounts of real economic 

relations and, at worst, stand accused of legitimising inequalities in power and resources. A social 

science view of fisheries and fisheries management challenges and disputes the assessment reports and 

management strategies of the dominant discourse by emphasising the place-bound character of 

fisheries. Place is interdisciplinary and is constituted in the places and spaces fish inhabit and the places 

and spaces fishermen inhabit. Marine resource economics is critiqued simultaneously by ecosystems-

based management proponents and by social scientists. Much of the social science literature has 

emerged as sociologists and anthropologists attempt to understand the impacts of change on 

communities. These authors often focus on the agency of communities in places. Place is made 

tangible through narratives or stories of fishing communities and the fishermen who live in them (see 

for example Stirrat 1988; Apostle and Barrett 1992b; Bromley 1992; Newell and Ommer 1999; St 

Martin 2001 inter alia). 

Social scientists argue that the economists’ ideas concerning the applicability of property 

regimes and their model of rational man (homo economicus) are, at best, ill conceived, their remedies so 

disastrous as to inevitably lead to new crises, and that the fisheries science of their collaborators from 

biology is inadequate (Callon 1986; Ludwig et al. 1994; Wright 2004). Economists and biologists stand 

accused of abetting the alienation of resources from indigenous peoples and traditional communities. 

The claim is that where economists call for the privatisation of fisheries resources or the legally 

instituted dispossession of local interests through the imposition of state ownership they promote open 

access to the resources by interests beyond the community. Social scientists instead point to alternative 

communitarian management regimes that have achieved sustainable use of wild resources. Many of 

these studies are concerned with fishing and fishing peoples and what they can offer to our 

understanding of places, people and their relationship with the environment. 

Social scientists maintain that property is relational and that marine resource economics 

considers fisheries alone in isolation from investment or other relations between parties in the fishery 

(Wiber 2000). This constraining assumption, among others, is critiqued by a number of authors. 

Barnes (1987) critiques the larger intellectual movement of neoclassical economics, by arguing that it 

denies specificity and richness of place by claiming that to be understandable phenomena need to be 

reduced to some fundamental variable. Ben-Yami (2003) refers to the neoclassical precept of rational 

actors as ‘autistic economics’ and refutes the notion that as a rule individuals make rational economic 

decisions. He goes on to argue that neoclassical economics is, in fact, both a social-political narrative 
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and a metrology – or system of measurement – that concentrates power in the hands of multi-national 

institutions. Moreover, it can be construed as a regime of truth.12 The ways and means of constructing 

this ‘economic truth’ result in those charged with ascribing truth gaining both status and power: 

With the neoclassical economic narrative serving as a tool for achieving the explicit goals and 
hidden agendas of its promoters… the ‘invisible hand’ has been transformed from the sum 
of the multitude of individual decisions into the sum of the political and economic decisions 
of powerful interests. 

Source: Ben-Yami 2003 p.20 

Homo economicus is flawed because of its failure to account for the costs and benefits of market 

fluctuations, organisation of production, social, economic and cultural dislocations of people (Barnes 

1987) and the impacts these have on fishing communities as well as other externalities which are 

difficult to express in monetary terms. Only in-depth analysis can reveal which marine management 

options will produce truer benefits and values (Ben-Yami 2003). Homo economicus and neoclassical 

economics reflect a particular historical and geographic context and should, Barnes (1987) proposes, 

be constructed as ‘local’ in origin. Such an approach would shun a totalising discourse and treat theory 

as a partial account of the behaviour of actors within fisheries. A partial account may begin to address 

social costs and benefits and wider community outcomes beyond profit maximisation and 

economically efficient utilisation of fisheries resources. 

Social science authors view communities as threatened by fisheries management, and 

specifically management regimes imposed from outside the community. Furthermore, the aggregation 

of data obfuscates the political, social, economic and environmental differences within an area. This 

aggregation fails to inform fisheries managers and legislators about local fish habitats or the variable 

fishing behaviour of individual fishing enterprises, Bradshaw and Eaton’s (2003) skipper effect, and 

communities, all of which require a different spatialisation from that devised by marine resource 

economics and fisheries science (St Martin 2001). The scale and spatial parameters instituted by 

fisheries science are not the scale and spatial parameters of fishermen as attested by St Martin’s (2001) 

discussion of an attempt by a local community to challenge the national and international mapping of 

local spaces. Place is constituted as more than a physical location so new geographies of fishing can be 

explored. Such an approach recognises that fisheries management and its associated science must 

engage with places far more than it has in the recent past. 

“What community means has been disputed for even longer than place” (Bell and Newby 

1978 p.189). Bell and Newby contend that community is more than a social network or even a defined 

territory. In much of the social science literature the community, as opposed to individual fishermen, is 

reified. When processes relevant to fishing territories are examined cohesive groups (or communities) 

                                                 
12 Writing on truth and power, Foucault (1980 p.130) proposed that truth is not outside of power. Truth is a 
thing of this world and each society has its regime of truth, its general politics as it were. These regimes centre on 
discourses which society accept and make function as true. Such discourses, and neoclassical economics and 
fisheries science are two, enable one to distinguish true and false statements and the means by which each is 
sanctioned. Moreover, this truth is (re)produced and transmitted under the control of a few political, economic 
and scientific apparatuses – fisheries managers, fishing companies and fisheries scientists. 
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emerge. “Community can consist of the bounded physical location – the spatial expression, the local 

social system as well as less tangible human associations” (Bell and Newby 1978 p.195). Newell and 

Ommer (1999) present narratives from a range of fisheries and fishing communities across Canada. 

They forgo a regional analysis and focus on the place of fishing communities and emphasise the fishing 

strategies of communities that are historically and geographically conditional. While place-specific 

factors are important, Newell and Ommer’s edited work illustrates the commonality of often complex 

co-management fisheries regimes and resource strategies. 

In summary, there is a large body of literature that provides evidence for alternative 

management systems centred on traditional fishing communities. It posits that communities had long 

established rules of community management and community regulation that are socially bounded and 

part of a wider web of social, economic and political relations. Economic theory quite simply does not 

fit the empirical observations and adds little to our understanding of the structure, organisational forms 

and dynamics of communities (see for example Newell and Omer 1999). 

However, the anthropologists and sociologists always seem more comfortable mourning the 

world that has passed away than planning for the one rushing towards them. Bestor (2004) observes 

that anthropological attention to complex social organisation has been more attuned to descent groups 

and dowry payments than to the kinds of economic institutions and behaviours that are central to 

complex modern economies The result is that they perhaps romanticise human communities and their 

ability to apply wisdom and foresight in their relationships with resources and each other. 

Durrenberger and Pálsson (1987) maintain that anthropological research on fishing focussed too 

narrowly on traditional indigenous cultures and communities that lay outside the capitalist economy. 

The communities portrayed within the humanist literature appear to be able to design often complex 

responses and mechanisms for resource use and yet have little ability to cope with the aggregate effects 

of fishing. 

A gulf of mutual incomprehension? 
The conflict between the rational and social science perspectives illustrates a ‘gulf of mutual 

incomprehension’.13 They are illustrative of what the historian of science, Thomas Kuhn, called 

incommensurability. Two points of view are so deeply grounded in mutually exclusive points of view, 

analytical frames, paradigms, contradictory ontologies, or world views that there is no rational basis for 

comparative evaluation. The same data – the collapse of fish stocks and the decline of fishing 

communities – is interpreted by each in the context of their received and experienced world views. The 

result is that each seems ‘wrong’ or, at least, ‘wrong-headed’ to the other. However, “[t]he clashing 

                                                 
13 C.P Snow (1964) described a gulf of mutual incomprehension lying between scientists and non-scientists. 
Writing on the two cultures, he goes on to say these two groups were “comparable in intelligence, identical in 
race, not grossly different in social origin, earning about the same incomes, who had almost ceased to 
communicate at all, who in intellectual, moral and psychological climate had so little in common… one might 
have crossed an ocean” (1964 p.2). The same can be argued for sociologists and anthropologists and the marine 
resource economists. 
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point of two subjects, two disciplines, two cultures – two galaxies, so far as that goes – ought to 

produce creative chances. In the history of mental activity that has been where some of the 

breakthroughs have come from” (Snow 1964 p.16).  

 Writing on institutional rationality, Nørgaard (1996) argues that the gulf is not as wide as the 

literature portrays it and that the more promising traditions are converging. He argues that if the 

rational choice approaches of neoclassical economists are relaxed and the social scientists acknowledge 

that human beings have a capacity to reflect over goals irrespective of context there could be 

theoretical enrichment. Brox (1990) calls for an interdisciplinary position that goes beyond the 

different scientific and economic traditions of both camps. Much of the debate is over semantics. Brox 

goes on to propose that the real benefit of Tragedy and Common Property theory is in its analytical 

utility. It allows an investigation into which aspects of the real world Common Property theory helps 

us to see and to ignore. Common Property theory also forces researchers to consider the aggregate 

consequences of individual decisions. Such a position allows Brox to address how situations can be 

maintained over time and why the Tragedy does not always occur. Common Property theory is, he 

argues, a Weberian idealtypus: a middle ground between the abstract universal principles of fisheries 

economics and the ideographic histories of social science (Brox 1990). Brox makes it clear that the 

Tragedy is an analytical tool that aids in our understanding of the world rather than a theoretical 

absolute that describes the entire world. Notably, Brox reinforces the anthropological/sociological 

position that there are social expectations and regulations (modes of social regulation) that shape 

access to resources. 

Despite Brox’s insightful comments on the epistemological gulf between anthropologists and 

bio-economists and his critique of the Tragedy of the Commons he fails to identify the common 

failing of both these approaches. Neither places the key actor – the fishing enterprise – at the centre of 

the discussion, or acknowledges the political economy of firms. Neither can establish the extent to 

which Tragedies are a firm problem or a fisheries problem. Brox outlines horizontal growth (or effort 

increase by aggregation) and growth by vertical expansion as potentially useful models of industry 

behaviour but, as Winder (1997) notes, fails to develop this further. The opportunity to discuss ‘what 

sort of growth’ and ‘what sort of organisations shape growth’ is presented and then largely ignored. 

Disturbing the status quo 
Clapp (1998) presents a theory of resource use whereby all commercially exploited wild 

populations (fish, forests or minerals) sooner or later pass through a resource cycle – “ a pattern of 

overexpansion followed by ecosystem disruption and economic crisis” (Clapp 1998 p.130). In addition, 

this pattern of use is subject to common economic, biological and institutional pressures ands limits. 

He argues resource industries pass through three main stages. The first stage is a period of boom, 

expansion and investment. Often this is coupled with government subsidies to develop the resource 

and the networks of extraction (road and rail linkages). This is succeeded by a second stage of 
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profitable exploitation in which capacity expands and the industry is characterised by increased capital 

intensity stemming from the declining quality of the raw material base. As production volumes decline, 

efficiency is achieved by shedding labour while maintaining effort. Finally, depletion occurs and 

eventually resource abandonment. Where possible there is a subsequent restructuring – read “removal” 

– of part-time and non-commercial users, with long term rights granted to corporations within a 

rhetoric resource security (Clapp 1999). According to Clapp the inevitable outcome is the 

domestication of wild things for production – farming. Clapp’s explanation combines aspects of Innis’ 

Staples theory (Box 2.3) with ecological economics. Noting that aggregate data disguises a sequence of 

regional cycles of boom and collapse, Clapp observes that resource endowments generate localised 

over-adaptation and that this specialisation with its associated prosperity and stagnation reinforces 

regional dependence. Furthermore, these cycles are an outcome of mutually reinforcing political and 

economic causes. 

Box 2.3 Innis’ Staples Theory 

 

Clapp’s resource cycle is useful as a lens through which it is possible to start thinking about 

the ways in which resources are appropriated and the ways in which, through cycles of investment and 

technology, capital and labour are refashioned as resources are depleted. However, Millar and Winder 

(1999) note that Clapp’s analysis has a number of shortcomings. It is predicated on liberal economics 

and state actors, and does not recognise the importance of non-state actors – resource use is nested in 

many different institutions. In doing so Clapp falls into Hardin’s trap by situating resource cycles in an 

unbounded world of rational actors; he fails to recognise the agency of local-level, embedded 

institutions and the power of non-state actors. Clapp largely omits the Marxist reworking of the Staples 

Staples theory maintains that Canada’s economic and institutional development are bound up 
with the export of a series of primary products and each commodity type and its associated 
forms of production creates a particular spatial configuration. Barnes (1996a) emphasises Innis’ 
key contention that these spatial configurations tended toward both centralisation of power in 
the metropole and decentralisation and powerlessness in the periphery. 

In Mel Watkins’s (1963 p.144) exposition of Innis’s staples model, exports of primary 
resources function as “the leading sector of the economy, and set the pace for economic 
growth.” In the optimistic version of the theory (associated especially with neoclassical 
economics), this sector then stimulates diversification through its various links, eventually 
leading to full industrialisation. In the more pessimistic account, associated with the Canadian 
political economy school, of which Watkins was a leading member, the country is ensnared in a 
staples trap (Williams 1983). In this view diversification is blocked because of such factors as an 
export mentality among producers, domination of the economy by a few large and often 
foreign owned multinational corporations and a truncated industrial branch-plant structure that 
minimizes development of higher order control and research functions (Britton and Gilmour 
1978 cited in Barnes 1996b). Given the prolonged reality of Canada’s continued high export of 
staples products and its relatively low proportion of world export markets in manufactured end 
products, the pessimistic view appears more borne out by the evidence. The result, to use 
Innis’s terminology, is that Canada is something of a hinterland economy, one whose fate is 
strongly tied to events in foreign metropoles. 

In sum, from the perspective of Canadian political economy, there is a direct 
relationship between the type of trade in which Canada engages and its historic inability to 
become a fully industrialised nation (Watkins 1963). 
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theory (Box 2.3) and the ways in which a legacy of the social, political and institutional structures have 

frustrated attempts to diversify the Canadian economy (Millar and Winder 1999 p.324). Clapp’s 

construction of the resource cycle obscures the social relations of production. Finally, regardless of 

applying the resource cycle to a number of Canadian examples, the resource cycle is anonymous. There 

are no descriptions of firms, the sorts of politicians or the scientists involved in Clapp’s discussion. 

Firms do not register. Types of firms, commodity chain relationships and the ways in which they are 

organised do not figure at all. In Clapp’s reading of the resource cycle firms are creatures of the cycle 

and this is at odds with sustainable development. 

The general failure to grapple with the complexities of fisheries and fishing industries has lead 

to recognition of the institutional context of fisheries and a re-conceptualisation that reveals the range 

of issues impinging upon and related to the claims of fisheries science management. A number of 

authors are beginning to address fisheries in terms of what sort of growth and what sort of 

organisations (Apostle and Barrett 1992b; Arbo and Hersoug 1997; Fløysand and Lindkvist 2001 inter 

alia). The two principle foci of this literature are Canada and Scandinavia. 

Finlayson (1994) interpreted the role of science in the decline of the Northern cod stocks 

from 1977 to 1990. Central to Finlayson’s thesis is that all knowledge, including scientific knowledge, is 

shaped by social processes. He contends that failure to predict fish stocks is closely related to scientists’ 

own interpretations of reality that are in turn socially constructed. Having made large investments in 

the production of knowledge, scientific institutions are reluctant to reflect on and critically examine the 

validity of the knowledge generated. Having constructed a stock as healthy, it was ‘normal’ to reject any 

claims to the contrary. Finlayson submits that internal dissent was quietly filed away and conflicting 

opinions silenced. Scientific advice was then matched to meet the management objectives. One of the 

problems was that scientists often did not know what those management objectives were. Finlayson’s 

work demonstrates the importance of understanding the role of science and the commercial and social 

policy pressures that are faced when developing fisheries data. 

Writing on the North Atlantic fishery, Harris (1998) submits that while the nature of the 

resource base is important it only provides half the story. The other half of the fishery equation is the 

structure of economic and political power, a structure which often brings the interests of the State and 

capital into direct conflict with the goals of preserving fish stocks and the communities dependent 

upon them. Burrill and McKay (1987b p.62-65) maintain that the Tragedy is not of the fisheries but 

rather of a complex series of tragedies rooted in the contradiction between individual producers’ 

interests and capital’s inherent tendency to over exploit the resource in the interests of profits and 

further expansion. Furthermore, pressures continually re-emerge for re-evaluation of fisheries 

management and resource allocation particularly when capital has the support of the State (Clapp 

1998).  
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Williams (1987 p.77) contends that the 1982 Atlantic Canadian fisheries crisis was a result of 

fishing company mismanagement and bad planning that resulted in a debt squeeze that could only be 

serviced by maximising production. By producing high-volume low-value products companies gained 

reputations for poor quality, and found themselves having to catch and market more fish just to 

maintain income. In this narrative fisheries are constructed as a ‘common tragedy of capital’ rather 

than a ‘tragedy of the commons’. Williams makes explicit the behaviour of key actors and concludes 

that the National Sea Products’ scandal deserves further study because of the unusual visibility of 

ruling elites, their relations with the state and central capital through banks. 

Calhoun (1991) evaluates the role of the Maritime Fishermen’s Union in Atlantic Canada. She 

identifies two central themes. First, inshore fishermen wanted to have a say in the price of fish and to 

challenge concentration and monopolisation in the industry. Second, fishermen wanted a say in the 

management of the resource in the face of growing power of the federal Department of Fisheries and 

Oceans. Calhoun explores the bargaining processes and negotiations that went into forming the union. 

She maintains that collective bargaining and price negotiation may not have been successful, yet 

fishermen made gains in collectively bargaining with the State over the management of their industry 

and the fishery. Calhoun’s work demonstrates the importance of culture and the social relations of 

fishermen in establishing a union and influencing the management of fish stocks. 

Apostle and Barrett (1992b), examined the basis for industrial differentiation in the fish 

processing sector in Nova Scotia. Their thesis is that the fishing industry in Nova Scotia is a result of a 

constellation of factors, some unique to the fish resources (seasonality and uncertainty) and others 

shared with other sectors in the economy (managerial style, family-based organisation, pluractivity, 

community, and inter-firm networking). The outcome is, they argue, the frustration of larger capital in 

its attempts to consolidate the industry. The importance of this edited volume is its ability to discuss 

the forms of production prevalent in fishing, their dynamics and ideologies, the differing relations 

between household and enterprise production, the impacts of policy on them and their ability to shape 

policy formation. This collection highlights the actions, motivations and behaviours of firms in 

understanding how resources are used and what this means for fish stocks. The authors acknowledge 

the culture of fishing, the wider community in which fishing enterprises are situated and the economic 

imperatives and institutional culture of fishing companies. Moreover, they maintain that industrial and 

locational differentiation cannot be understood without reference to community structure (Apostle and 

Barrett 1992a). Fishing companies and fish processors not only reinforce patterns of rural settlement, 

but also thrive on the social conditions manifested in the communities. Firms share resources – 

particularly labour and infrastructure in these regions and their activities depend upon these regional 

contexts. 

The above authors demonstrate that fisheries management extends beyond the scientific 

analysis of fish stocks, and that in order to best understand the challenge of fish stock management 
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and the competing needs of biology, economics and community development, a wider net needs to be 

cast. By demonstrating the motives of firms, scientists, communities and fisheries managers a richer 

understanding of fisheries management can be achieved, one that deals with the complexity of fisheries 

and the contested relationships between community, fisheries and companies. These writers and their 

ilk situate the firm in the community, but, more often than not, the subtext of their work is that firms, 

especially large firms, are to blame for the state of affairs in fisheries and fishing communities. What is 

clear is that in the case of the North Atlantic cod fishery, the collapse is the physical manifestation of a 

series of complex inter-related political, social, economic and biological relations. The above studies are 

limited in that they still focus on fishing per se. Despite acknowledging the wider local community they 

do not acknowledge the wider challenges that firms – the key actor in fisheries – face beyond the 

community they are embedded in. 

A number of authors (many Scandinavian) are grappling with viewing fishing beyond the boat. 

These authors begin to address modern, or Fordist, fishing communities and the deindustrialisation of 

traditional fishing communities, and the systematic forces of an ongoing globalising process linked to 

new production and political regimes with their associated Post-Fordist or flexible production.  

Figure 2.2: Factors Driving the Globalisation of Fisheries  
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After Arbo and Hersoug 1997 p.133 

Globalisation has different meanings, implications and trajectories for many of the fisheries 

located in resource peripheries. In fisheries, globalisation has been propelled by ratification of the 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea in 1982 and the introduction of 200 mile exclusive 

economic zones which radically altered the distribution of fishing rights. Arbo and Hersoug (1997) 
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identify how global restructuring within fisheries affects local fishing industries and communities in a 

specific area through three mechanisms (Figure 2.2). The development and diffusion of technology 

facilitated the globalisation of both raw fish markets and fish product markets. More efficient methods 

of catching and processing fish – especially factory trawlers, aquaculture, improved equipment, new 

methods for packing and storing seafood, and cheaper, more reliable transportation – have all made 

more, and more differentiated, fish product available internationally. The collapse of time and space 

through new communication technologies has resulted in new conditions for organising and managing 

international operations. Globalising institutional frameworks can be regarded as a precondition to 

globalisation taking place in the marketplace (Arbo and Hersoug 1997 p.134). These institutional 

frameworks require that government support and organisational frameworks that distort competition 

are abolished. They also demand international standardisation, quality assurance and the benchmarking 

of health and product standards. Globalising processes are played out locally with distinct enterprise 

outcomes (Figure 2.2). 

Fløysand and Lindkvist (2001) discuss how Norwegian fish processing firms and local 

capitalism adapted to international competition. Utilising field dynamics they demonstrate the ways in 

which firms are simultaneously part of a community field, a region field and a corporation field. They 

contend that, despite globalisation, culturally embedded knowledge at the regional, community and 

enterprise levels explains observed development of the fishery (Fløysand and Lindkvist 2001 p.120). 

There are clear tensions between the expectations of society and the wider community for growth and 

performance and the expectations of industry for growth and performance. 

Hersoug and Rånes (1997) discuss the way that power has shifted from fishermen associations 

to the processor and exporter associations as most of the Norwegian fleet is owned by larger 

processing companies. They argue that too much emphasis has been placed on investigating technical 

regulations and too little on fleet restructuring and the nature of the processing industry. Exploring the 

Norwegian vessel quota system Hersoug et al. (2000) demonstrate the power of vested interests and the 

construction of a privileged constituency through economic regulations. 

Mansfield (2001a; 2001b; 2003a; 2003b) illustrates that these challenges are not limited to the 

Scandinavian fisheries. She contends that it is important to note the complexity of scalar relations as 

regulatory powers are realigned both upwards to supranational regimes and downwards to regional and 

local community governance structures. She examines the interplay of state and global processes in 

relation to the Alaskan pollack fishery. Simultaneously the fishery was “Americanised” at the expense 

of Japanese fishing enterprises as a series of international joint ventures, partnerships and foreign 

direct investment took place. The result was a pollack fishery that is both national and trans-national. 

As such the variability of nature-state-economy relationships are explored through the fishery. 

Examining the dynamism of quality in surimi, she explores the way in which differing notions of 

quality emerge from different production (and fishing) processes (Mansfield 2003b). Mansfield makes 
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it clear that quality is a function of the assemblage of relations among elements in the commodity 

chain. It is a result of the forms of production that are practised and the expectations of consumers 

along that commodity chain that inform the quality and nature of production. 

The debate can be further developed by acknowledging the role that control of the biophysical 

environment plays in firms’ decisions and to some extent the rise of aquaculture can be seen as the 

extension of control by firms and industry from the market to the environment (Anderson, J 2002). 

This is a control that has been shaped by property rights. The rise of both aquaculture and extensive 

aquaculture has shaped industry organisations as enterprises seek to negotiate the environment through 

accounting and auditing. There are no mechanical rules regarding the internalisation or externalisation 

of control for firms. Instead there are various possibilities for firms to achieve a balance between 

control and efficiency. The environmental geography described by fishermen is simultaneously a 

cultural and social geography of industrialisation (St Martin 2001). 

The above authors illustrate a nascent literature that is situating the modern capitalist firm as a 

key actor in fisheries management. Fisheries and the fishing industry need to be understood as an 

intricate set of processes operating at many scales from the local community of fishermen to the global 

markets in which their product is sold, and on many levels. The works of Fløysand and Lindkvist, 

Arbo and Hersoug, and Mansfield and others shift the discussion of fishing from the boat to the 

system and the commodity chain. By acknowledging the spatiality of both production and 

consumption, key non-producer interests are highlighted. Their work has started to situate the key 

actor, the firm, in fisheries and the wider fisheries economy. However, while going some way to 

placing the firm in fisheries, this approach still fails to link the firm to its markets, the region in which 

it operates and the relationships it builds with other firms. Such an approach can be achieved by 

making space for economic geography. 

Fisheries and the fishing industry need to be understood as an amalgam of processes operating 

at many scales extending from the local community of fishermen to the global markets in which their 

product is sold. Durrenberger and Pálsson (1987) submit that economists tend to ignore petty 

commodity production with its focus on community, labour markets and regions. Anthropologists 

tend to ignore capitalist production, capitalist control of the industry and the wider economy that 

fishing companies are located in. Yet it is not enough to acknowledge the role that firms play in 

fisheries. Such an approach may lead to a richer sociology of fishing and one that attests to the social 

and institutional basis of economic processes, but may also fail to explore the spatiality of economic 

processes.  

This emergent literature on the firm in fisheries addresses modern fishing communities and 

the deindustrialisation of traditional fishing communities. It addresses the systematic forces of an 

ongoing globalising process linked to new production and political regimes with their associated Post-

Fordist or flexible production. Fishing firms and the fishing industry are significant actors in fisheries 
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and regulation only works if firms comply. Firms make key decisions concerning boats, crews, 

processing and marketing and all of these investments (and in some cases disinvestments) shape the 

catch effort and profitability of individual firms and the industry. The above authors have begun to 

explore the role of firms in fishing. They have moved away from the under-socialised theorisation of 

firms made by the likes of Clapp and Hardin. While firms and the industry are no longer caught in 

some sort of remorseless working of events in which their will is subsumed and they are somehow 

duped into behaving the way that they do, they are still constructed more often than not as ‘villains’ 

deliberately manipulating environments, communities and markets to suit their own nefarious profit-

making purposes. In order to shift beyond the binary of dupe or villain the firm needs to be theorised. 

The way in which the firm is understood is central because the ability to describe behaviours, actions 

and strategies is prescribed by the definitions we ascribe to the firm. 

Making space for economic geography in fisheries 

The types of phenomena that economic geographers study – natural resources, labour, 

manufacturing, information, money – are always on the move, undergoing transformation and 

morphing into new forms and identities (Barnes and Sheppard 2000). Economic geography is not just 

about place but also about space and the ways in which distinctive economic characteristics of places as 

well as the spaces of economic possibility that places face, depending on their economically 

geographical interdependencies with other places. Complex geographies of production, including the 

processes and forms of production are coordinated and regulated through processes of collaboration 

and combination articulated through firms and states (Johnston et al. 2000 p.198). Central to this is 

understanding the spaces of flows and the places of control and production (Figures 1.2 and 2.2). In 

addition, Dicken (1998) reminds us that the concern for making a living in the global economy should 

always be present in geographies that do not subordinate the economic for the richly human. As 

Bathelt and Glücker (2003 p.118) observe, “the economic and the social are fundamentally intertwined. 

They are dimensions of the same empirical reality which should be studied in a dialogue of 

perspectives rather than mutual exclusion”. One way of exploring the connections and different 

geographical impacts of resource use and the periodic restructuring and transformation of resource 

landscapes that are tied to the ebb and flow of globalising processes (Figure 2.2) is through the 

behaviour of firms and enterprises. 

In order to understand the ways in which New Zealand firms have shaped the industry, the 

performance of the industry (profit, investment and sustainability) and the performance of regions 

where fishing is important, the debate must move beyond the vulgar and materialistic world of 

fisheries economics, devoid of morality where human agency is subordinated by the logic of capital. 

The ongoing dialogue in economic geography concerning what a firm is overcomes the limitations of 

Clapp’s (1998) work. Context and organisation matter. Only by understanding the firm can we begin to 
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address the types of firm organisation, networking, positionality in production-consumption systems 

and regions which are crucial to performance, whether it be performance of the regulatory regime (the 

QMS), performance of the regional economy (Nelson), performance of the fish resources (hoki or 

snapper) or the enterprise itself (Sanford or Sealord). 

The firm and new geographies of fishing 
The purpose of this section is to conceptualise the firm as an actor in fisheries in order to be 

able to explain and identify firm behaviour in fisheries. In marine resource economics the firm has 

been treated as some sort of ‘black box’ in which a number of actions take place, but these actions and 

behaviours are largely hidden and not necessary to understanding fisheries (see for example Anderson 

1976). The firm is central to understanding the fishery but always just beyond the research focus; the 

fishing firm is a pre-existing rational autonomous entity. Brox (1990) frames fisheries in terms of 

patterns of either vertical or horizontal growth but says little about the internal organisation of the 

firms and enterprises involved in fishing. However, Brox readily agrees that firms are heterogeneous 

and their organisation does not fit the neat models of homo economicus. Clapp (1998), as discussed above, 

frames fisheries in terms of cycles of investment and disinvestment and exploitation but provides little 

insight into the forms that these fishing firms take.  

Storper and Walker (1987) argue that the workplace is the site at which labour and the means 

of production are brought together and that it is a pre-eminently geographical unit. The workplace can 

be the home, the factory or the workshop, but is not limited to these. Fishing can be construed as an 

extensive work site where labour is not necessarily bound to a fixed venue. The other basic unit of 

production under capitalism is the firm. It has evolved as a legal shell under which assets can be 

assembled, contracts drawn up, workers employed and capital accumulated: it has legal rights, 

obligations, a physical address and so on (Markusen 1999). The firm is an administrative structure 

designed to enable the organisation of production, handle external exchanges, manage assets and 

report profits. Finally, the firm is the central vehicle in the competition amongst capitalists (Storper 

and Walker 1989 p.129). Researchers have explored why this form of organising economic activity 

continues to prevail, the factors conditioning the size and boundaries of the firm, and the forces 

determining its interior workings and its external interactions (Maskell 2001). 

Like industry, the firm is an analytical category in economic geography. The firm is treated as a 

subject with a defined identity, a reason and a capacity to act. Like industry, the firm is rarely defined 

explicitly (Walker 1988; Lewis 2001). It is often construed as a pre-established and empirical category 

referring to a configuration of economic processes relating to the production of a particular 

commodity or service. The firm has been used to identify and categorise economic activity for the 

purpose of economic management and to specify particular actions as being those of a firm for specific 

regulatory and management initiatives either for the state or the industry (and sometimes both). 



CHAPTER TWO: NAVIGATING STORMY SEAS 

 

57 

The theoretical starting point for most academic writing on the nature of the firm is Ronald 

Coase’s (1937) seminal article, ‘The Nature of the Firm’. Coase proposes that the firm is a system of 

governance that serves as an alternative to the market (a social and political construction in itself) when 

the market fails. Coase attempts to bridge the intellectual debate concerning whether resources are 

allocated by the price mechanism as a coordinating function and/or whether the entrepreneur acts as 

coordinator of these resources using transaction costs. Transaction costs at their simplest are the cost 

of doing business and they arise with the institutions that govern interaction between two or more 

individuals. For Coase, attempts by business to control transaction costs explain the rise of vertically 

integrated corporations. Firms can externalise transaction costs through the market, or, at the other 

extreme, transactions are internalised and organised through the integrated structure of the firm. 

Transaction costs in the market include the cost of gathering information, the cost of negotiating terms 

of a particular exchange and the cost of completing a contract. Non-market transaction costs include 

the cost of organising and coordinating processes internally and the costs of monitoring actions within 

the firm. The point at which the costs of performing an action is greater than the cost of purchasing 

the said action in the market place is the boundary of the firm. 

Scott (1983; 1984) incorporates transaction costs into the geographic analysis of industrial 

organisation. He argues that transactions costs shape inter-industrial linkages, and through these 

structures they create locational outcomes. However, Walker (1988) argues that transaction costs fail to 

address the levels of integration and the modes of organisation. Furthermore, there is no significant 

difference between inter-firm relationships and intra-firm contracts such as hiring and firing 

employees. Klaes (2000) proposes that the most important thing about transaction costs is their 

escapability through differing organisational arrangements. Therefore, the potential for multiple 

responses to transaction costs lead to different organisational forms. As a result, most industries, 

including fisheries, consist of large firms, small firms, large factories, small plants, clustered production 

and dispersed production. Hayter and Edgington (1997) contend that there are no mechanical rules to 

guide decision makers regarding the internalisation and externalisation of functions and there are 

numerous ways to achieve control and efficiency. While transaction costs may be the reason for 

differing enterprise forms they fail to explain the behaviour that results in different organisational 

forms. It is clear that the transaction cost approach alone will not account for the varied relationships 

that bind individual firms and workers to one another and to particular places (Rigby 2000). 

Governance theories of the firm propose that the concept of bounded rationality substitutes 

for the rational homo economicus of neoclassical economics, consequently shifting the maximisation 

expectations. Bounded rationality acknowledges the goal satisfier and behaviour that eschews 

economising actions (Williamson 1981). Bounded rationality gives rise to incomplete contracts and the 

risk of opportunistic behaviour that demand governance structures between and within firms. 

Governance theory asserts that the efficiency of alternative governance structures and the boundary of 
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the firm are determined by the value of assets in the context in which they are employed (Maskell 

2001). Thus if assets are specific (fishing vessels, trawl technology) then the potential for opportunism 

from upstream or downstream is higher and these assets should be owned within a single firm. 

Conversely, the lower the asset specificity (for example ice-making technology) then the greater the 

chance that it will be contracted out. Thus, the governance theories and other ‘behaviouralist’ 

conceptions broach the social conditions barely considered in the transaction costs perspectives. As 

Penrose (1995 p.9) contends the firm “is a complex institution, impinging on economic and social life 

in many directions, comprising numerous and diverse activities, making a large variety of significant 

decisions, influenced by miscellaneous and unpredictable human whims, yet generally directed in the 

light of human reason”. 

There is a social element to the behaviour of firms and actors within them should be better 

understood as homo sociologicus or homo reciprocus. Granovetter (1985 p.495) notes “the anonymous 

market of neoclassical models is virtually non-existent in economic life and transactions of all kinds are 

rife with [social] connections”. He goes on to argue that economic activity is firmly embedded in wider 

structures of social life. Three simple propositions frame his perspective: that economic action is a 

form of social action, that economic action takes place in social contexts, and that economic 

institutions are socially constructed. Economic activity – “a type of behaviour that has to do with 

choosing among scarce means that have alternative uses” (Swedberg and Granovetter 1992 p.6) – does 

not occur in a vacuum, unaffected by social motives of compliance, power or sociability. Social 

influences on economic choices cannot be regarded as imperfections on otherwise “natural” economic 

models. Firm behaviour is socially situated, “embedded in ongoing networks of personal relationships 

rather than being carried out by atomised actors… embedded because it is expressed in interaction 

with other people [and firms]” (Swedberg and Granovetter 1992 p.9). Firm behaviour is not simply the 

product of self interest, and, as Bestor (2004 p.23) notes, “nor are economic systems in which these 

firms operate the aggregation of self interest into some form of collective rationality that maximises 

profits”. 

Different roles and characteristics explain why the firm can be analysed through differing 

lenses: economic, social, technological, organisational and so on. Largely in reaction to the rationalist 

interpretations of the firm, a range of alternative yet interrelated socio-economic views have been 

mooted including the institutionalist, evolutionary, core competency and knowledge creating amongst 

others (Taylor and Asheim 2001). 

The resource-based theory of the firm treats the firm as a collection of resources. It proposes 

a firm’s characteristics derive from its unique bundle of resources and capabilities and the ways in 

which they are employed (Helfat and Peteraf 2003). Moreover, the ways in which these are employed 

are dynamic and subject to change as firms respond to internal and external factors Walsh and Linton 

(2001) maintain that there are distinct competencies resident in a firm that are required for success in a 
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specific industry. In this competence-based view most resources (both human and non-human) may, in 

fact, be trivial. The focus is on those assets that positively differentiate the firm from others. This 

differentiation may result from access to a resource (for example a fishing right). However, it usually 

results from a firm’s ability to coordinate these and other resources in particular combinations. Thus, 

firm success is dependent on a firm's ability to identify specific technological competencies and 

managerial capabilities and match these strengths with the assets necessary to gain competitive 

advantage in the firm's chosen markets. All production processes consist of a number of activities, 

some of which are similar (they may require the same capabilities or competencies), but others are 

complementary because they need to be combined in a production chain to produce a good or service. 

Maskell (2001 p.336) contends that activities that are both similar and complementary can most 

efficiently be carried out under common direction, and thus the boundaries of the firm are set by the 

specific competencies in relation to the market. Increasingly associated with these competencies are 

capabilities which over time may in themselves become competencies.14 

An institutionalist perspective emphasises the centrality of human institutions. The firm is a 

‘protective enclave’ with its own sets of conventions and rules which are difficult to explain in 

neoclassical economics. Habits and behaviours such as loyalty and trust are more enduring because 

they embody skills and social relations that are not easily codified or modelled. Institutionalists 

acknowledge the complexity of relations and the diversity of organisational form within the fishing 

industry. Evolutionary theories of the firm centre on the costs of acquiring storing and using 

knowledge. The firm is viewed as a diverse collection of assets under a common direction. These assets 

consist of resources acquired on the market and competencies developed within the firm as it learns 

from the repetition of tasks (Penrose 1995; Maskell 2001). Cooke and Morgan (1998 p.76) contend 

that learning can “lead to lock-in and the danger of network and system degradation. Too much 

communication about outmoded routines is fatal for innovation”. 

The knowledge-based theory of the firm views firms as a knowledge creating entity (Nonaka et 

al. 2000). Following Kogut and Zander (1996 p.503), the firm is considered a social community 

specialising in the speed and efficiency of the creation and transfer of knowledge. This theory of the 

firm shifts the focus from the production of physical goods and examines knowledge as inputs and 

outputs of firms’ activities. It is based on the notion that the firm is dynamic and actively interacts with 

others and the environment. Nonaka et al. (2000) maintain that knowledge is situationally specific, 

relational and dynamic. Thus a firm faces the challenge of not only having the knowledge for right 

now, but also what it ought to know given future business opportunities and threats. Knowledge-based 

theories are useful because they look inside the firm to see how knowledge is produced. The activities, 

strategy and the structure of the firm are of major concern. 

                                                 
14Capabilities are the high level routines or collection of routines necessary to coordinate the variety of tasks 
required to produce a good or service (Helfat and Peteraf 2003 p.999). 
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Walker (1988 p.385) maintains that understanding the dynamic that is the space-economy 

requires a deeper understanding of the production system and its organisation. Different organisational 

formats have advantages and disadvantages with respect to operating in complex markets, the 

efficiency of decision making, internal administration and the resources available. The size and 

diversity of a company influences the type of organisational structure adopted (Britton 1988). 

Importantly, firms in the same industry may exhibit different strategies in different regions due to local 

inter-industry and inter-enterprise networks. By proposing a unified approach to the spatial division of 

labour and modes of organisation, Walker is arguing that the geographical and the organisational are 

inseparable spatial outcomes and not just a result of organisational decisions. Spatial relations stand on 

their own as a means of integrating production (Walker 1988 p.385). In addition, spatial relations are 

distinctive in terms of the nature of the resource conditions (size, quality, accessibility) and the 

particular social relations that shape production. Space and place matter. 

In response to Walker’s ‘Requiem for Corporate Geography’ (1989), Dicken and Thrift (1992) 

make a comprehensive case for examining enterprises as a way to understand the changing nature of 

the geography of production. They contend that: 

‘Enterprises are both exceptionally diverse in the scale and scope of their operations and 
more significantly, they operate within the framework of a vast and complex network of 
unequal power relationships. Such relationships reflect, amongst other things, the variety of 
ways in which basic production chains can be organised technically, organisationally and 
geographically’. 

Source: Dicken and Thrift 1992 p.279 

In this short quote it is possible to see the emergence of a number of different concepts. 

Dicken and Thrift argued that Walker’s (1989) elegy gave enterprises a much less central role in 

understanding the spatial expression of capitalism. Dicken and Thrift acknowledge that in order to 

understand the geography of enterprise, firms cannot be viewed in isolation (Figure 2.3). An enterprise 

becomes a component of a production system or commodity chain, as discussed in Chapter One. 

Figure 2.3 illustrates the basic elements of a production chain. Figure 2.3 (a) represents the chain in its 

most basic form. Figure 2.3 (b) demonstrates that each element of the production chain and the links 

forwards and backwards depend upon a number of technological inputs. Finally the production chain 

is embedded within a financial system and is coordinated regulated and controlled (Figure 2.3 (c)). 

Moreover, these chains consist of a range of actors from firms and enterprises to ‘simple’ commodity 

producers, fish farmers, scientists and policy managers. These chains are structured geographically and 

organisationally across a number of scales and are increasingly complex in organisation and governance 

structure. Functions can be organised along a continuum from concentrated to dispersed, from local to 

global scales, and the elements of the chain and the transactions between them may be tightly or 

loosely controlled (through direct ownership, subcontracting and firm alliances). Dicken and Thrift 

(1992) level a number of criticisms at Walker. Among these is a criticism of Walker’s construction of 

the organisation of the firm. Walker identifies only one form of corporate structure – the hierarchically 
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bureaucratised large firm that is controlled from the top down. Many organisational forms can be 

found in both large and small business organisations with multifarious inter-organisational 

relationships. Furthermore, firms and enterprises operate over widely varying geographical ranges and 

perform different roles within the economic systems. Both small and large scale operators are clearly 

valuable as prosperous and organisationally diverse communities are likely to be the most adaptive, 

resilient and stable. 

Figure 2.3: The Basic Production System 
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Source: Dicken 1998 p.6 

The network and embeddedness view of the firm extends the institutional perspective and the 

wider systems approach outlined above. Networks are simultaneously a governance structure and a 

process of socialisation through which disparate actors and organisations are joined together in a 

coherent manner for mutual benefits (both traded and un-traded) and synergies (Yeung 2000). 

Networks provide a refined attempt to place firms in a social context and avoid the social atomisation 

of economic actors (Taylor and Asheim 2001). Firms are seen as operating within webs of reciprocity, 

both traded and un-traded interdependencies and unequal power relationships (Dicken and Thrift 1992 

p.286). Networks are part of the dynamic of organisational creativity. Cooper et al. (1995) note that 

there is relationship between growth in regions and industries with conspicuous networking activity. 

Entrepreneurial networks focus on the relationships between firms, as opposed to labour and 

management (Mourdoukoutas 1999). Firms can be viewed as disorderly entrepreneurial units 
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constantly searching for entrepreneurial opportunities. As human capital becomes embedded in 

professionals as a source of competitive advantage, then collective entrepreneurship can be viewed as a 

network or a community of entrepreneurs sharing a common fate. In this way entrepreneurial 

networks become a fluid organisational structure consisting of core and peripheral units. Each unit can 

compete or cooperate with other peripheral units (Figure 2.4). These competitive/cooperative 

relationships are constantly shifting as market conditions change and firms internalise and externalise 

transactions. Mourdoukoutas (1999) ascribes the role of the core firm to primarily large corporations; 

retailers or suppliers and even distributors that coordinate production and consumption. But we 

should also include those with significant market share, market leaders or key actors in the core role. 

Moreover cooperation is not the same as collaboration. The former implies an open inclusive approach 

to a problem or organisation. The latter is about setting up systems that are designed to exclude 

outsiders – collaborating to achieve a goal, while it may include cooperative behaviour within the 

group, it also includes Mansfield’s (2004b) collusionary behaviour. It is about setting goals and shaping 

the debates that surround research, investment and management to achieve goals that favour 

collaborators to the potential detriment of others. 

Figure 2.4: Entrepreneurial Networks: Cooperation and Competition 
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Source: Mourdoukoutas 1999 p.12 

Reflecting on Dicken and Thrift (1992), it is possible to see that the firm or enterprise and its 

organisation become a cognitive, cultural, social and political (even spatial) framework for doing 

business. The firm, or enterprise, is more than just a lens through which people carry out tasks. Storper 

(1997) presents organisations as sets of rationalities, beliefs, ideologies and collective understandings 

carried out through social networks that inform and are formed by legal, political and social networks. 

Therefore, firms are successful because of their ability to amass and project social power in a directed 
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manner thus mobilising cognitive, social, political, physical and cultural resources to secure and protect 

profits. It is the successful organisation of firms that enables them to garner these resources and in 

turn allows them to mitigate the environment they operate in to maintain and even extend competitive 

advantage. 

In summary, while the neoclassical transaction costs approach offers some insight into the 

firm, as with the neoclassical construction of marine resource economics, it lacks the theoretical 

subtlety to explain the nature of firm behaviour in fisheries. Using transaction costs may explain the 

boundary, but not the power projected by actors within the firm. However the boundary between 

internalisation and externalisation is continually shifting as firms make decisions about which function 

to perform in-house and which ones to contract out. What emerges is a spectrum of different forms of 

coordination which consist of networks of interrelationships (Dicken 1998). The explanatory powers 

of the socio-economic theories of the firm offer far more insight into firm behaviour in the seafood 

sector. Furthermore, Dicken and Thrift (1992) and Walker (1988) both acknowledge the wider context 

for firm behaviour and organisation. Network perspectives place the firm within a social context. This 

relational shift in inter- and intra-firm relationships acknowledges the emergence of quasi-market 

transactions and firms (and enterprises) that are able to project power, and thus to control, through the 

production consumption system, the relationships they establish that extend from fishing to processing 

and marketing to retail. 

Expectations of firm behaviour  
Firm characteristics and behaviours influence the nature and performance of production 

activities within firms and the strategies that firms undertake to survive and secure continued growth. 

This section sets out the theoretical responses to falling profits, increased competition, shifting 

markets, and changes in resource availability and the regulatory frameworks that constrain access. 

Firms in the New Zealand seafood sector have their idiosyncrasies and specificities but there are 

generalised processes that affect individuals within the sector, albeit in different ways. Firms have to 

respond to local conditions such as labour markets, employment conditions and regulations, the quota 

market and to each other. Furthermore, firms also respond to the vagaries of international markets, 

other fisheries and other international seafood firms. At its simplest a fishing firm can “grow more 

products or grow more value” (MacFarlane pers comm., 2003). But this simple statement hides a 

multitude of complex responses; firm strategies can be far more complex and have more consequences 

for communities and resource use, than this statement implies. In summary there are three options for 

growing profits. Firms may get more fish product. Firms may extract more value from the fish they 

have. Finally, firms may sell the very rights to fish and invest elsewhere. 

Firms are expected to extract greater value from the resources they have under the QMS 

(Shallard 1996; Wallis 1997). This differs from the process of growing more product in that the 

amount of product remains static but the product exported has some greater component of value 
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added. Growing more value has a number of dimensions and is more than the sum of labour inputs. 

Typically, value is added when labour is applied to a material, transforming it into something more 

useful (Johnston et al. 2000). Value can be added sequentially, at different stages in the production 

process, as raw fish is turned into a component of another product or a new product (Figure 2.3). It is 

reductionist, however, to view value as either the modification of the product or the addition of other 

inputs. Value may be constructed by removing waste, even when this waste becomes the raw material 

for other products. For example filleting fish removes a large part of the product as waste but provides 

a greater return by volume. Value also includes market perceptions of quality as well as the delivery at 

certain times in a certain condition to a market (Sankaran 2004). Ideas concerning quality are more 

than a simple social construction. They are complex interactions between raw products, production 

techniques and technologies, and foods and their uses, as well as the interrelationships between 

consumers, producers, retailers and so on (Mansfield 2003a). Therefore, in this discussion, “growing 

value” includes further processing and changes in product composition and making arrangements for 

chilled exports of fresh fish which receive a higher premium. Value can be constructed by delivering an 

essentially unchanged product in a fresh or chilled form. This is not a case of marketing and making 

new markets but of placing the same product into the same market but in a higher position. The 

product is perceived as having a higher value because of quality. In fisheries production, chains are not 

only about the flow of goods, but also elicit quality assemblages by creating relationships between 

material goods and social and economic relations. 

There are, however, problems with growing more value. First, every time a fish is cut it loses 

potential value to processors further along the commodity chain. The ability to do something else with 

the product is immediately constrained. Exported headed and gutted, hoki can be processed into 

casseroles and pre-packaged meals, filleted and frozen and sold through supermarkets, sold fresh for 

the sushi and sashimi restaurant market or filleted, frozen and sold as blocks. However, once filleted 

and frozen, the options are limited. New Zealand companies are a long way from key markets such as 

Europe and Japan and the cost of freighting highly processed goods may be higher than freighting 

intermediately processed fish blocks. Physical proximity to end markets gives companies advantages in 

that they can respond faster and they can build tacit knowledges of markets and end-consumer 

expectations. Moreover, some commodity markets may not require, nor expect value added beyond 

the provision of blocks of fillets. Lastly, by focusing on adding value, firms may expend too much 

effort on adding value resulting in declining profit ratios. 

Individual firm characteristics shape how firms respond to the constraints of regulation (which 

extends beyond the legislative framework to include the social and institutional frameworks for doing 

business). These responses and the capacity to deal with change are a function of the resources that are 

available to it. Britton (1988) contends that the better the performance of the firm the more resilient it 

is and the greater its ability to respond to change. Similarly, the qualities and motivations of a firm’s 
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management determine the type of responses made. Differences in decision-maker objectives influence 

the ways that firms respond to change. The nature of ownership will have a bearing on market 

behaviour. Objectives vary with ownership. Family firms may not seek long run profit maximisation 

preferring to satisfy certain goals (such as work-life balance). In large corporations managers may 

pursue goals that are at odds with shareholder expectations. These internal characteristics shape firm 

behaviour to the QMS. 

The size and diversity of a firm influences the internal organisational structure and how 

decisions are made. Family firms are more likely to have a highly centralised structure that enhances 

the family’s control and decision making. Decisions may appear not to be economically rational but 

instead reflect immediate family values and expectations. Multi-plant corporations, largely indifferent 

to family or community loyalties, are more likely to use decentralised structures that allow for 

independence of their subsidiaries. Moreover, these structures make intra-firm competition possible. 

Organisational structures vary in the extent to which they facilitate or impede management’s ability to 

respond to changing regulatory frameworks. Large multi-plant firms in one industry can exhibit 

different strategies in different regions due to local inter-industry and inter-enterprise networks. In 

multi-establishment companies there are a range of internal relationships surrounding company 

ownership, management decision making and functions (Britton 1988). These include hierarchies of 

relationships that are based on location and/or role in the company, hierarchies of possession that are 

based on control of production processes or labour and the division of labour. Finally, there is a 

variation in the financial status and expectations for individual business units. Whether a unit operates 

as a branch plant, an independent profit centre or as an outlet with no accounting responsibilities will 

alter the capacity for that unit to adapt to change. Firm behaviour in a region is a function of the status 

and role the firm has in a wider organisational structure. Moreover, technological or managerial 

innovations are not universally disseminated across an industry. Space and place matter. 

Broadly speaking there are two moves firms can make in response to negative trading 

situations. They can modify their own behaviour and in-house production practices, or they can alter 

their relationships with other firms through changes in ownership, mergers and take-overs, and 

strategic alliances. Following Britton (1988), firms have a number of internal responses to adverse 

trading conditions. They can increase efficiency through technology or by lowering the cost structure. 

The latter is usually through reducing labour costs. Firms can reposition themselves in respect to the 

market so as to maximise its own capabilities. Firms can attempt to predict market change and act as a 

leader by adopting new strategies and techniques before rivals do. Large firms may selectively focus on 

an element of production and dispose of those operations no longer considered relevant. Implicit in 

this firm behaviour is that capital will be reallocated to products and markets in which a firm has an 

advantage and withdrawn from low profit sites. Firms can reorganise production by undertaking 
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intensification, investment and technical change, and rationalisation. Finally, firms can also withdraw 

from the industry. This may involve dissolution in the case of small firms. 

Each strategy results in different geographies of production. Intensification implies the 

reorganisation of existing systems with a focus on labour productivity. The emphasis is in addressing 

downtime in order to increase efficiency. Explicitly, management seeks to alter work practices by 

incorporating casualisation, part-time work and changes in conditions through a rhetoric of ‘increased 

flexibility’ and ‘reductions in over-manning’. Investment and technical change point to firms 

undertaking major investment and reorganising their production processes which leads to increased 

capacity. It is not unusual for this to signal changes in labour requirements and practices. 

Rationalisation is a simple reduction in total capacity. Rationalisation may arise because of changing 

market conditions or, as in this case, changes to regulatory frameworks that alter access to resources. 

Multi-location firms may shed under-performing sites. Small goal-satisfier firms may continue to 

operate in extremely poor profitability situations. For the workforce, rationalisation inevitably involves 

job loss. These strategies should not be viewed in isolation as it is unusual for firms to limit themselves 

to one strategy. In addition, multi-plant firms may exhibit different strategies in different regions. 

Firm strategies extend beyond the simple internal reorganisation of production. Firms can 

diversify; firms can vertically integrate, horizontally expand across the same sector and may integrate 

across different sectors and different stages of the production chain. This expansion may also be 

geographic. Firms reacting to a range of supply and demand influences can enter new markets, 

although the ways in which they do this – their mode of internationalisation – differs from firm to firm 

(Ward 2004). 

Diversification is the movement into new and different product markets in an existing 

geographical market. In pursuing economies of scale and scope producers can remake their 

organisational geographies (Ward 2004 p.255). By diversifying and developing economies of scope 

firms are better able react to unanticipated events. Firms vary in their commitment to an industry or a 

market and highly specialised assets can limit change. Diversification is limited by barriers to exit. The 

higher the barriers to exit (and entry) the harder it is for firms to leave. 

Integration (or disintegration) may be vertical or horizontal. Vertical integration refers to the 

extent to which successive elements of the production chain are placed under control of a single firm 

(Johnston et al. 2000). Firms integrate vertically in part because they may be able to produce more 

cheaply for their own requirements (Penrose and Pitelis 2002). Firms can externalise the cost of doing 

business through the market or, at the other extreme, transactions are internalised and organised 

hierarchically through the market (Coase 1937). Economic theory suggests that as firms strive to 

minimise contractual arrangements, industry structures will be replete with incentives for firms to 

vertically integrate (Williamson 1985). Horizontal integration refers to the extent to which enterprises 

producing like products are placed under central control. Lateral expansion into adjacent products or 
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markets enhances a firm’s market share. A typical expression of horizontal integration is the multi-

establishment enterprise with geographically diverse branch plants. Diagonal integration is an 

expansion across sectors and along the production chain. Disintegration is an externalisation of 

production, breaking the ‘rigidities’ of Fordist production systems (Rees and Hayter 1996).  

Horizontal integration can take the form of mergers or takeovers. Firms obtain synergies from 

monopoly power, economies of scale and cost efficiencies. They may also gain monopoly rents by 

eliminating horizontal competition. Mergers can be used to achieve growth – but not necessarily profit 

maximisation. Mergers can be used as a defence against uncertainty and rivalry. Mergers increase 

market share, restrict competition, reduce vulnerability to takeover from other firms, or to diversify the 

asset base of a firm so as to spread risk and stabilise income. 

Firms may fragment production processes or replicate identical production processes across 

countries (Yeaple 2003). A motivation for this is the capacity to manage some economic risk so that 

firms can weather fluctuations in local as well as international economies. Le Heron (1980 p.283) 

describes internationalisation of the firm as a process involving changes in the level of and 

commitment to export activity. Moreover, this change consists of five stages: uncommitted exporting 

relying on the export of surplus production; export marketing, where existing products undergo minor 

modification and are actively marketed; market development arising from deliberate modification to 

satisfy markets; technology development emphasising new product development; and direct overseas 

investment with branch plants supplementing exports. Ward (2004) proposes that striving to 

internationalise is also a clear statement of intent to competitors. 

The where of firms 
Firms are tied into economies, regions and markets. That every economic activity has to be 

located somewhere is axiomatic. More significantly, there is also a tendency for economic activities to 

form localised agglomerations or clusters. Industrial agglomeration and its associated positive 

economic externalities has continued to be a focus of academic thought since the early work of 

Marshall (1919) concerning industrial districts. Marshall noted that continued success was driven by an 

‘industrial atmosphere’ or the indefinable tacitness of being there (Gertler 2003). Dicken (2003) 

proposes that the geographical concentration of economic activities at the local or regional scale is the 

norm. Myrdal (1958 cited in Dicken 2003) notes that the origins of agglomerations, or clusters, are 

historically and spatially contingent. The initial reasons why a region or place has become a cluster with 

a power of attraction rests largely in the historical accident that something once started there and that it 

initially met with success (Hospers and Beugelsdijk 2002).  

The literature on clustering is extensive (Menard 1996; Swann and Prevezer 1998; Cooke 1999; 

Amin and Cohendet 2000; Porter 2000; Dicken and Malmberg 2001; Martin and Sunley 2003; 

Nooteboom 2004; Wolfe and Gertler 2004 inter alia). At its simplest a cluster can be defined as a 

collection of related companies located in a territorially bounded area (Swann and Prevezer 1998). In 
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addition, the term cluster refers not only to the physical manifestation of a successful industrial 

agglomeration but to the strategic institutions/organisations initiated by regional development 

agencies, industry actors and government bodies (Sharman 2004).  

Porter defines a cluster as: 

Geographic concentrations of interconnected companies, specialised suppliers, service 
providers, firms in related industries, and associated institutions (e.g. universities, standards 
agencies, trade associations) in a particular field that compete but also cooperate.  

Porter 2000 p.15 

Porter’s focus is on the competitive behaviour of regions and building comparative advantage. 

Thus, competition between rival firms drives growth because it compels firms to be innovative and to 

create new technologies. Cooke (1999) notes that Porter de-emphasises the role of interpersonal 

networking and the cooperative aspects in favour of those that stress competitive advantage and 

domestic rivalry. Rather, Cooke (1999) argues, clusters are important because they provide 

opportunities to develop forums, associations and locally based events that all encourage and nurture 

networking amongst entrepreneurs in place. Clusters link the geographical and the organisational. They 

explicitly emphasise the importance of geographical proximity and the organisational in the social 

networks that reinforce them. Hospers and Beugelsdijk (2002) maintain that geographically 

concentrated cooperation is an organisational survival strategy in a globalised competitive business 

environment. This ‘alliance capitalism’ involves a complex interplay of different local parties that 

provide each other with complementary knowledge. Clusters generate both traded and untraded 

interdependencies and once established tend to grow through a process of cumulative self-reinforcing 

development that involves amongst other things the attraction of linked activities, deepening labour 

markets, thickening of local institutions and intensification of the socio-cultural milieu (Dicken 2003). 

Thus, understanding the context of location and the relationships that firms have with each other is 

necessary for understanding the performance of fishing firms. 

Much of this economic geography literature concerning firm behaviour, networks and 

production systems are grounded in the experiences of secondary manufacturing and industrial core 

regions (see for example Walker, 1988; 1989; Krugman 1991; Mourdoukoutas 1999; Nonaka et al. 

2000; Dicken 1998; Dicken and Malmberg 2001; Dicken et al. 2001; Porter 2003; Nooteboom 2004; 

Tamasy 2005). Furthermore, they reflect the dominant practice of theorising economic behaviour 

using the core as a conceptual template (Hayter et al. 2003; Barnes and Hayter 2005). In addition much 

of this literature is dominated by what Hayter et al. (2003) view as post-industrial service economies 

that often consider resource geographies as somewhat old-fashioned. This silence occurs in part 

because resources and the peripheries on which many are located are treated not only as peripheral 

spaces but also as peripheral to theorising how resources are used (Barnes et al. 2001; Hayter, et al. 

2003). Like cores, resource peripheries are also centres of accumulation. But they also have constraints 

and contradictions that could be better informed by understanding resource management and resource 

cycles. Hayter et al. (2003 p.19) maintain that in acknowledging that geography matters and relocating 
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resource peripheries may act as a catalyst for new forms of economic geography theorising (see for 

example Stringer 2002; McCarthy and Prudham 2004; Barnes and Hayter 2005; Stringer 2005 inter alia). 

One way of thinking through the role of fishing firms or enterprises in globalised resource peripheries 

is through aqua-commodity systems. 

From agro-commodity systems to aqua-commodity syste ms 
A useful conceptual entry point for understanding the plethora of firms and the dynamic 

kaleidoscope of relationships in fisheries is the production system. Two aspects of the fisheries 

production chain are important for understanding firm behaviour: their coordination and regulation, 

and their geographical configuration. Two ways of understanding the relationships within these 

systems are actor network theory and commodity chain analysis. 

Actor network theory (ANT) views the world as a multiplicity of different connections 

(Johnston et al. 2000) and emphasises the links between these connections. Moreover, the existence of 

multiple and overlapping actor networks generates heterogeneous associations and networks among 

social actors (Yeung 2003 p.449). Actor networks are the “chains that give rise to natural and social 

realities, realities which are sets of relations which allow the construction of centres and peripheries, 

insides and outsides, humans and non-humans and so on” (Murdoch 1997b p.743). ANT is an attempt 

to draw the social, the political, the technical and the natural together. Thus, firms are constituted as a 

multiplicity of relations amongst actors (both human and non-human) internal and external to the firm. 

Yeung (2003) contends that tracing these networks is a key practice for understanding the territorial 

constitution and the reshaping of firms via their engagement with actor networks. ANT is useful 

because the notion of network allows us to move beyond the global/local dichotomy and the 

relationships that firms have that extend beyond the capture and processing of fish. What is important 

is the number of linkages or connections a firm (actor) has. However, ANT has a number of short-

comings. No premium is placed on scale or distance between nodes in a network. No network is 

bigger or smaller; they are just more connected. ANT also rejects the notion that there are structural 

power relations. Finally, ANT may concentrate too much on the links between actors and obfuscate 

the social processes that shape the very relationships themselves (Dicken et al. 2001). 

 As discussed in Chapter One, commodity chains are a collection of interrelated economic 

activities or industries clustered around the production of a good or service, linking households, 

enterprises and states to one another through a global economy (Gereffi and Korzeniewicz 1994 p.3). 

It is a meso-level concept that moves beyond the firm but remains rooted in the place specific rather 

than addressing the macro-economy. These chains are situationally specific, socially constructed and 

locally integrated. Such a position acknowledges the social embeddedness of economic life. 

Hopkins and Wallerstein (1994) contend that the best feature of commodity chain analysis is 

its emphasis on process. Specific processes or activities in a commodity chain are represented as boxes 

or nodes, linked together in networks. Each box involves the acquisition and organisation of inputs 
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(labour, resources, and semi-finished products), transportation and distribution. Commodity chain 

analysis (CCA) illustrates how the production, distribution and consumption are shaped by social 

relations. By exploring the trajectories of individual enterprises and commodities CCA “permits us to 

more adequately forge the micro-macro links between processes that are generally assumed to be 

contained within global, national and local units of analysis” (Gereffi and Korzeniewicz 1994 p.2).  

CCA makes a possible a number of inquiries. By focusing on any single box, one can pose a 

number of questions. For instance, what is the degree to which a box is monopolised by a small 

number of producers? Hopkins and Wallerstein contend that the degree of concentration describes 

whether the box is core-like in its features. Another question that can be addressed is the degree of 

geographic spread within that box. A third avenue of inquiry centres on the modes of labour control 

found in a box. These can range from wage employment to various forms of non-wage arrangements 

(tenancy, sharecropping, contract fishing). We have already demonstrated that there are many different 

forms of ownership in fisheries and exploring the possible arrangements within a box is perhaps one 

of the more interesting areas of investigation. Finally the linkages between and within the boxes is 

useful. It allows us to look at vertical integration, which ostensibly removes market-like transactions 

from the commodity chains, and horizontal inter-competitor relationships. Moreover, these 

relationships can be traded (transactional) and un-traded, or more informal – what Storper and Walker 

1989 refer to as ‘un-traded interdependencies’.  

The concept of commodity chains has also been applied to the study of food production. 

Various authors are examining the place of agri- or agro-food production within global commodity 

chains (Burch et al. 1996; Russell and Campbell 1999; Phyne and Mansilla 2003; Pritchard and Burch 

2003; Watts et al. 2005). 15 McMichael (1995) contends that we must understand the late twentieth 

century as a transitional period with the reorganisation of agriculture occurring at the same time as 

declining national regulation. Fine (1994) proposes that agriculture differs from many other industries 

because of the biological, cultural, social and economic dimensions that are necessary to understand 

agrarian change. Unless the ‘particularities’ of agriculture are understood, inappropriate generalisations 

about the subjugation of farmers and the inevitable consolidation by large capital are made (Burch et al. 

1996).  

These generalised accounts (like fishing) present a seamless and vertically coordinated 

structure dominated by profit maximising rational transnational organisations (Pritchard and Burch 

2003). While in certain key areas this position has merit, for the most part this perspective ignores the 

richness of place and the embedded social relations that shape production. Initially framed as a ‘new 

political economy of agriculture’ (Burch et al. 1999) new approaches have started to move beyond the 

structural to examine micro-level processes occurring at farm and community level. Pritchard and 

Burch (2003) contend that global food systems consist of heterogeneous and fragmented processes 

                                                 
15 Agro- or Agri-commodity chains depending on the literature or the author  
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that are separated by culture, capital and knowledge. While these separations can be compressed 

through corporate consolidation, global branding or new and innovative trade relations that forge new 

links between sites of production and consumption, they still remain in some form. These 

‘compressions’ are uneven, contested and subject to change. Furthermore, the food industry is 

characterised by low returns to capital; the specificities of culturally and spatially embedded 

consumption; and sharp variations in the capture of competitive advantage (Pritchard and Burch 2003 

p.xi-xiii). 

Much of the above can be seen in the fishing industry. The enterprises involved in fishing 

extend from small family enterprises to complex transnational firms.16 The nature of the resource and 

the uncertainty that surrounds it leads to a unique culture and strategies for enterprises. Both small and 

large scale operators may prove to be valuable in the New Zealand context. Fisheries and fishing 

enterprises are constrained by resources, by markets and by regulation. Bio-economists construct these 

challenges as being about property rights and access to resources, so for them, constraints can be 

studied by interpreting the ebb and flow of what Clapp (1998), a geographer, refers to as resource 

cycles. In contrast, sociologists view fisheries as a tension between modern and traditional fishing 

practises, and between traditional communities and modern globalised companies. Lying between these 

two entrenched epistemologies is an emergent discussion surrounding the role of enterprises that use 

the resource and places them in regions (territories) using elements of commodity chain analysis and 

actor network theory. 

CCA is not without its limitations. First, though not intended, the impression given is that the 

process and relationships are linear rather than one in which goods, services and materials are 

organised vertically, horizontally and diagonally in complex configurations (Dicken et al. 2001 p.99). 

Whitley (1996) has argued that this has tended to characterise entire sectors in terms of a single type of 

firm. In addition, CCA has decentred the nation state as a locus of economic analysis and in its place 

has reified the role of the industrial sector to the detriment of state regulation. By incorporating 

elements of ANT, specifically the idea that actors have multiple and overlapping relationships with 

human and non-human actors and by acknowledging some of the shortcomings of CCA, the idea is to 

build a more nuanced understanding of firm relationships that incorporates the territoriality and space 

of CCA and the complexity of linkages of ANT. However, the utility of CCA lies in its ability to, 

variously, address the points of economic concentration and influence, the nature of governance 

structures, the ways in which producers of various shapes and sizes alter production in response to 

globalising pressures and the position of wage labour. As Phyne and Mansilla (2003) observe CCA 

                                                 
16 Snow (1964  p.31) notes “the personal relations in a productive organisation are of the greatest subtlety and 
interest. They are very deceptive. They look as though they ought to be the personal relations that one gets in any 
hierarchical structure with a chain of command… In practise they are much more complex than that, and anyone 
used to the straight chain of command gets lost the instant he sets foot in an industrial organisation”. 
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enables us to explore the ways in which small and medium-sized enterprises upgrade and survive in an 

increasingly globalised world. 

Conclusion 
What is a firm, and how does it function? These are questions that we keep coming back to if 

we are to understand how resources are used in the New Zealand fishing sector as it operates in a 

competitive globalised fish products market (Figure 2.2). This section has added to the discussion that 

surrounds the firm as an economic entity. It has examined the geography, organisation and strategies 

available to firms. Studies illustrate how relations are arranged, how power is projected through the 

aqua-commodity chain and how firms maintain control through space. Following Markusen’s (1999) 

observation that networks are presented generically, this research has endeavoured to place the web of 

relationships in context before gauging the nature of the relationships. 

The physical boundary of the firm can be defined through assets, infrastructure, inputs and 

outputs. Nonetheless, the contractual and social relations that are formed in order to undertake 

business, the formal and informal economic relations, are germane and allow firms to project power 

throughout production consumption systems. 

Firms are complex. Examining fishing enterprises can enrich our theoretical understanding of 

firms. Firms are more than Richardson’s (1972) profit maximising atomised entities striving in a sea of 

market relations, facing simple ‘make or buy’ internalisation-externalisation dilemmas. The reality is far 

more complex. Rather, firms should be considered as operating in complex networks of relationships 

that are polycentric and multi-level in scale and in which they simultaneously compete and cooperate 

with one another. Furthermore, the ability of firms to project power, garner knowledge and respond to 

change is just as germane to our understanding of firms as their physical and legal boundaries. Beyond 

the physical description of the firm this ability to project power is mediated through a series of 

ongoing relationships that require constant work on behalf of actors within the firm to maintain the 

relationships. Thus, the boundary of the firm should be considered as dynamic. This is because firms 

have to constantly adjust their operations to changes in the environment, including competitors, 

customers, suppliers, related firms, local communities, the government, the biophysical environment 

and so on. In addition, regulatory environments, the modes of regulation which firms operate in and 

the markets they negotiate are not static (Dicken 2003). Firms operate in communities of common fate 

in which their own success is bound up in the behaviour of others and this is particularly so for firms 

in the New Zealand seafood sector because the (mis) behaviour of one brings ruin to all. 

It is fallacious to describe firms in rigid and dogmatic ways. In transaction cost theory the firm 

is a bundle of internalised transactions in some sort of black box (Maskell 2001). The resource based 

view constructs firms as a collection of resources. Real life phenomena such as a firm’s strategies, 

organisational form or competitive alliances were notable for the absence from the models. Rather the 

firm should be considered as having distinct competencies – things that its competitors cannot do as 
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well or as cheaply; as having distinct know-how or knowledge which it has converted from explicit to 

implicit or tacit knowledge. Both competencies and knowledge are embedded in everyday local 

organisational skills and routines and are specialised to firm needs (Nonaka and Toyama 2002). In 

addition, the creation of these knowledges and competencies are often grounded in local experiences. 

An example of this would be shifting from the explicit knowledge of fishing to the tacit knowledge of 

knowing where to fish. Core competencies and knowledge assets intersect (Figure 2.5). However, 

knowledge assets may begin to occur as, for instance, a firm negotiates regulatory contexts or with 

overseas customers, or as it builds knowledge of currency hedging and how to offset the costs of 

trading in global markets that was not initially a core competency. 

Figure 2.5: (Re) Conceptualising the Firm 
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Actors within firms have complex and ongoing relationships that extend beyond the boundary 

of the firm (Figure 2.5). These are socially mediated and extend from formal, economic, strongly 

marketised relationships – Coase’s ‘make or buy’ decisions. But there are also more diffuse 

relationships that allow knowledge formation by both parties and which are centred on untraded 

interdependencies, formal and informal trust networks and non-capitalist local relationships that are 

embedded in communities and develop from shared experiences. 
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Firms face many issues. They must simultaneously negotiate global markets and local 

regulatory environments. They face various dynamic contexts in terms of employees, customers, the 

resources they have access to and related firms (both competitors and allies). Yet firms still have to 

function efficiently. Firms depend on core competencies and knowledge assets to acquire knowledge 

and learn processes that enable them to compete successfully. However, regulatory changes, changes in 

labour markets, changes in the biophysical environment and changes internal to firms all educe change 

in firms and the relationships that they negotiate. These changes are more than a stimulus-response 

sort of change. Each response by the firm leads to new changes and so on. Sometimes a firm can 

absorb these pressures with little or no outward change to its core competencies and knowledges. For 

example a change in the amount of fish may lead fishing companies to learn to fish better and more 

efficiently. At other times the crisis of change may be significant enough to make the firm create new 

competencies out of knowledge assets. An example of this is the ways in which companies develop a 

seafood brand and label. Sometimes the crisis may be so great as to lead the firm to exit the industry 

altogether. 

The ‘idea’ of the firm operates in a number of different contexts. In the global production-

consumption system, or aqua-commodity chain, fishing firms increasingly face a number of pressures 

that shape their behaviour. As firms operate in complex chains, questions emerge surrounding markets 

and market dependence, labour and the ways in which it is employed, the governance structure and 

who coordinates the production-consumption system. Place and space are important to the success of 

firms. The regional context of firms shapes their performance. The work of Apostle et al. (1992) and 

Arbo and Hersoug (1997) show that labour markets, plants, local competition and so forth are all vital 

to performance of firms as they influence wages, skills, the nature of work practices and the 

sustainability of the fishing resources. The boundaries of the firm are fluid. As such, firms are more 

than Markusen’s legal entities with reporting roles; their relationships with other entities are negotiated 

through contracts, markets, untraded interdependencies (Apostle and Barrett’s arms length and non-

arms length relationships). How fishing firms are networked and the ways in which relationships are 

negotiated with other firms, fisheries managers and fisheries scientists shape the ways in which firms 

are able to negotiate sustainability and profitability. Finally, but no less importantly, the regulatory 

context shapes the success of fishing firms and the sustainability of fisheries. Performance of firms 

depends upon their ability or desire to follow the rules and regulations that govern fisheries. 

Conversely the performance or effectiveness of the regulatory regime is likewise dependent on the 

firms which it governs. 

The ongoing debates in economic geography demonstrate that the firm is a complex, perhaps 

even chaotic entity. However, this debate is important because it overcomes the limitations of Clapp’s 

resource cycle approach. That is, context and organisation matter to performance and perhaps most 

importantly it is possible to conceptualise the firm as more than a homogenous island of coordination 
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in a sea of market activities. By accepting that context and organisation are critical to our 

understanding of performance we can begin to address the weaknesses and strengths of various types 

of firm organisation. Networking and positionality in both commodity chains – the negotiation of 

economies – and regions – the negotiation of the global and the local – are crucial to performance, 

whether it be the performance of regulatory regimes, regional economy, fish resources or fishing 

enterprises. 

To conclude, firms are a strange mix of the mass and the individual. They abstract. They 

behave according to rules and regulations that substitute for the social and emotional responses that 

occur when individuals interact. They dehumanise. Yet firms are human as well. They reflect the 

cumulative personalities of key actors within them, especially the leadership. They try to order chaos 

through a defining vision that creates structure. They tend, unfortunately, to mirror less admirable 

human traits: developing and protecting self-interest, demonstrating a callous concern for the feelings 

of others, an incapacity to maintain enduring relationships, deceitfulness and an incapacity to 

experience guilt. 

Summary 

This chapter addressed two interrelated questions: how can we understand resource allocation 

and how can we best understand the fishing firms that use these resources? In doing so it has charted a 

course between the fisheries economics and sociological approaches to fisheries management. The 

dominant literature in fisheries management, fisheries economics, renders firms indistinct and fails to 

address the ways in which modern corporate fishing companies do business. The critique of fisheries 

economics, driven primarily by sociologists, has shifted from focusing on ‘traditional’ or ‘customary’ 

fishermen to focusing on communities and the ways in which they have successfully, or not, negotiated 

resource access. In doing so they portray modern fishing companies as some sort of remorseless 

juggernaut crushing communities and destroying fisheries. Like the fisheries economists they stand 

accused of failing to acknowledge the complexity and context of fishing companies and the ways in 

which they are locally embedded while operating in globalising fisheries, fish markets and fisheries 

legislation. In the context of modern fisheries, fishing companies and not customary fishermen are the 

key agents in the fishery. Both fisheries economics and fisheries sociology provide only a partial 

account of the true nature of fishing and fisheries management in a globalising world.  

The chapter demonstrated that we should consider firms, fisheries and the legislation that 

surrounds the management of fisheries as being co-constructed. As property rights are strengthened, 

government regulation and the complex arrangements that property rights holders become entwined. 

As regulation changes firms respond which in turn leads the state to respond. 

Having explored fisheries through the Tragedy of the Commons, fisheries economics and 

communities of fishermen the chapter mounted a case for considering the fisheries through corporate 
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analysis and behaviour. The chapter went on to discuss the relevant literatures on firms, their 

behaviours and the ways in which they locate. In doing so the chapter has argued that in order to 

understand the modern fishing firm and its performance it is imperative to understand that firms 

operate in a number of contexts. Furthermore, firms’ organisation and the ways in which relationships 

are constituted all shape performance of the firms themselves, the regions in which they are located, 

the fisheries and the fisheries management regime, but these will be considered in turn. It is this last 

context that is explored in Chapter Three. 

 



 

Chapter Three 

 Co-constructing New Zealand’s Fisheries:  

Charting the Course 

Whether New Zealand’s fisheries can be made to yield more copiously remains to be seen. But the 
problems, the opportunities, and the limitations of New Zealand’s fisheries deserve to be better known. 

Donald Patton: 1952 p.91 

Introduction 

In order to understand contemporary New Zealand seafood firms performance we need to 

understand the environment in which fishing occurs, for fishing is a construction of regulation and 

governance. In Chapter Two I argued that the firm is complex and operates in many contexts. In 

addition I concluded with an observation that the regulatory context’s performance is dependent on 

firms and their desire or ability to follow the rules. This chapter explores those rules and regulations 

that shape the ways in which firms behave in the New Zealand seafood sector. To this end, the chapter 

sets out the regulatory pre-history of the QMS. In exploring regulatory frameworks previous to the 

QMS the chapter addresses two interrelated questions: how should we interpret the QMS, and in what 

ways is it a distinctive break from previous regulatory frameworks; and at a more fundamental level in 

what ways can we understand this regulatory framework in relation to Clapp’s resource cycle? This 

chapter sets out the development of capacity in the fishing sector and the ways of doing fisheries 

management that have been employed in New Zealand. 

The QMS is portrayed as a one-off solution to everything from over-fishing to lack of 

sustainability (Hersoug 2002a). In addition the QMS is often characterised as a neoliberal fisheries 

management response to fisheries crises in which fisheries managers set up the QMS and industry ran 

with it, forming markets and becoming somehow empowered as individuals operated more efficiently. 

Later sections of this chapter demonstrate that this narrative is false. The QMS is more than a fisheries 

management regime imposed on a ‘passive’ fishery and fishing industry. The QMS should also be 

viewed as part of an ongoing process of relearning on the part of industry, fisheries managers and 

other interested stakeholders following re-regulation and the expansion and extension of QMS. The 

State remains an active participant, but in new ways as the ITQ market is constantly reformulated. 

Furthermore, the QMS is also about ‘responsibilisation’ and partnerships as both industry and fisheries 

managers are co-opted into management frameworks. 

Neither the QMS nor the New Zealand fishing industry appeared overnight. There was no 

magical blossoming of the fishing industry as the QMS passed into being in spring 1986. The fishing 
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industry and the legislation which directly informs its actions are a product of both the legislation and 

the experiences of fishermen that have gone before as well as the ongoing practices in the fishing 

sector. Moreover, the QMS and the new regime were part of a wider social and economic restructuring 

of the 1980-90s that was to fundamentally alter state, civil society and capital relations in New Zealand. 

Development of New Zealand Fisheries Regulation 1840-1986 

Many accounts start by portraying early Maori fisheries as subsistence fishers operating on a 

limited scale (Hersoug 2002a; Johnson and Haworth 2004). This under-assesses the extent and 

sophistication of Maori fishing activity – perhaps deliberately. Recent research has demonstrated that 

Maori culture was extensively connected to the utilisation of marine resources. More important than 

technical sophistication were the complex social arrangements that governed use of these resources. 

These included tapu and makutu which constrained when fish could be harvested and by whom, and 

rahui which closed fishing grounds under pressure or prevented out-of-season fishing. These 

management mechanisms were administered by a Rangitira, usually the head of a tribe or sub tribe 

(hapu), holding both political and spiritual powers (Russell and Campbell 1999). The complex social 

arrangements governing who could fish where and when were developed over hundreds of years. Even 

if they may not have addressed the aggregate effects of over-fishing this was a well developed system 

of property rights-based fisheries management that European colonists took less than 150 years to 

dismantle before instituting a new rights-based management system.  

Article Two of the Treaty of Waitangi (the Treaty) guaranteed Maori the full, exclusive and 

undisturbed possession of their lands, estates and fisheries for as long as they might desire to retain 

possession (Russell and Campbell 1999 p.116). However, all legislation after that was enacted under 

the premise that the Crown maintained control over fisheries (Nightingale 1992). The presumption 

was that fish were a public good to which both the public and industry had unrestricted access. By 

1865 evidence of local fisheries depletion was clear (Ackroyd et al. 1990). Many ad hoc measures were 

introduced17. Hersoug (2002a) notes that most of the legislation was concerned with imposing 

penalties, often at the behest of local fishermen, rather than increasing production. The Marine 

Department was established in 1866 and gained responsibility for fisheries with the passing of the 1877 

Sea Fisheries Protection Act (see Figure 3.1). The 1894 Fisheries Act represents the beginning of direct 

Government involvement by giving the Marine Department the power to license vessels in the fishery. 

In 1908 all previous legislation was consolidated and formalised regulatory measures, in the 

form of input controls, such as seasons, closed areas, net and port landing restrictions took effect. The 

1908 Fisheries Act required all vessels to be licensed (licences were freely issued and the Marine 

Department had no power to refuse a licence). This legislation set the parameters for the 

Government’s long term involvement in the fishing industry and, with subsequent amendments for 

                                                 
17 Oyster Fisheries Act (1866, 1869, 1892); Fisheries Protection Act 1877; Fisheries Conservation Act 1884; Sea 
Fisheries Act (1894, 1903, 1907), see Ackroyd et al. (1990) and Nightingale (1992) for further detail. 
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resource conservation and catch effort controls, was operational until 1983 (Straker et al. 2002). The 

expansion of fishing was sanctioned by the Government. Where local depletion was thought to occur 

the State intervened using a range of input controls. More often than not this was at the behest of local 

fishermen rather than as a result of actual scientific research (Nightingale 1992). The New Zealand 

fishing industry was very much a cottage industry with large numbers of small boats, mostly owner-

operated with little vertical integration. Despite local shortages and pressures the general perception 

was that fisheries were not fully exploited. Up to the 1920s, New Zealanders explored, discovered, and 

began an initial production boom in inshore fisheries as the most accessible resources were fished. In 

this period, we see the beginning of Clapp’s inexorable resource cycle. 

Figure 3.1: Key Dates in the Development of New Zealand Fisheries Management 
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After Straker et al 2002 p.16 

In 1926 the Marine Department’s management approach shifted to preserving fish stocks 

solely for domestic markets. This was based on the presumption that fish stocks were close to being 

fully exploited, despite little actual scientific research on stock status and difficulties in exporting fish 

(Slack 1968). Every principle of fisheries economics enunciated by politicians was geared towards 

fostering the domestic market and supplying cheap fish. This attitude was supported and endorsed by 

the 1937-38 Sea Fisheries Investigation Committee (Johnson and Haworth 2004). The Committee 

found that the high volume of exports led to overcapitalisation, stock depletion and low returns to 

fishermen. They concluded that restrictive licensing of vessels and fishermen would deter new entrants 

from entering the fishery and foster a domestic market. The Government largely heeded this advice 



CHAPTER THREE: CO-CONSTRUCTING NEW ZEALAND FISHERIES 

 

80 

and imposed further restrictions (Straker et al. 2002). 18 The 1945 Fisheries Amendment Act further 

constrained fishing behaviour. Strong administrative control was perceived as essential for long-term 

good. Vessels were intensely regulated in the three mile limit. Licensed boats could only operate out of, 

and land their catch at, specific ports. The State intervened to foster a domestic market and this 

severely constrained the ability of the fishing industry to expand.19 By 1945 vessel numbers fell to  

1 000 and exports constituted just 0.24 percent of New Zealand’s total exports (Hersoug 2002a p.18). 

While overall output of New Zealand’s fisheries was modest compared with other fisheries, the 

demand was roughly proportional to the supply (Patton 1952; Dibble 1955). 

Manufacturing an industrialised fishery 1963-1983 
Three factors led to a change in fisheries management. In the 1950s there was a groundswell 

of opinion within the industry that it was stagnating because it was over-regulated and did not require 

such oppressive top-down management (Nightingale 1992). The cumulative effect of new technologies 

such as freezer-storage, echo locators and better communications improved the range of vessels and 

increased catch power undermining the existing port-based system and the regulatory system. Crucially, 

the appearance of Japanese trawlers (among others), fishing beyond the then three mile limit, visibly 

demonstrated that New Zealand was not making full use of its available resources (Sharp 1997). These 

pressures lead to the appointment of a Select Committee in 1961 which addressed two questions: 

whether the licensing system was in the best interests of New Zealand; and whether limiting the 

number of licences was in the best interests of conservation. Additionally, the Select Committee 

considered the establishment of a development corporation, similar to that of other primary producers, 

for the industry. The committee worked quickly producing the Scott report, which called for wide 

spread change. 

Scott’s solution was to ‘let more fresh air into the industry… and the best and quickest way to 

do that was to provide more fish’ (NZPD 1963 p.984).20 The only way this could be achieved, the 

committee believed, was by de-regulating the industry and removing 20 years of accumulated 

restrictive legislation. The changes appalled many independent fishermen. The removal of licences 

would mean increased competition in what had previously been a closed shop. Licences had limited 

the number of company vessels and merchants. Good independent fishermen could still upgrade by 

retiring vessels. Furthermore, the closed shop meant that many fishermen considered it a right to 

determine who entered the fisheries. Tradition and nepotism would be swept aside with deregulation. 

Johnson and Hayworth (2004) argue that despite independent fishermen’s concerns it was clear that 

the ‘fresh air’ of the Scott report would become law. 

The 1963 Fisheries Amendment Act radically altered the industry almost overnight. It largely 

deregulated the industry and encouraged new entrants. Licences and port-landing restrictions were 

                                                 
18 Restrictive licensing was imposed under the Industrial Efficiency Act 1936 (Nightingale 1992). 
19 The Fisheries (General) Regulations (1950) detailed 114 separate regulations (Hersoug 2002a). 
20 The New Zealand Parliamentary Debates. 
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replaced with permits and registration. It allowed entry into the catching sector by any New Zealand 

citizen or company with 50 percent New Zealand ownership. Fishing enterprises could fish where they 

liked, catch what they liked and land it where they liked. They were still subject to some input controls, 

but by comparison they were free, whether they wanted to be or not (Johnson and Hayworth 2004). 

The same legislation established the Fishing Industry Board (FIB). Its responsibilities included 

promoting and expanding the industry, ensuring that full use of fisheries resources was made, 

promoting domestic consumption and exports (while maintaining local supply) and promoting better 

product quality. Not funded by the State, it charged a one percent levy on all fish landings.21 In 1965 a 

loan and mortgage guarantee system underwritten by the State began providing finance to independent 

fishermen to buy new vessels. This, coupled with the declaration of the 12-mile limit, saw a rapid 

expansion of inshore effort by the industry as it rushed to catch what had previously been targeted by 

foreign fishing vessels (Figure 3.1). Over the next twenty years the Government provided some $67 

million in loans and export subsidies (Sharp 1997). The fleet increased from 1 727 vessels in 1963 to 5 

178 vessels in 1973, while landings from 1963 to 1983 increased 6-7 percent per annum.22  

Capacity and numbers were not the only things to change. The removal of licences opened the 

way for processors, as well as those with no previous association with the industry, to enter the fishery 

and develop company fleets. New, more robust steel, boats and new methods were introduced. 

Promoting an unfettered industry also meant innovations and expenditure in onshore processing. 

Automated filleting and freezing technology to process this ‘new’ catch was needed. State-subsidised 

expansion and the removal of foreign fishermen from first the inshore, and later deepwater fisheries, 

aided the formation of several of the major companies that dominate fishing in New Zealand today. 

This coupled with international joint ventures of the late 1970s also enabled companies to expand 

markets and learn how to trade in global markets. 

By the 1970s the fishery and the fishing industry respectively were facing biological and 

economic stresses. Twenty-three percent of State loans made to the industry were in arrears because 

fishermen were not achieving the minimum catches to service borrowing (Sharp 1997). Wholesale 

subsidisation of fleet capacity had not only led to over-fishing but also overcapitalisation as the steadily 

increasing fleet of both part and full-timers competed for prime inshore species. By 1977 it was clear 

that some species were under significant pressure, specifically shellfish and crustaceans. For example, 

the Challenger scallop fishery grew from 321 tonnes in 1973 to 1 246 tonnes in 1975. By 1978 it was 

167 tonnes (Annala et al. 2002). Once again the inshore fisheries were falling into the familiar cycle of 

overcapitalisation followed by over-fishing and declining catches. The response was the 1977 Fisheries 

                                                 
21 The FIB was charged with representing the best interests of a fragmented and politicised fishing sector. 
Fishermen distrusted wholesalers, retailers distrusted wholesalers, independent fishermen distrusted company 
men. The solution was a board on which the majority of members were not from the fishing sector (Johnson and 
Hayworth 2004). 
22 Growth was primarily in the small scale fleet, less than 12 metres, which led to substantial over-capacity 
problems. This part of the fleet accounted for less than ten percent of total catch (Hersoug 2002a p.19-20). 
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Amendment Act which signalled a return to the rigorous input controls of pre-Scott days. The Act 

introduced ‘controlled fisheries’ under which the size and species of fish harvested, methods used, 

areas that could be fished and access to them were controlled. Moreover all fishermen were now 

required to obtain a permit and register their vessels, regardless of size or days at sea.  

Clark (1993) describes management up to 1978 as confused and characterised by fundamental 

shifts in the management position. The Government wavered between actively supporting expansion 

and increased capacity, and stifling growth. The industry had worked with licences up to the 1960s, 

permits in the 1960s and incentives, subsidies and tax breaks through the 1970s, with the State often 

modifying management after local collapses (Le Heron 1996). The industry had weathered a number of 

changes and through them had learnt from the experience. 

Following the Territorial Sea and Exclusive Economic Zone Act 1977, New Zealand 

established a 200-mile Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ – Figure 3.1). The EEZ was now 15 times the 

size of the land mass and the fourth largest in the world.23 The EEZ extended New Zealand’s 

commercial fishing area 188 miles beyond the conventional territorial sea. According to a number of 

authors the EEZ marked the beginning of the modern marine resource era in New Zealand (Cullen 

and Memon 1990; Rennie 1998; 2000; Hersoug 2002a; Straker et al. 2002 inter alia). 

The focus of industry and State interest shifted to the deepwater fisheries. New Zealand had 

just acquired a large economic zone and the general consensus was that the fishery resource should be 

developed as quickly as possible (Ackroyd et al. 1990). A new cycle of investment and expansion was 

initiated as New Zealand companies moved to exploit deepwater species utilising cooperative 

deepwater fishing ventures with foreign fishing companies. Previously Japanese, Russian, Korean and 

Taiwanese fishing companies had all been exploiting deepwater resources off New Zealand. Foreign 

fishing companies injected equity, capital and knowledge into domestic companies in return for access 

to low cost fish. Domestic companies were able to appropriate the technology and expertise, develop 

relationships in international markets and expand onshore processing (Sharp 1997). The insertion of 

these companies into global fish markets also meant more species were being exported. To further 

increase the deepwater harvest by domestic vessels the Government yet again provided financial aid 

for stock research and capital investment. The assistance encouraged a relatively unconstrained entry 

into the deepwater fishery and implicitly the wider industry. Harvesting and processing capacity were 

expanded rapidly and led to pressure on a small number of high value species such as orange roughy 

and hoki. By 1982 local companies had learnt what they needed to know to fish deep-sea species and 

arrangements shifted to simple charter contracts (Connor 2001a).  

                                                 
23 The EEZ was a response to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. The EEZ Act required 
optimum utilisation of the fish stocks and allowed foreign fishermen to harvest the resource (to a reasonable 
level) if the domestic fleet was unable to do so. The territorial sea is approximately 16.3 million hectares. 
Estimates vary due to map scale and precision of measuring instruments. Despite its size the area has a relatively 
low productivity due to sea temperature and nutrient supply (Cullen and Memon 1990; Rennie 1997). 
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Between 1963 and 1983 the fishing sector evolved from the small, comparatively un-integrated 

industry described by Patton (1952) and Dibble (1955). It was a period of significant growth in 

harvesting, vessels, onshore processing capacity and overseas markets. On two separate occasions 

extensions to the fishing area by the State generated new rounds of investment and industry expansion. 

Additionally, financial incentives to invest were supplied by the State, and development of the fishing 

industry occurred through institutional structures such as State loans. 

The industry went through a process of learning whereby it purchased knowledge of 

deepwater fishing, inserted itself into international markets and built up institutional knowledge of how 

to operate in a global fish economy. Moreover, working with joint venture partners, which had 

different ways of doing fisheries, and other New Zealand companies, enabled larger firms to break 

down barriers to working together and to engage in socialised learning. Additionally, through the FIB, 

the fishing sector now had an industry organisation that could lobby the minister, provide a collective 

face to an otherwise fragmented industry and even, through levies, carry out research if it chose to do 

so. 

An inshore/deepwater dichotomy was starting to emerge with the large companies in the 

deepwater fishery oriented towards overseas markets and an inshore fishery with many small, 

independent fishermen. This did not preclude large trawlers purchased for deepwater fishing trawling 

inshore fisheries by some companies.24 Only a few of the larger companies were able to effectively 

move capacity from inshore to deepwater fisheries. Rapid expansion was only for a select few 

companies. The deepwater fishery was dominated by a few large companies that had invested heavily 

in vessels and onshore processing capacity. 

At every turn the State has been an active player in fostering economic growth, often at the 

expense of sustainable fisheries. Through ‘think-big’ policies, the Government made large scale access 

to fisheries possible, at the expense of overseas fishing companies, in return for large scale investment 

in processing and labour (Le Heron 1996). Between 1978 and 1982 the industry invested $47 million in 

vessels and $25-30 million in onshore processing facilities (Sharp 1997). Following Brox (1990), as 

capital use and technological levels increased to meet the demands of an unlimited world market, yet 

again renewable resources were being used in such a way that they were fast becoming non-renewable 

in what was a fisheries exploitation economy. 

Lead up to the Quota Management System 
The QMS did not appear overnight or unexpectedly. The lead up to the QMS and its 

subsequent introduction involved a progression of management changes that shifted fishing toward 

privatised property rights-based harvesting (Figure 3.2). By the 1980s it became evident that the 

                                                 
24 Hersoug (2002a) notes that the total number of vessels operating in the inshore fishery in 1983 was 3 928 
vessels. Five percent (200 vessels) of the fleet landed 67 percent of the catch. Less than ten percent of the catch 
was taken by 3 000 smaller boats. Connor (2001b p.223) observes that of the total number of licence holders  
(5 184) nearly 3 000 were reported to have earned less than $500. 
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existing fisheries policy and the input focused management, which had encouraged overcapitalisation 

and over-fishing within the industry, was no longer sustainable. Wild fluctuations in snapper catch – 

the most economically important inshore species, rapidly decreasing catches of other inshore species, 

concerns that orange roughy and hoki were already facing the same pressures as a result of over-

harvesting, and improved research by the Ministry led to a total moratorium on new fishing permits in 

1982. The Minister stated: 

The dramatic increase in the number of fishing permits issued over the last 10 years has 
meant that there are too many fishermen competing for the available resource. This has led 
to fish populations coming under stress through heavy fishing pressure and fishermen 
receiving smaller returns as the resource has to be divided among a greater number. 

Duncan MacIntyre, Minister of Fisheries 
1982, cited in Ackroyd et al. 1990 p.18 

The Government followed with a moratorium on lending for inshore fishery projects in 1984 

(Figure 3.2). Once again Clapp’s cycle of overcapitalisation and over-harvesting was being repeated. 

Somehow the State was expected to solve the problem of overcapitalisation through intervention and 

rationalisation. But in doing so it had to find a means of constraining the unlimited expansion of the 

fishing companies that remained as the measures previously taken by Governments tended to reinforce 

this development. Brox (1990) observes that the tragedy is maintained, but the commons is abolished. 

Figure 3.2: Fisheries Management Change 1977-78 

Year Summary of New Zealand Fisheries management changes 1977-1987

1977 Controlled Fisheries introduced by Amendment of Fisheries Act 1908;
Exclusive Economic Zone Act passed;

1978 200 mile EEZ declared;
TACs set for deep-water species and split between domestic and foreign licensed fishers:
Permit moratorium on scallops and rock lobsters;

1982 Finfish permit moratorium imposed;
Deepwater quota policy proposed;

1983 Deepwater quota policy implemented - Transferable Enterprise Allocations for nine companies over 
seven species, plus competitive TAC for "others";
National Fisheries Management Advisory Council (NAFMAC) inshore assessment/discussion 
document released and nation-wide consultation meetings "NAFMAC Circus";

Fisheries Act 1983  passed - Fisheries Management Planning framework with new consultation 
requirements and network of Port Liaison Committees and Fisheries Management Advisory 
Committees;

1984 Change of Government to favour "marketisation" of state sector;
"Blue Book" (ITQ) policy proposal for inshore fisheries published;

1985 Intense consultation on proposals - more circus meetings, Ministerial summit meetings, etc;
New Zealand Federation of Commercial Fishermen ballot of members approves policy;
Industry conference approves policy;
Cabinet approves policy;
Provisional catch history notified;
Review of objections begins;

1986 Reviews of objections complete;;
Provisional Maximum ITQ and Guarenteed Minimum ITQ issued;
Quota buy-back tender and offers proceed;
Quota Management System goes life on 1 October - 26 species, 156 stocks;

1987 Quota Appeal Authority begins hearing appeals;
3 more species included in QMS;
High Court injunction granted to Maori to stop further implementation.  

Source: Connor 2001b p.235 
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The 1983 Fisheries Act consolidated New Zealand’s fisheries management policy proposals 

(Straker et al. 2002) and gave the Minister wide powers to control or close fisheries, but it did little to 

solve pressing sustainability problems in the short run. The 1983 Act introduced significant and 

comprehensive changes to management. It provided for fisheries management plans, legislated detailed 

foreign and domestic licensing and vessel and fishing restrictions, and listed offences and penalties.25 

Sharp (1997) maintains that the 1983 Act contained no provision for ITQ and that it was the last of 

the legislation in which strong central government preferred to regulate fisheries through top-down 

input controls. Whilst it contained no provision for ITQ and the QMS, it did provide the foundation 

for change by giving the Minister wide powers. By instituting controlled fisheries and giving the 

Minister wider discretion concerning the renewal of licenses the Act provided the basis for further, 

more far reaching change. 

Continued declines in inshore species had not been alleviated by the licence moratorium 

which only limited entrants but not potential capacity. Following consultation with the industry, part-

time fishermen were removed by the minister, who did not renew their licences.26 The immediate 

outcome was that 1500-1800 fishermen lost the right to fish commercially. O’Connor (1994) maintains 

that this administrative exclusion caused considerable hardship to local communities and specifically to 

Maori. Moreover such a policy did little to reduce actual fishing (Wallace 1998b). The Ministry justified 

removal on the grounds that the immediate effects were minor and that they removed the potential 

capacity contained in those licences. Hersoug (2002a p.25) contends that the removal was a pragmatic 

decision made mostly for administrative ease. By reducing the number of fishermen the Ministry 

would have to deal with when the, by now inevitable, changes occurred it would reduce the 

administrative burden of dealing with a large heterogeneous group. This first rationalisation of effort 

took place without compensation. Proposed policies to further conserve fish stocks and prevent over-

fishing included implementing sustainable harvest levels for deepwater species and substantial catch 

reductions for inshore species, allocating harvest rights and additional input controls in an effort to 

ensure long term sustainability (Straker et al. 2002), or business as usual with continuous reduction 

through economic attrition (Hersoug 2002a). 

Fisheries managers already had experience with output controls and allocating quota in 

deepwater fisheries following the establishment of the EEZ. The Ministry reviewed the deepwater 

trawl policy in 1982 and concluded that a quota by area allocation system was the most appropriate 

                                                 
25 Fisheries management plans, a community-based comprehensive management control procedure, were to be a 
central feature of the legislation. Planning would involve consultation with industry, recreational fishers, iwi and 
other stakeholders, before being given legal effect. However, the plans did not address the immediate challenge 
of over-fishing and were never implemented (Sharp 1997; Hersoug 2002a). 
26 Sharp (1997 p.512) notes that the wider industry supported this, in part because full-time fishermen accounted 
for between 59 percent and 91 percent of those attending meetings. 
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way to regulate access.27 Annual Transferable Quota (ATQ) were introduced based on catch history, 

but also onshore processing and level of investment. They became active in 1983 and were initially for 

a period of ten years (Figure 3.2). Transferability was restricted. ATQ were seen as a forerunner to 

ITQ and allowed the Ministry to evaluate and develop policy. In 1984, after evaluating the various 

options available for addressing inshore fisheries, including tighter licences and restricted entry, the 

Ministry settled for building on the already established deepwater ATQ regime. The proposed QMS 

regime and ITQ were spelt out in detail through the ‘Blue Book’ (Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries 

1984). The Blue Book indicated that resource rentals would be introduced and that restructuring 

assistance (a buy-back scheme) would be provided under a tendering scheme to aid in reducing 

capacity. Moreover, future Total Allowable Catch (TAC) adjustment would be done through 

competitive tender and a quota bank (Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries 1984). 

In May 1985 the Government decided to adopt the QMS and manage both inshore and 

deepwater fisheries using ITQ (Figure 3.2). Significantly, the FIB and industry (or at least key actors in 

the industry), despite some reservations, supported the QMS (Talley 1999). It was hoped that catch 

reductions would have long term benefits and industry restructuring would provide them with 

sufficient returns from lower harvests. The removal of part-time fishermen had already signalled to 

large enterprises exactly who would be ‘restructured’ in any subsequent legislation. 

Within 150 years of the introduction of modern, top-down, government-planned and 

managed fisheries, New Zealand was to return to a series of complex arrangements governing who 

could fish where and when. There was a period of encouragement and development, then a period of 

restrictions driven by input controls, returning to almost complete liberalisation coupled with heavily 

subsidised development. Right the way through the industry was transformed, with the Government 

largely responsible for overcapitalisation in the industry; this was again countered by strong restrictions 

and enforced rationalisation of effort. Throughout this the Government had provided all the answers, 

not only what could be caught, but also where and how to catch it, and at times what to produce and 

where it could be exported. The industry had been transformed from an individualised cottage industry 

in which local supply roughly met local demand to an industrialised fishing industry that exported to a 

wide range of markets. This transformation of industry was largely driven by the State subsidising 

investment and relaxing entry conditions. Moreover, a fragmented and divided industry now had an 

effective industry organisation (the FIB) that gave a coherent ‘voice’ to fishing industry concerns. 

Additionally, state subsidies had fostered large companies with significant assets in fishing and onshore 

processing which had learnt to operate in global seafood markets. 

                                                 
27 The EEZ was divided into management areas which were used to establish individual quotas by weight for key 
deepwater commercial species. Based on global estimates of total allowable catches, ATQ were set (Cullen and 
Memon 1990 p.50). 
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The QMS and ITQ: learning and evolution 1986-2004 

The QMS was introduced in one stroke on October 1 1986, as was characteristic of many of 

the reforms at that time. A 1986 amendment to the 1983 Fisheries Act introduced a complete package 

of measures known as the QMS or more popularly as the ITQ system for 27 species (Ackroyd et al. 

1990).28 The amendment introduced TAC for all major finfish fisheries and the allocation of ITQ to 

fishing enterprises based on historical catch.29 The deepwater management policy and inshore fisheries 

were incorporated into one overall management framework whose goal was to protect the resource 

and, within that constraint, to maximise efficiency. The QMS was intended to address over-fishing, 

overcapitalisation and excessive government regulation, although other goals have been added on later. 

In this respect ITQ were a tool and not an end in themselves (Hersoug 2002a). However, once 

initiated, as Copes (2000) explains, a path-dependent development with few alternatives begins. New 

problems had to be met with solutions that fit the basic economic and ideological position, and, even 

more important, rights-based reform had to be extended to other sectors of the fishing industry. As 

fisheries managers, the industry and other stakeholders learnt more about how the QMS operated, the 

QMS has been transformed through a number of reforms and evolved into a sophisticated and rather 

complex system that is more than management ‘by markets’ (Hersoug 2002b). 

The QMS was a product of the times. It was introduced using the rhetoric of effective 

management and economic efficiency that pervade many of the wider regulatory reforms at that time. 

Presuming total catch was regulated, fishermen could choose the most economically efficient ways to 

harvest fish at the least cost (Straker et al. 2002). Implicit in this is the notion that somehow those 

‘economically efficient’ fishing companies would gain access to resources previously used by those less 

efficient. Fitting with Clapp’s (1998) ideas, the larger firms supported the move as they were best able 

to survive the short term squeeze and afford the capital required in the industry, and by removing 

smaller players they would gain a larger share of the prize. Government clearly stated that it would not 

consider any financial assistance during this restructuring unless there was a high level of industry 

support. Industry expected that in return for its support the structure of the property rights would be 

permanent (Sharp 1997). 

                                                 
28 There is a tendency for the QMS and ITQ to be conflated in much of the popular and even some of the 
academic literature. The QMS is the wider management regime and it employs ITQ as one tool in a box of many 
for managing fisheries. 
29 Provisional quota (PMITQ) was allocated based on three years regardless of the success of the season or any 
personal circumstances such as illness. Many fishermen underreported catch in order to decrease declared 
income. Fishermen were only notified of this in 1984 so only had one year to ratchet up fishing records. Based 
on this 1 800 fishers received the provisional allocations in 1985 and some 1 400 immediately appealed. By mid 
1986 most appeals had been heard and the QMS could be implemented (Hersoug 2002a). 
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Designing the QMS 
The QMS provides for management of fisheries in the following manner. In brief, New 

Zealand fisheries are divided into ten quota management areas (QMAs – Map 3.1).30 Commercial catch 

allowance is area and stock specific. Within each QMA the reproductive potential of the fish stock, by 

species, by area, is determined by scientific stock assessment. Based on the concept of Maximum 

Sustainable Yield (MSY), TAC is set on an annual basis for each fish stock by area, TAC is usually set 

at or below MSY. Allowance within the TAC is made for traditional (artisanal) and/or recreational 

fishing (Total Allowable Non-Commercial Catch -TANC). The balance, the Total Allowable 

Commercial Catch (TACC), is allocated to individual commercial quota holders as ITQ (Figure 3.3). 

The ownership of this quota does not constitute ownership of the resource. The Crown retains the 

ownership of the parent stock while ITQ allow the right to harvest the annual surplus determined 

through the TAC. Once TACC is allocated in the form of ITQ, all commercial fishermen are required 

to monitor the volume of each species they catch from each fish stock and show that they own the 

quota that match their catch (Shallard 1996). 

 Figure 3.3: Simplified Model of how Individual Stocks are Managed 

 

After Shallard 1996 

                                                 
30 QMAs are based on geographically sensible management areas that take into account the biology and known 
distribution of fish stocks, traditional fishing regions and the costs of administration (Straker et al. 2002 p.25). 
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Map 3.1: New Zealand’s Quota Management Areas  

 

Derived from Kelly and Marshall 1996 
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Transferability is essential to the success of ITQ. Three objectives of management have been 

enhanced by the transferability of individual quotas. First, transferability should lead to the optimal 

number and configuration of fishing enterprises and fishing gear as the industry strives to minimize the 

real costs of taking any catch. This is achieved as quota aggregates to those fishermen who employ the 

least costly methods. Second, because natural conditions cannot be controlled, most fishermen may 

not be able to match actual catch to quota allocations. Transferable quota enables individuals to match 

under- and over-catch. This also allows the State to enter the market to sell or purchase quota to adjust 

TACC. Third, transferability offers administrative efficiency. The State could achieve implementation 

of the QMS and its enforcement cheaply (Clark et al. 1988). It achieved implementation by 

grandfathering quota. Therefore established fishing enterprises received a windfall gain that gave them 

a vested interest in the system and the system was made politically acceptable at a minimum cost 

(Hersoug 2002a).31 In terms of enforcement costs, transferability helps make it possible to maintain 

TACCs. The cost of compliance is reduced by transferability, which in turn reduces the cost of 

enforcement. Furthermore, Clark et al. (1988 p.334) hold that enforcement was also expected to 

become easier as quota became concentrated in fewer hands as restructuring continued. 

From the industry’s perspective, transferability allowed them to enter and exit the fishery more 

easily as they now knew the market expectation of income that could be derived from quota. It also 

provided security to established fishing enterprises and reduced the administrative obstacles to new 

entrants. Fishermen unable to fish for a time could sell or lease quota out. This reduced hardship and 

risk for fishermen. A further advantage is that it allowed fishermen to disperse some of the risk 

associated with uncertain revenues by purchasing quota jointly and sharing risk. Finally the lack of 

conditions concerning the identity of quota owners would enable non-fishers to influence the value 

and distribution of quota (Clark et al. 1988). 

Learning and moving forward 
Given that New Zealand was the first to introduce transferable rights at such a scale it is 

unsurprising that further adjustments have been made to the QMS (Sharp 1999; Hersoug 2002a). It has 

undergone a number of changes and refinements. These changes have been about getting the system 

right, meeting the expectations of an increasingly vocal and organised industry and reacting to wider 

expectations in state, civil society, and environment relations. 

Initially a fixed tonnage of ITQ was allocated on the basis of historical participation in each 

fishery between 1982-84. Ackroyd et al. (1990 p.33) maintain that the fixed tonnage system gave 

fishermen a secure right to harvest and made planning business strategy easier and gave the State 

further incentives for getting TACC correct. TACs were thought to be understated, so fixed quota 

provided a mechanism for government revenue raising, and trading fixed quota was thought to be an 

                                                 
31 The allocation of quota based on historical catch does not discriminate between the efficiency of operators – as 
tendering for quota would. However, this problem is self correcting over time as quota is traded (Clark et al. 1988 
p.331). 
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efficient way of obtaining information for setting resource rentals (Clark et al. 1988 p.347). It also 

creates some perverse incentives: Government gains only when TAC is increased and fishermen are 

compensated for over-fishing. The original adjustment mechanism had the State entering the market as 

a buyer if the TACC exceeded sustainable level and as a seller if the TACC was below MSY. In 1987 

the sale of rights to harvest hoki and orange roughy yielded $83.5 million (Batstone and Sharp 1999 

p.179). However, for 20 of the 27 original QMS species PMITQ exceeded TACC. Because ITQ were 

defined in terms of a given tonnage the Ministry soon found that the aggregate catch was too high 

compared to the new revised quotas. Two buy-back rounds cost the Government $45 million and even 

then the Government had to impose proportional cuts on all remaining quota holders. By 1989 the 

cost of effecting reductions was considered unmanageable. In 1990 legislation redefined quota as a 

percentage of TACC. In doing so stock adjustment risk was shifted from the Government to industry 

(Batstone and Sharp 1999). 

Critics have argued that the fixed tonnage and buy back scheme were the only major faults of 

the original QMS (McCay 2000). Connor (2001b) demonstrates that the buy back scheme cost more 

money than the fish were worth. Despite the market-based rhetoric and accusations by critics of the 

QMS that the Ministry had let the ‘chips fall where they lay’ with respect to communities and small 

fishermen (Hawkey 1994), the buy back scheme was a deliberate effort to compensate losers in the 

new system. It enabled those wanting to exit to leave without losing all their assets in a restricted access 

management regime, which would have happened if reduction had been done through economic 

attrition. Many fishermen accepted the payout as it offered an opportunity to leave with dignity (Talley 

1999 p.248). Furthermore, it signalled to the industry that the Government was serious about rights-

based reform and in progressing to an ITQ system (Clark et al. 1988). However, Sissenwine and Mace 

(1992) contend that buy back was also the price of acceptance of the system by fishermen. The 

mismatch of fleet capacity to available catch had the potential to be a major impediment to the 

introduction of ITQ. If fishermen’s allocations were substantially reduced below existing levels general 

support would disappear as they came under economic pressure to fish over quota (Clark et al. 1988). 

According to Talley (1999), one of the larger operators in the industry: 

The concept of the Crown operated buy back scheme was a pivotal instrument… 
Government had to promote the model and get it right. Banks would not finance the 
industry for industry-changes that were needed. Without the safety net of a Government 
funded buy back scheme to reduce effort, the introduction of the QMS would not have 
received the necessary level of support. 

Talley 1999 p.248 

The buy back scheme also had the effect of posting a ‘bench price’ on quotas. This signalled 

the price that future exiters could expect when leaving the industry. In effect it forced industry players 

to consider the value of the resource they now held and co-opted them into a market framework. 

Moreover, the buyback scheme also kick-started the quota market. It is ironic that the initial success of 

the market-oriented QMS was dependent on State power. 



CHAPTER THREE: CO-CONSTRUCTING NEW ZEALAND FISHERIES 

 

92 

The QMS has proven to be information hungry. In order to maximise the potential of 

fisheries resources sound science is required and the accurate assessment of fish stocks is a critical 

ingredient for successful fisheries. Setting TAC too low is economically inefficient, setting it too high 

results in biological collapse. Finding out about fish stocks is expensive (Ludwig et al. 1994). Resource 

rentals, and later cost recovery, were mechanisms for generating revenue to carry out research. 

The Blue Book explicitly stated that “industry will be expected to pay for its privileged access 

to harvest the resources commercially. This will probably be by way of a fee per tonne of fish quota or 

a levy on fish caught” (Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries 1984 p.14). The government position was 

that all marine resources were a public asset and from a social perspective it would be inequitable that 

quota owners gained the benefits of fishing rights when society incurred the management costs 

(administration, enforcement and research). The solution chosen was resource rentals.32 The industry 

did not agree, arguing that resources are not, they become. Fishery resources are not by themselves a 

fishery, a fishery is formed when there is direct interaction between that resource, the fishermen and 

the vessels (Talley 1999). Additionally value is created through the use of capital and manpower, and 

later markets. However, the principle was accepted and in order to mollify fishermen, rentals were 

initially kept low, which did not stop the industry from protesting they were too high.33 Rentals were to 

be used to finance management and research. However the fund was never established, and rentals 

were instead paid into the consolidated fund. 

Resource rentals were initially a non-problematic solution that was consistent with the 

objective of ensuring that the community enjoyed the economic surplus of the fishery. However, they 

remained contentious. In solving one problem – distributing surpluses – a number of other problems 

emerged. Working out the rental was not straight forward and each year both the State and industry 

devoted significant resources to arguing over changes (Batstone and Sharp 1997). Resource rentals 

contributed to uncertainty in the fishery because fishermen were uncertain as to how much revenue 

would be appropriated by the State (Clark et al. 1988). 

The short term solution was also shaped to further advance the QMS. The ‘Accord’, as it 

became known, comprised a number of elements as part of a wider package. ITQs were changed from 

fixed to proportional and in return resource rentals would be fixed for five years. Moreover, 

compensation for TAC reduction would be paid out of the rental pool and quota holders who suffered 

cuts without compensation would have first preference if TAC increased. The long term ‘solution’ 

came through the Maori challenge to the assertion of Crown ownership (see below). A differential 

                                                 
32 Clark et al. (1988) maintain that resource rentals were chosen due to constitutional conventions surrounding 
the introduction, setting and collection of taxes in New Zealand. In addition there were concerns that surplus 
rents would encourage speculation in quota markets. 
33 “We do not accept that a government should charge a resource rental to a commercial user solely on the basis 
that it is a payment to the country for the use of that resource. We believe that, in setting such rentals, account 
must be taken of the fact that those organisations using the resource are providing employment for a large 
number of people and earning foreign currency for the country and in doing so are really compensating the 
county for the use of that resource” (Sanford annual report 1987 p.16). 
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system where Maori had free access while Pakeha had to pay would not be practical (Hersoug 2002a). 

The outcome was that quota holders now faced the economic consequences of TAC adjustments. 

In 1994 the Ministry shifted to cost recovery, despite the concerns of environmental groups, 

fisheries scientists and recreational fishing groups. Cost recovery and a user-pays ethos are part of a 

wider neoliberal agenda of leaner more efficient state and were part of the wider economic reforms of 

the 1980s/90s. Chiefly, cost recovery is output-(results) focused rather than inputs-(activities) focused. 

Two Ministry activities have become contentious: the costs of providing policy advice; and the nature 

of research carried out and by whom. The fishing industry has objected strenuously to any research 

that does not directly relate to an individual stock, challenging any research on the aggregate effects of 

fishing on the wider benthic community, arguing if industry pays for advice then it should have a say in 

the extent and content of that advice. While the industry agreed in principle to levies it repeatedly 

challenged the amount levied (Hersoug 2002a). The industry objected to paying for research that did 

not directly relate to commercial fisheries.34 It also led to strained relationships between the industry 

and the Ministry and fisheries scientists as demonstrated by Talley: 

The role of fisheries biologists needs to be removed from fisheries management decisions 
and focused on research that will aid in the enhancement of stocks… 
 
TACC levels of the future should be determined by economists and mathematicians not 
biologists. Future TACC levels should be driven by the interests of the industry to improve 
“catch-per-unit-effort” and to select fish that are in the best year-classes for processing and 
marketing… If we are to be serious about the switch from a hunting to a farming approach 
to the business of fishing we need a lot more economic advice and a lot less biological 
opinion. 

Talley 1999 p.252 

Over time, cost recovery has shifted from an avoidable cost principle with the industry 

covering all the costs of having a commercial industry in the first place, to one of attributable costs, 

under which rights holders are charged according to the benefits that the Government considers they 

have received (Wyatt 2000). An outcome of this is that it is hard to attribute costs where several 

stakeholders benefit. Moreover, Hersoug (2002a) holds that through constant contestation the 

commercial sector’s contribution to the Ministry’s management costs have declined over time. Even 

within the industry the burden of cost recovery has shifted with smaller operators experiencing 

increased costs. The important feature of cost recovery is that because all parties are concerned with 

who is paying for what, debate tends to be concerned more with cost recovery than with fisheries 

management considerations. 

The QMS had been implemented in a period characterised by economic urgency and quick 

fixes (Hersoug 2002a). Even though the QMS was farsighted and visionary in its implementation, after 

four years it was apparent that the QMS needed extension and revision. While 80 percent of catch was 

in the QMS, approximately 120 species were outside it. The obligatory fisheries taskforce found the 

                                                 
34 Currently the Ministry carries out fisheries research and monitoring to meet the Minister’s management needs 
(setting Sustainability measures). There is little emphasis on research on the wider ecosystem (Parliamentary 
Commissioner for the Environment 1999). 
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QMS faced a number of weaknesses including poorly defined management objectives, poor protection 

of environmental values, lack of clarity surrounding Maori and recreational fishing rights and high 

levels of complexity, especially relating to compliance. All of these had to be addressed if a more 

streamlined commercial QMS was to be fashioned (Hersoug 2002a). 

The process involved in producing the Bill that was to become the 1996 Act is indicative of 

the changes and social learning that had gone on across the fishing sector. By this point the Fisheries 

division of the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries had been turned into a fully fledged, if 

arguably under-resourced, Ministry of Fisheries, and the original resource rental system had been 

replaced by cost recovery. The Maori question of ownership had been ‘solved’ through the 1992 

Settlement Act. The industry that was going to operate under the new regulations was different as well. 

Rights based fisheries had provided an incentive to form stakeholder organisations. The industry was 

consolidated and better organised than it had been. 

The 1996 Act and moving on: refining the system or adding increased 
complexity? 

The 1996 Fisheries Act was the culmination of ten years experience of the QMS and five years 

of review and debate. Among a number of changes, it and its subsequent 1998-99 and 2004 

Amendments reflected calls from the growing environmental movement for ecosystems-based 

management as opposed to single species stock-by-stock assessment; calls from the industry for 

continued management devolution; Crown concerns over the costs of administering the system; and 

integration of further non-QMS species into the system.35 The 1996 Act provided for utilisation and 

passed protection of resources onto other acts and agencies. It also allowed for increased stakeholder 

participation. Maori had to be consulted. Environmental groups could participate. Significantly, 

commercial stakeholders won important concessions concerning participation and the devolution of 

management responsibilities. This concession was driven by two factors: first, the Government’s 

continued efforts to devolve not only rights, but the responsibilities that come with them (moreover, in 

keeping with wider reforms of the public service, the Government sought to shift the Ministry’s role to 

that of policy provision and enforcement); and second, the industry now had a vested interest in 

successful management and was agitating for a more active role in research, the setting of TACC and 

day-to-day management. The Act provided the tools to ensure sustainability and to meet the Crown’s 

Treaty and international obligations. However, the Minister believed that it imposed such high costs 

that the objective of administrative efficiency was unachievable (Hersoug 2002a). 

The 1998-99 Amendments were a response to concern by the Minister regarding the costs of 

implementing the 1996 Act. The Amendments sought to realign management with the original goals of 

the QMS (sustainability, equity and administrative efficiency). Additionally, the Amendments reflect 

the cost recovery enquiry and continued Government expectations for administrative efficiency 

                                                 
35 See Rennie 2000. 
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through devolution of non-core services. This set of reforms aimed to reduce compliance costs for 

stakeholders, increase voluntary compliance and encourage efficient use of the fisheries resource. The 

main thrust of these Amendments was to provide greater flexibility in the delivery of services and 

realigning the roles of Government and stakeholders, specifically commercial stakeholder organisations 

(CSOs). Key features of the amendment were: a new catch balancing regime based primarily on civil, 

rather than criminal, penalties; a new cost recovery regime; allowing commercial fisheries 

administrative functions to be devolved to private organisations; research would also be contestable 

and CSOs could now bid to carry out research; and provisions for the integration of fisheries 

management, including approval of fisheries plans. The objective of these last two functions was to 

make CSOs further responsible for preparing multi-year fishery plans. The 1998-99 Amendments are a 

reflection of increased industry power. Industry had most of the decisions go their way – devolution, 

more flexibility and alteration of the cost recovery programme. The latest changes to the QMS are in 

the 2004 Fisheries Amendment Act (Number 3). This amendment provides more direction on QMS 

management, removed the historical basis for catch allocation, and addressed highly migratory species 

and international treaty obligations. 

Summary 
The QMS and its subsequent amendments were intended to simplify fisheries management 

and bring management under one integrated management regime. The goals were biological 

sustainability, economic efficiency and administrative efficiency. The QMS was supposed to achieve 

this by bringing market forces to bear in fisheries management. In bringing those market forces to bear 

both industry and fisheries managers have had to learn how to navigate the legislation. Learning how 

to do fisheries in a new context shaped by market forces has entailed adjustments to the QMS and to 

the ways that key actors behave. No longer does the Ministry have carte blanche to carry out research. 

Regardless of detailed data being essential to the successful setting of TACC and TANC, issues of who 

pays and how continue to be negotiated between industry and the Ministry. Likewise, while the 

industry may be the pre-eminent stakeholder it is no longer the only stakeholder. Fishing is no longer 

solely a debate between the industry and the State. 

Despite simplifications and more species being introduced into the QMS, the overall regime 

has become a complex and dynamic management system that has changed over time. Hersoug (2002a) 

holds that with constant reforms over the last eighteen years it is difficult to discuss the QMS as one 

system with a number of specific and stable features. The basic feature remains the same – transferable 

access rights granted in perpetuity. Most other features including the trading of quotas, the by-catch 

provisions, the division of costs and levies, and the distribution of management responsibilities have 

changed as managers and industry learnt more about rights-based fisheries management and the 

responsibilities that come with it. The QMS should be viewed as a complex and constantly evolving 

system. This complex system is driven in part by the nature of the QMS and the responsibilisation of 
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quota-owners who demand exact balancing of costs and benefits and managerial accountability of the 

Ministry. Additionally the growing awareness that there are competing stakeholders as well as 

obligations to iwi (see below) and international agreements have shaped the QMS into a dynamic 

system.  

Maori fisheries  

To fully understand New Zealand’s QMS, it is necessary to comprehend the growing presence 

that Maori, New Zealand’s indigenous people, have in the fishing industry (Bess 2001 p.23). As stated 

earlier, Maori, the indigenous people of New Zealand, were the first to harvest fish in New Zealand 

waters. Traditional Maori society in most cases was inseparable, culturally as well as economically, from 

the sea (Moon 1999). Coastal communities were reliant on inshore fisheries for kai moana, especially 

shellfish, for a substantial portion of their nutrition. Ownership rights over fisheries rested with the 

hapu who occupied adjacent coastal lands. Maori custom dictated a detailed and complex set of social 

regulations for governing the catching and utilisation of kai moana (Russell and Campbell 1999). 

Moreover, knowledge of who controlled what was known in minute detail (Kerins and McClurg 1996). 

Hersoug (2002a p.16) notes that many modern analysts have read a modern management regime into 

traditional Maori management but that Maori had few mechanisms for dealing with the aggregate 

effects of over-fishing beyond the local level. 

Maori have had a long history of involvement in commercial fisheries in New Zealand. Maori 

traded fish both nationally and internationally prior to colonisation and in the early years of 

colonisation supplied the growing city of Auckland (Clarke 2002). The Treaty of Waitangi and 

subsequent legislation acknowledged this, and the continued access of Maori to fisheries resources. It 

was, however, recognised more in the breach than in the observance, and Maori became increasingly 

alienated from fisheries (both commercial and customary) and struggled to maintain recognition of 

their rights to New Zealand fisheries (Russell and Campbell 1999).36 

In 1975 the tide turned when the Government gave legislative recognition of the Treaty of 

Waitangi in the Treaty of Waitangi Act (1975). It did not enshrine the Treaty in law but formalised a 

statement of good intent. The struggle gained momentum with further strengthening of the 1975 Act 

and ownership of the right to fish being allocated by the Crown. Initially, the QMS took no account of 

Maori fishing rights under the Treaty. Although Maori agreed with the conservation functions of the 

QMS, the allocation of quota was viewed as inconsistent with the Treaty and section vii part 88 of the 

1983 Fisheries Act. Maori took legal action and gave evidence on pre-existing and unextinguished 

tribal fishing rights. The basis of the legal challenge was that the crown had issued tradeable ITQs over 

a fishing resource that Maori had never relinquished. 

                                                 
36 Although there were several successful fishing companies run by Maori including Otakou Fisheries (Johnson 
and Hayworth 2002). 
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In 1987 four Maori parties successfully litigated against the allocation of quota. Maori 

negotiators stated that even though under Article II of the Treaty they owned 100 percent of the 

fisheries, they were, however, prepared to share it equally. Even this partial gesture created a storm 

within the industry (Walker 1992 p.109). The Crown responded by passing the Maori Fisheries Act 

(1989). This Act reflected an ‘interim settlement’ whereby ten percent of all quota species then under 

the QMS was to be allocated to Maori along with $10 million. The Act prevented further fisheries 

claims to the Tribunal for 20 years and led to the establishment of the Maori Fishing Commission as 

the body through which the Crown would deliver quota to Maori, through the Commission owned 

Aotearoa Fisheries Limited. Quota was purchased by the Government and given to Aotearoa Fisheries 

who leased half of it to iwi at a reasonable rate and treated the other half as a strictly commercial 

venture. 

In 1992 a challenge and an opportunity arose. There was continued disagreement over the 

extent and nature of Maori fishing rights between Maoridom and the industry, and within Maoridom 

itself. In 1992 the Waitangi Tribunal Ngai Tahu decision found that Ngai Tahu had a right to all 

fisheries within the 12 mile limit and a reasonable share beyond that (Johnson and Hayworth 2004). 

While the report was still embargoed Sir Tipene O’Regan (Ngai Tahu tribal leader; Treaty settlement 

negotiator, academic historian and indigenous development strategist) proposed what was to become 

the Sealord deal. The Government would provide the cash and Aotearoa Fisheries Limited would buy 

half of Sealord from then-owner Carter Holt Harvey (Brierley Investments Limited would buy the 

other half). On November 17 1992 Carter Holt Harvey accepted an offer of $350 million from Te Ika 

Paewai Ltd, jointly owned by the Maori Fishing Commission and Brierley Investments, and two weeks 

later the Treaty of Waitangi (Fisheries Claims) Settlement Act 1992 passed into law (Johnson and 

Haworth 2004). This was considered to be full and final settlement of Maori commercial interests and 

included 20 percent of all new quotas being handed over to the newly formed treaty of Waitangi 

Fisheries Commission – Te Ohu Kai Moana (TOKM). 

Aotearoa Fisheries Limited (AFL) is the company formed under the act to consolidate 

Maoridom’s current assets (50 percent ownership of Sealord and Prepared Foods and full ownership 

of Moana Pacific, Chatham Processing, Pacific Marine Farms and Prepared Foods Processing). 

Allocation and disbursement of these assets has taken twelve years and much negotiation/litigation 

within Maoridom. The allocation model is complex. However, in broad terms half the assets are 

allocated directly to iwi. The other half (shares in fishing companies) will be centrally managed on 

behalf of iwi through AFL. This will provide a unified and stable shareholder for other fishing 

companies to deal with (Te Ohu Kai Moana 2003). Maori have become re-empowered through the 

development of skills and a tenacious ability to negotiate against the odds (Russell and Campbell 1999). 

Critics claim that the Settlement failed to address the exclusion of small and part-time Maori 

fishers from the resource. Maori would own fisheries interests but would not be involved in fishing. 

Moreover, this advantages certain Maori and not others, there was a potential for empire building by a 
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select few (Kelsey 1993). Underpinning the dissent within Maoridom are fundamental differences over 

the nature and path of Maori economic, social and cultural development. At one level these are matters 

for Maori alone to address, and yet TOKM is now joined in a number of commercial arrangements 

with companies with whom they must also negotiate. Whether they will be successful, time will tell. 

The Act, the Sealord deal and the allocation of quota to TOKM have had a number of 

outcomes. Three entities now dominate the industry. They are Maori, Sanford and Amaltal/Talley’s, in 

that order (Johnson and Hayworth 2004). Debates concerning Maori claims to fisheries are subsumed 

within a commercial framework concerning the allocation of quota and fisheries rights, neatly 

sidestepping customary rights and extinguishing Treaty obligations of the Crown to Maori relating to 

fisheries. Under this ‘global’ settlement Maori were charged with the vexatious task of allocating the 

assets themselves, but the Act failed to say how this should be done. Maori have spent 12 years and 

millions of dollars in litigation to achieve this. Furthermore, now that assets have been allocated, there 

will continue to be a number of contradictions and tensions between notions of kaitiakitanga 

(guardianship) and the expectations that assets must return a profit. Additionally, there were outcomes 

for both the Crown and industry. First, ITQ and the QMS are now a part of the Crown’s settlement 

with iwi. Once the Crown used quota to settle Maori grievances, they locked the QMS into place. Any 

future Government could not radically alter the management regime without standing accused of 

attempting once again to break deals with Maori. Second, the Sealord deal and the 1989 Maori 

Fisheries Act gave the industry additional strength in arguing against property rights being eroded in 

nature or extent (Talley 1999). 

The QMS as project: more than just fish 

The QMS is invariably presented as principally a set of management, but above all material, 

processes and practices that serve to effect a more or less epochal transformation of fisheries 

management. However, it is important to understand that the QMS emerged because of a number of 

interconnected factors. While the primary stimuli for changes in fisheries management in New Zealand 

were the depletion of most inshore fisheries and the overcapitalisation of the industry (Edwards 1999), 

the QMS is more than just the transformative processes and outcomes outlined above. It is also 

constituted through place specific factors, and specific institutions and individuals and the neoliberal 

agenda of fisheries economists. In this regard the QMS should also be considered as a discursive 

political project. 

Internationally shared fisheries resources are the norm and this complicates any ITQ solution. 

New Zealand is an exception. The EEZ was large and remote with exclusive uncontested rights to 

most commercial species. Fisheries managers were not going to have to negotiate with fisheries 

managers from other countries before instituting change. In New Zealand’s case foreign fishing (with a 

few exceptions) could be phased out. In addition, New Zealand was in a favourable position in terms 
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of the industry. The industrialised commercial sector was relatively young, having only really expanded 

since 1963, when compared with European and North American fishing sectors. The upshot was that 

when compared with overseas fishing interests, and with the larger pastoral interests in New Zealand, 

the fishing industry was not politically strong, nor as deeply entrenched throughout the wider 

community as that of Canada’s east coast (see for example Burrill and McKay. 1987b; Calhoun 1991; 

Apostle and Barrett 1992a; Newell and Ommer 1999). 

Significantly, the QMS was only a small part of a wider restructuring and dramatic social and 

economic reform that was justified exclusively using economic analysis and theory. In 1984 a Labour 

government had been elected with a mandate to reform the economy. Reform it did.37 Labour’s victory 

combined with a strong, consolidated group of technocrats in the treasury acting as architects marked a 

cessation of significant financial support to fisheries and was part of a wider opening of the economy 

to market forces. It was an ascendancy of a market-oriented and capital-centric political order that 

favoured free trade, flexible (or, at least, more flexible) labour markets and fiscal conservatism. 

Economic efficiency was the key to social and environmental welfare and any interference by the State 

would in the long run lead to ruin. 

In one respect QMS should be conceived as a reorientation towards market-based systems 

that sat well with the market-oriented liberalism, socio-economic and institutional re-regulation of the 

late 1980s and onward. However, it is more than a marketisation of relationships. The QMS was 

influenced by the realities of fisheries development in an era of extended jurisdiction as viewed 

through the lens of several decades of marine resource economic theory on the commons and 

property rights, but QMS should also be viewed as part of a wider neoliberal political project in  

New Zealand that sought to distance the State from day-to-day operations of the economy, but still 

retain control of the economy. This involved a marketisation of parts of the economy under a rhetoric 

of a redefinition of the role of the State towards the wider distribution of resources, and a privatisation 

that was necessary for these new markets to work. Arrayed alongside this was what (Mayerfeld-Bell and 

Lowe 2000) view as a dichotomous rhetoric of free trade, downsizing government, deregulation, and 

private enterprise, competitiveness versus big government, bureaucracy, red-tape and inefficiency. The 

underlying aspiration of the Labour (and later National) Government was to roll back the State (Kelsey 

1997). 

Allied with the strong discourse of the market was an experimental policy repertoire. The 

QMS was experimental. While there were a number of expected outcomes, these were mostly 

theoretical as QMS and ITQ reform had few models. The QMS was expected to align private operator 

                                                 
37 The essentially two-party, first-past-the-post electoral system, a single house parliament and a unitary state all 
made introducing radical change easier than the current multiparty system. Le Heron and Pawson (1996) note 
that restructuring was driven by the actions of individual politicians and their ideological perspectives, specifically 
Roger Douglas and Ruth Richardson, reforming Ministers of Finance who held office within the Fourth Labour 
Government (1984-1990) and the succeeding National Government respectively; and it was this two-party 
system that enabled them to push through radical change without widespread social negotiation. 



CHAPTER THREE: CO-CONSTRUCTING NEW ZEALAND FISHERIES 

 

100 

interests more efficiently and profitably with the administrative demands of sustainable management. 

Consistent with the initial rhetoric, restructuring of fisheries and the introduction of the QMS was to 

be a finite process with a clear beginning and an end. The State, through the allocation of quotas, 

would create a market that would govern access to fish resources. But it would not be a free market. 

Mayerfeld-Bell and Lowe (2000) contend that the State provides the legal, moral, political and 

administrative foundations for markets. In this case the State continued to hold that fisheries were a 

public good, yet the nuts and bolts of allocation and use would change. Top-down input control 

fisheries management would not fit within the wider political project of less Government at a distance. 

However, the QMS has not been a one-off adjustment of fisheries relationships. The QMS and ITQ 

should be viewed as constantly emergent, contested and renegotiated. In this way the QMS should be 

conceived as an ongoing qualitative re-ordering of state/economy relations. 

That the QMS and ITQ are neoliberal is axiomatic, but they are neoliberal in a unique way. 

Mansfield (2004a) argues that the difficulty in defining property rights in fisheries has contributed to 

unique forms of neoliberal privatisation and marketisation of fisheries. In part this is a function of the 

peculiar perspective of fisheries economists who link property specifically to market rationality 

(Mansfield 2004a). Thus privatisation and marketisation may not be the same thing, yet in the QMS 

they are tied together through the presumption of fisheries economists that private property rights are 

necessary for markets to work, and that markets are necessary for efficient economic behaviour and 

positive environmental outcomes, and it is this development of property rights with the market as the 

central form of governance that makes the QMS distinctly neoliberal. 

 The QMS is not about a fully functioning free market system but rather a double movement 

that is designed to keep the self-regulating market operating (Mansfield 2004b). In this double 

movement the Crown simultaneously distanced itself from top-down management, but reinserted itself 

into new ways of governing fisheries that maintained the market system. This is an example of not so 

much deregulation but a re-regulation that acknowledges the strength and importance of commercial 

sector action. The QMS and rationalisation of the fishing sector invoked notions of privatisation and 

marketisation as well as complex forms of regulation that facilitate market competitiveness. The QMS 

and ITQ were about re-regulation to support markets. To first create a market and then sustain it has 

involved continued political involvement and legislative tinkering. As such the QMS is not about 

distancing the State from fisheries but about reinserting it in new ways. The State removed itself from 

day-to-day management and reinserted itself by initiating the market through the buy back scheme. By 

initiating the buy-back scheme it sent signals to the industry concerning the value of quota and the 

resource. Moreover, the State reformulates the market every October 1st when it announces what the 

TAC will be for each species. By placing a moratorium on fishing permits the state has simultaneously 

created a market but constrained who can operate in it. Privatisation has simultaneously constrained 

the options of those who once relied on public fisheries while giving those who qualify a form of 

wealth (quota) that can be used for further gain. 
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Mansfield (2004a) notes that a truly free market without government is not an option for 

sustainable fisheries management. An irony of the QMS and the market is that market reform has 

involved micro-managing the dynamics of power and competition among firms, sectors and different 

commercial stakeholders organisations, all in the name of protecting the market. Moreover, by being 

charged with reformulating the market every year the State has also to invest in fisheries in new ways. 

As a neoliberal project the QMS has resulted in new forms of governance. The role of the 

State has changed from game-keeper, policeman and developer to that of policy and management 

advisor. There is an increasing engagement of non-state actors with fisheries such as environmental 

and eco-labelling NGOs, and industry organisations that now bid for contestable research. As such, 

management increasingly becomes a process of negotiation and compromise. There are new governing 

techniques such as cost recovery and commercial stakeholder organisations which have the ability to 

police their own actions. Finally, there are new political subjectivities. As Mansfield (2004b) notes, 

cooperative decision making by firms has been repackaged to appear as cooperative democratic 

participatory management instead of collusion. While increased stakeholder participation is an element 

of the QMS it also represents an ‘inclusion delusion’. In practice community has become the 

community of quota owners rather than the wider set of groups or individuals in a coastal region that 

might have an interest in how a fishery is utilised. 

These new subjectivities co-opted actors in new ways, primarily through a rhetoric of 

partnership. Scientists are co-opted through contestably funded research programmes. By increasing 

the amount of research that CSOs undertake, the QMS also co-opts the industry and shifts the onus of 

correct stock assessment and the risks that go with getting it wrong to industry. The Sealord deal has 

co-opted Maori, but in doing so it has locked the Government into the QMS, because any attempt to 

weaken property rights ascribed to iwi ventures will be viewed as a failure of the State to honour its 

Treaty obligations. 

The QMS should also be conceived as a series of initially non-problematic solutions to 

fisheries. By allocating the harvest rights and not the fish themselves as property rights the State was 

able to avoid debates concerning the ownership of the resource within wider civil society and the 

growing environmental movement. Moreover, it enabled the State to simultaneously shift responsibility 

for day-to-day management of effort and capital toward the industry under the guise of economic 

efficiency, and any failure of individual firms could be blamed on economic inefficiencies. Essential to 

this would be the shift in responsibility for limiting overcapitalisation in the fishery from the State to 

fishing companies. However, as with most apparently non-problematic solutions new problems 

emerged. By instituting resource rentals the State was able to generate revenue and provide for 

necessary research; yet this was untenable for Maori fishers, so cost recovery was instituted; and this in 

turn raised more challenges with the user-pays-user-says ethos.  
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Conclusion 

The QMS is construed as a decisive break from previous fisheries policies. It set out a new 

management regime that was in many respects fundamentally different from those that had preceded it 

(Table 3.1). The underlying ideology is neoliberal and framed within a rhetoric of markets, economic 

efficiency, government at a distance and administrative ease. There has been a shift from what was 

perceived as open access fisheries, even if the reality of licences and the capital cost of entering 

fisheries demonstrated that this was not the case, to one of strong property rights and individual 

transferable quota. The QMS also marks a fundamental shift in the expectations of the Crown. No 

longer was it looking for the industry to expand effort. It represents recognition that fisheries 

resources, while renewable, are finite. Previous regimes had often encouraged the expansion of effort 

and New Zealand capacity. The QMS and the setting of TAC reflect recognition that renewable 

resources could be overexploited to the point of collapse. The QMS also required the industry to learn 

new skills. By co-opting industry instead of directing it, the government placed the onus of 

overcapacity and responses to it squarely on the industry.  

The introduction of the QMS and ITQs reconfigured the relationships between fishing 

enterprises, the State and civil society in fisheries management. By enclosing access to fish, the QMS 

and ITQs marked a major transformation in both the political economy and the geography of fishing 

enterprises in New Zealand. After cycles of expansion and contraction driven largely by changing State 

policy concerning fisheries, it was envisaged that the QMS, through a one-off adjustment, would shift 

the responsibility for capital investment (and disinvestment) to those with the most to gain or lose – 

the industry.  

Table 3.1: Taxonomy of Previous Fisheries Policies and the QMS  

 Previous Fisheries Policies QMS/ITQ  
Underlying ideology Keynesian rhetoric Neoliberal rhetoric 
Co-opting industry � � 
Directing industry � � 
Markets �  � 
Property rights � � 
Licences � � 
Learning ≈ 

(some through joint ventures) 
� 

   
Modernising the industry � � 
Expanding capacity � � 
Rationalising effort � � 
Rationalising industry � � 
Output controls � � 
Input Controls � � 
Sustainable fisheries �  

(overcapitalisation and cycles of 
activity) 

≈ 
 (It may be too early 

to tell) 
 

 

Source: Author 
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In many respects the QMS retains elements of previous regulation (Table 3.1). The QMS 

constrains fishermen, but it also provides a series of opportunities for those fishing enterprises with 

the financial, social, and intellectual wherewithal to act in new and different ways that reconstitute how 

environmental, economic and social agendas in fisheries are discussed and debated. In this regard the 

QMS can also be read as a State intervention to stimulate a new round of industrial development at the 

expense of those fishermen and fishing companies that are removed from the fishery (Winder 1997). 

The notion of one-off adjustment is fallacious. Over the last eighteen years the QMS has been 

transformed. New Zealand’s QMS has been presented as the world’s most sustainable commercial 

fisheries management regime and the application of ITQ has been lauded as a triumph of economic 

efficiency (Rees 2003; Massey and Rees 2004b). Yet the QMS has been contested and challenged and is 

constantly emergent. Given the neoliberal rights-based reform from which it emerged and the 

expectations of a number of ‘rights-based academics’ there should have been a commensurate removal 

of traditional input-focussed command and control regulations in the fisheries. However this has not 

proven to be the case. There are still seasons, gear limitations and so forth, and Walshe (pers comm., 

2004) maintains that in fact this legislation has actually increased in volume and complexity. Despite the 

rhetoric associated with it, the QMS is not monolithic. It is not a single coherent entity to spread 

across the sea (and land), either to the good or ill (depending on one’s perspective) of people and 

environments everywhere. In the New Zealand context, neoliberal reform in fisheries is ongoing and 

created in practice. As such, reform has also become varied, fractured and contested. As a result the 

State, industry and other stake holders have had to learn how to operate in the fisheries management 

regime and how to negotiate and in some cases even communicate with other vested interests. 

New Zealand’s declaration of an EEZ and the adoption of the QMS placed an integrated 

management structure in place earlier than most other countries, with the possible exception of 

Iceland. This long term management regime places the New Zealand fishing industry in a different 

position from many other countries. The QMS and the EEZ provides a framework in which firms, the 

state and other interested parties have to negotiate exactly how and in what ways marine resources are 

utilised. This framework is radically different from those that went before it, and yet the old politics, to 

a certain extent, still remain. The State has had to ensure buy-in of the industry because to be effective 

any management system must maintain the goodwill of fishing enterprises. 

This chapter demonstrates that we need to think about firms that fish in certain ways if we are 

to get a better understanding of fisheries management. In acknowledging that the QMS is co-

constructed by firms, the state and other interested parties the ability to say something about fish, 

fishing, firms, communities and regions, and economies is enhanced. Building on the insights garnered 

by placing the firm and the economy-regulatory dimensions in the frame the next three chapters 

chapter reassess the evidence for the success of QMS at the industry and at the firm level. 

 



 

Chapter Four 

Performance and Productivity: the seafood 

industry in New Zealand 

[T]he ultimate question is not the ecology of life in the sea as such, but man’s use of these resources for his 
own (economic) purpose. 

Gordon 1954 p.124 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the success of the seafood sector, at the industry level, since the 

introduction of the Quota Management System (QMS) in 1986. The chapter addresses whether or not 

QMS and imposition of Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQs) have lead to increased efficiency in 

performance and increased competitiveness in the fishing industry. While there have been significant 

and positive changes in production in the seafood sector, QMS is but one of several factors that has 

shaped performance and productivity. Nevertheless, the theoretical arguments for the institution of 

quota management and transferable quotas outlined in Chapter Two propose that re-regulation will 

lead to efficiency, and by implication, profitability gains for the seafood sector. After eighteen years of 

a quota regime there should be clear indications of improved performance and competitiveness. 

The QMS was expected to lead to a rationalisation of effort. This rationalisation and implied 

concentration has specific geographic outcomes. Business demography and census data are used to 

explore whether there have been changes in the number of geographic units and enterprises as well as 

the labour force.38 The data is used to determine the changes in the spatial organisation of the fishing 

industry, whether there has been a concentration of labour and effort in specific geographic areas and 

whether there has been a rationalisation of effort – fewer people employed in the industry in fewer 

places – or a consolidation – more people employed in fewer places. Finally, the states of three key fish 

stocks (hoki, snapper and orange roughy) are examined to assess whether biological sustainability and 

industry performance are aligned. Each of these stocks and the changes in them illustrate facets of the 

QMS. 

                                                 
38 A geographic unit is a separate operating unit engaged in New Zealand in one, or predominately one, kind of 
economic activity from a single physical location or base. An enterprise is a business or service entity operating in 
New Zealand. It can be a company, partnership, trust, estate, incorporated society, producer board, local or 
central government organisation, voluntary organisation or self-employed individual (Statistics NZ 2004). 
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Casting the net: economic indicators for fisheries 
To be effective, fisheries managers must develop economic indicators as part of the broader 

task of developing indicators of sustainability (Hundloe 2000 p.165). Most indicators are based on 

specific data sets that measure some component, process or trend of interest (Dahl 2000). Garcia and 

Staples (Garcia and Staples 2000 p.385) define an indicator as “an index related to a criterion. Its 

fluctuations reveal the variations in those key attributes of sustainability in the ecosystem, the fishery 

resource or the sector and social and economic well being.” Economic performance is discerned by 

assessing the value of output against the real costs of inputs. Such an approach acknowledges the 

opportunity costs of labour and capital tied up in the venture. Economic indicators can be divided into 

two broad types: indicators of commercial sector activity, based on estimates of returns, stocks and so 

forth; and indicators of the values of recreational fishing and other non-market amenity values 

(Whitmarsh et al. 2000). 

Several mechanisms can be identified for measuring economic performance, but Hundloe 

(2000 p.490) argues that “the indicator of economic performance is sustainable profit.” He proposes 

that prior to investing in any business, one would seek verifiable evidence of its profitability over a 

number of years and some indication of its future returns. In New Zealand, information on the 

economic performance of fisheries is problematic as little data has been assembled due to lack of 

interest and/or money or because of commercial sensitivity. Hundloe (2000) proposes the use of 

proxies to address lacunae in publicly available data. Indicators of economic performance include, but 

are not limited to, acknowledging changes in volume and value, and tracing the various costs of fishing 

inputs and commensurate outputs, port prices for landed products, tracking the stability of prices for 

ITQ and the stability of catch over the long term. Such indicators permit the description of ongoing 

economic sustainability. Embedded within this, however, are both ongoing biological and 

environmental sustainability, and wider expectations of social sustainability. These in turn are informed 

by the values of the wider community and societal understandings of fisheries and the fishing 

communities that depend upon them. 

This chapter uses aggregate data to assess the claims for increased performance and 

productivity in the seafood sector. Changes in the value and volume of exports, in prices, profits, 

competitiveness, and in fleet structure from before the introduction of QMS to the present are 

interpreted. Industry-wide statistics on employment and the stability of the quota market are also 

examined and interpreted. Quota markets are examined using secondary data in order to address the 

competitiveness and the nature of the market. 
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Success at the aggregate level?  

Volume and value 
A cursory inspection reveals that QMS contributed to an expansion of the New Zealand 

seafood industry not just in terms of volume but overall value, which increased from $168 million to 

$1530 million (Table 4.1).39 Both the volume and value of New Zealand’s seafood exports have 

increased since 1981. This expansion, which was primarily in the deep-sea fishery, might be interpreted 

as a proof that New Zealand firms have benefited from QMS. Catch volume increased by 167 percent 

and nominal value by 811 percent from 1981-2002. While it is generally accepted that part of this 

growth is attributable to the removal of foreign fishing effort from the exclusive economic zone and 

the subsequent capture of rents by New Zealand companies (Connor 2001a), the volume and value of 

seafood exports increased substantially. 

Table 4.1: Volume and Value of New Zealand’s Seafood Exports 1985-2002 

Year Quantity 
(000 

tonnes)

Value 
(million 

NZ$)

Return 
per tonne 

Value in 
2002 NZ$

Return 
per tonne 

($2002)

1981 120.00 168.10 1400.30 502.61 4189.31
1882 123.60 253.10 2047.19 652.38 5278.83
1983 130.60 309.40 2365.22 742.01 5679.68
1984 143.10 515.40 3599.94 1164.39 8139.32
1985 145.00 543.00 3744.83 1065.34 7347.19
1986 158.20 657.00 4152.97 1138.45 7196.27
1987 155.90 676.00 4336.11 1011.20 6486.20
1988 209.90 722.00 3439.73 1015.49 4837.96
1989 257.40 818.00 3177.93 1088.32 4228.13
1990 210.70 744.00 3531.09 932.58 4426.12
1991 261.20 961.00 3679.17 1174.68 4497.23
1992 292.80 1217.00 4156.42 1472.64 5029.50
1993 305.80 1199.00 3920.86 1431.66 4681.69
1994 289.60 1167.00 4029.70 1369.30 4728.24
1995 322.20 1238.00 3842.33 1401.00 4348.22
1996 328.40 1179.00 3590.13 1304.25 3971.52
1997 338.00 1125.00 3328.40 1229.44 3637.40
1998 350.40 1237.00 3530.25 1335.66 3811.83
1999 322.20 1340.00 4158.91 1448.32 4495.11
2000 279.20 1431.00 5125.36 1507.56 5399.57
2001 273.40 1494.00 5464.52 1533.65 5609.55
2002 320.34 1530.00 4776.13 1530.00 4776.13  

Derived from Statistics New Zealand 1982-
2002 and New Zealand Seafood Industry 

Council 2003 

However, several factors weigh against this pattern of export growth, including the variability 

of returns, the nature of the fleet, the changing cost of fishing, the composition of exports and the role 

that currency fluctuations and aquaculture play in shaping both export volume and value. Return per 

                                                 
39 Export volume includes all processed seafood exports. The green weight of TACC differs from this 
considerably. 
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tonne is misleading because it is an average and does not equate to returns for individual companies 

and does little to illustrate the perceived level of over-capacity that stymied the industry prior to the 

introduction of the QMS and ITQs. In real 2002 dollar terms the value of the fishery rose from $502.6 

million to $1 530 million, an adjusted increase of 204 percent Therefore, in real terms the fishery has 

not improved as significantly as described by Hersoug (2002a). The return per tonne has increased 

from $1 400 per tonne to $4 776.1 per tonne, an increase of 341 percent. When adjusted for inflation 

the return per tonne has only increased 14 percent. From 1985, the last year prior to quota, to the 

present day, adjusted values actually decreased some 35 percent. While production has increased 

productivity gains have not been spectacular, nor returns as substantial and consistent as the initial 

analysis would indicate. 

Volume and value have not been consistent (Table 4.1). There was an initial period of 

substantial returns per tonne and an expansion of effort. The period 1985-1988 was a period of 

increased returns and catches. This was driven by a number of factors that were to prove 

unsustainable. It was during this period that New Zealand entered the deep-sea fisheries at the expense 

of foreign fishing vessels. It was a time when emphasis was placed on ‘growing’ more product as 

opposed to manufacturing more value from the stock. The New Zealand fishing fleet expanded to 

capture the rents previously allocated to foreign vessels in the form of joint ventures. There was also a 

simultaneous fishing down of virgin stocks which is inherently profitable as catch per unit effort is 

higher. Lastly, it was the period of a substantial orange roughy boom in which high value stocks were 

fished down rapidly. Returns per tonne were not maintained after this decline in high value stocks. 

From 1988 – 1992 both volume and value increased but return per tonne declined. Volume peaked in 

1998, with value and return per tonne peaking in 2001. Taking into account inflation, the return per 

tonne has yet to reach the values of 1983-1987, the period of a boom in orange roughy catches and 

rapid New Zealand effort expansion into the deep water fishery. 

The increase in exports was not reflected in an increase in value per tonne. The volume of 

exports peaked in 1998 at 350 000 tonnes and subsequently declined 8.5 percent. Returns peaked in 

2001 at $5 464 per tonne. Returns per tonne have increased by 28 percent since 1985. However, when 

inflation is taken into account, returns per tonne have declined spectacularly from $7 347 per tonne to 

$4 776.40 There was a sharp decline in returns per tonne from 1985-1988, and then a variable pattern 

between $3 000 and $5 000 thereafter. Thus, while volume of exports has increased, the value of these 

exports has not kept pace. The figures indicate a shift from more high value inshore species and the 

orange roughy fishery prior to substantial quota cuts to deep-sea species with a high volume but a low 

value; such as hoki. 

Increased certainty of, and control over, the amount of a resource available was an expected 

outcome of the QMS. Fishing enterprises would know how much they were allocated, plan accordingly 

                                                 
40 Inflation is determined using the Consumer Price Index (CPI), which is an index measure of a bundle of locally 
produced goods and services. 
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and strive to extract as much value as possible from the resource (Shallard 1996). Furthermore, there 

would be less variability in the amount available for export and producers would strive to add more 

value and get greater returns from the fish that they have. To support the contention that the industry 

has made more effective use of its resources over time we would expect to see annual change in value 

remain static at worst or, ideally, increase over time. Clearly it does not and the certainty of consistent 

value added practices by the industry in general can be called into question (Figure 4.1). While some 

fluctuation in tonnage would be expected due to changes in TACC resulting from changes in bio-

physical inputs (for example water temperature impacts on fecundity affecting year classes) variation 

should be minor. 

Figure 4.1: Annual Change in Volume and Value of Seafood Exports 
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Source: Statistics New Zealand 1982-2002  

Neither volume nor value of exports has been stable from year to year (Figure 4.1). This 

variability in returns is partly a function of the species caught. Hoki and squid comprise 30 percent of 

exports in 2000 (New Zealand Seafood Industry Council 2003). Any change to these two high-volume 

species can have adverse effects on the total volume exported. A decline in high-volume low-value 

species caught can adversely result in an increase in return per tonne as high value species now make 

up a greater percentage of a smaller total output. Cumulative returns per tonne and volume did not 

consistently increase from 1982-2002. In some years the tonnage increased but returns fell (Figure 4.1). 

From 1982 to 1984 there was an expansion of product and an increase in return per tonne. This may 

be attributable to the removal of part-time fishermen and foreign fishing companies. In 1988 there was 

a dramatic increase in tonnage and revenue per tonne dropped nearly 25 percent. After production 

peaked in 1998 returns per tonne continued to decline by about ten percent per annum, despite an 



CHAPTER FOUR: INDUSTRY 

 

109 

overall increase in the value of exports. Substantial decreases in hoki and squid catches in 1999-2000 

help to explain declining volume but increasing value. 

Figure 4.2: The Relationship of Returns per Tonne to the Trade Weighted Index 
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The relationship of the New Zealand dollar to overseas currencies impacts on returns. While 

the industry is able to control a number of factors local to fishing, the globalisation of raw fish markets 

means that any local decline of stocks does not affect the international market price of ubiquitous 

goods – such as white fish blocks. For example, low value species such as hoki compete directly with 

Alaskan pollack, hake and cod. This direct competition is further compounded by the relationship of 

the New Zealand dollar to overseas currencies. Returns are inversely related to the Trade-Weighted 

Index (TWI) as the industry exports product overseas (Figure 4.2).41 Thus, when the value of the New 

Zealand dollar in the international market is high relative to overseas currencies then returns are low. 

Figure 4.2 illustrates that despite the TWI being high during 1985-87 returns per tonne remained high. 

However despite a favourable TWI in 1988 returns still remained low. Between 1992 – 1997 returns 

per tonne declined as the TWI increased. The increase in returns per tonne in the last four years can be 

attributed to a decline in the value of the New Zealand dollar resulting in a greater return to exporters. 

                                                 
41 The Trade-Weighted Index (TWI) is an index measure of the price of a basket of international currencies. The 
TWI is a measure of the value of the New Zealand dollar relative to the currencies of New Zealand's major 
trading partners. It is a summary measure for capturing the medium-term effect of exchange rate changes on the 
New Zealand economy and inflation. The TWI weights the currencies partly (50 per cent) on the basis of the size 
(GDP) of the trading partner's economy, and partly (50 per cent) on their share of New Zealand's bilateral trade 
(Reserve Bank of New Zealand 2004). 
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This relationship is significant not just for exporting raw product with the associated costs of fishing, 

but for any discussion concerning value added. For instance, if the TWI increases there is a financial 

disincentive to process fish in New Zealand as returns per tonne decline. Returns in the fishing 

industry are highly sensitive to the changing value of the New Zealand dollar. 

In summary, local and global factors shape the value and the volume of fisheries. Returns per 

tonne are affected by the rate of inflation, the performance of the local economy, and the relative value 

of the New Zealand dollar, as much as by the ways in which New Zealand companies are able to insert 

their products into global markets. The industry has to fish, process and export from a local labour 

market. Moreover, the regulatory and fisheries management regime constrains the amount of fish 

available. Even when the industry is able to control the cost of its inputs, and plan for the amount of 

fish it is permitted to catch, it has to negotiate international markets and compete with other, often 

bigger, producers in globalised markets. The QMS may have delivered increased certainty over catches, 

but New Zealand fishing companies remain vulnerable to the fluctuations in the value of the New 

Zealand dollar, to inflation within New Zealand and to the vagaries of natural variation in stock 

numbers for some key low-value high-volume species. 

Inputs, outputs and competitiveness 
The expectations of economic theory outlined in Chapter Two were that the QMS would 

result in increased prices, reduced costs and improved profits. Shallard (1996) maintains that security 

of access to fisheries resources would result in firms being able to maximise returns by timing when 

and where they sell their product. The introduction of QMS should lead to increased returns per unit; 

fishermen should get higher prices because security of access allows fishermen to respond better to 

market conditions in terms of timing and product form, thus realising improved prices. Costs should 

decrease as companies utilise the most efficient inputs and arrange their harvesting operations in a 

manner which minimises costs whilst maximising profits. These expectations would be reflected in 

improved profits improvement in producer price indices.42  

At first glance the QMS ushered in increased competitiveness (Figure 4.3), but, as with the 

indicators examined earlier, the devil is in the detail. New Zealand’s seafood industry has secured rising 

competitiveness. In September 1986, prior to the QMS, the competitiveness ratio was 1.08. For every 

$1.00 spent, $1.08 was earned. In 2002 the ratio was 1.38, representing a 27 percent increase over 1986. 

                                                 
42 Producer price indices compare the prices received for a ‘basket’ of goods and the costs of producing this 
basket. The Producer Price Index – Outputs (PPO) is a measure of changes in the level of prices received for 
goods and services produced, the Producer Price Index – Inputs (PPI) measures price changes in the current 
costs of production within the industry These indices are designed to measure price changes at a level 
corresponding to the price at the “factory door”, before the addition of commodity taxes or deduction of 
subsidies (i.e. the price received by the producer). For every dollar invested in the industry (inputs) the industry 
receives a sum in return for this investment (outputs). As output prices increase relative to input prices, the 
‘competitiveness’ of the fishing industry improves. This improvement is relative to the performance of other 
sectors of the economy. A price index measures price changes for a fixed set of goods and services. For any set 
of goods and services a representative subset is selected for pricing. The price index measures changes in prices, 
not the actual level of prices. Labour costs are not included; the only factor acknowledged is the change in price. 
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These data support Hersoug’s (2002a) contention that the sector is more productive now than prior to 

QMS. The relatively small increase in input prices within the New Zealand seafood industry may be 

attributable to the effects of Government policies other than ITQs. Conservative monetary policy 

constrained inflation and limited interest rates. Moreover, the Employment Contracts Act 1991 

contributed to a low cost base for inputs (excluding interest costs) for the industry’s operations by 

constraining labour’s ability to negotiate a collective employment contract (Wallis 1997). In the fishing 

industry, with its export focus, the Producer Price Index – Outputs (PPO) is a stronger influence on 

competitiveness than the Producer Price Index – Inputs (PPI). 

Figure 4.3: Input Prices, Output Prices and Competitiveness in the New Zealand 
Seafood Industry; 1984-2002 
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From 1986 to 2002 three distinct periods can be identified. First, a boom period followed 

initial allocation of quota. Outputs increased due to two factors. One, Government legislation meant 

that only New Zealand companies could own quota. Joint ventures were required to fish available 

quota, making returns substantially higher as companies didn’t have to purchase or maintain vessels. 

Two, many small enterprises sold their rights and the industry was restructured (Talley 1999). Larger 

operators not only purchased quota, but achieved higher levels of throughput as well as effective 

control over the flow of product through processing facilities and economies of scale. While this was 

an outcome legislators and industry expected the rate at which smaller quota holders sold quota, as 
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opposed to leasing out quota, was not (Talley 1999). This period can be characterised by short-lived 

increased profits at the expense of other enterprises, both local and foreign, in the seafood sector. 

The period from 1987 to 1997 was a time of institutional learning and uncertainty. Following 

the 1987 peak, competitiveness fell, but not to the pre-1986 levels. The key feature of this period is the 

fluctuation in output prices and competitiveness. In this period companies faced uncertainty – 

especially fluctuations in catch and the (re)regulation of the industry. Companies struggled to come to 

terms with the shift in allocation from fixed tonnage to quota, the shift from resource rentals to cost 

recovery, the role Maori were to play in the industry and currency fluctuations. This was a period in 

which legislators and enterprises were gaining more experience and insight concerning the 

management of quota. As Hersoug’s (2002a) has shown, the QMS was not a fixed system. The 

regulatory regime demands fishing companies, processors, individual fishermen and even the Ministry 

itself to learn how best to operate under the regulations. All of this takes time and every change 

requires the alteration of practices and even new practices. 

A third period can be identified from 1997 to 2001, characterised by increased 

competitiveness and profitability. Both fisheries managers and industry had learnt how to manage and 

operate in a QMS regulatory system. Regulatory uncertainty had reduced and Maori fishing interests 

had been subsumed into a commercial framework. The strengthening New Zealand dollar induced a 

decline in the price outputs and competitiveness in 2002. 

Overall the producer price indices indicate that the industry has increased performance and 

competitiveness from 1985 to 2002. Change in the indices and competitiveness reveal three distinct 

periods. A period of profits secured by economies of scale and the restructuring of the industry to 

remove excess capacity from 1985 to 1988 was followed by a period of institutional learning and 

uncertainty from 1988 to 1997 with fluctuating costs and returns. The industry broke with this 

situation in 1997 and since then has shown increased profits and competitiveness as a result of 

increased certainty, better understanding of the QMS, and development of new fisheries resource 

management and utilisation. 

The performance of a robust quota market 

As discussed in Chapter Two, a distinctive element of fisheries economics and particularly that 

which informed the introduction of the QMS is the linking of property rights and markets to resource 

management. Implicit to these marketised relationships is that the market in which they occur actually 

functions and that individuals are able to buy, sell and lease access to the resource. Economic theory 

argues that the price of quota reflects the perceived price of future returns less harvest costs. In 

fisheries, subject to the buying and selling of quota or licences, the stability of ownership of these 

entitlements is an indicator of economic sustainability (Newell et al. 2002). Quota price can also 

represent the level of confidence the industry has in the management system to maintain stocks. In a 
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successful management regime the price should increase from initial allocation, although Gaffney 

(Gaffney 1997) noted that, despite the near collapse of the orange roughy fishery, quota price 

continued to increase. Commentators expect a concentration of ownership as ITQ will be accumulated 

by those who can generate the greatest economic return from its use. Inefficient quota owners are 

expected to exit, selling quota to those who are viewed as more successful and who have the capital to 

purchase quota. The ability of companies to buy and sell quota in a well-functioning market is a 

necessary prerequisite for achieving these efficiency gains (Newell et al. 2002).  

New Zealand quota markets are both economically and environmentally diverse. For instance, 

average life spans range from one year for squid to in excess of 145 years for orange roughy. Some 

species, such as snapper, occupy inshore and shallow habitats. Others, such as oreo, are found in 

depths over 1000 metres. Quota markets include near shore crustaceans, such as rock lobster (best 

harvested by small one-person vessels), and paua (abalone) (which are harvested by diving). Others, 

such as hoki, require large vessels with specialised trawling equipment at significant capital outlay. The 

multi-species nature of many of New Zealand’s fisheries requires fishing companies to maintain a 

portfolio of quota for several different species. 

Quota market activity 
Most New Zealand quota markets are very active. Between 1985 and 1998 New Zealand quota 

owners made more than 120 000 leases and over 30 000 sales (Newell et al. 2002). As the market has 

matured it has changed. There has been a shift from sale of quota to a focus on leases (about 2 000 in 

1986 to 14 500 in 1998). Newell et al. (2002) show that the median percentage of quota leased has risen 

consistently, from 14 percent in 1987 to 40 percent in 1998. High years correspond to large initial 

quota allocations (Newell et al. 2002 p.15). This is supported by Talley (1999) who noted that few had 

expected the level of ‘sell down’ by fishermen when quota was initially allocated. As one interviewee 

noted fishermen were caught in a bind: “They were given this asset, these fish, at a time when the share 

market was booming and they could sell the quota, invest in the market and lease the quota back” 

(Anonymous Nelson Fisherman 1 pers comm., 2003). As fishermen and fishing companies began to 

realise the value of the asset they had the number of quota sales declined. This decline is evidence of a 

maturing of the quota market and a growing understanding of the QMS as an institution. 

Increases in quota prices are related to increases in prices for fish and increased demand for 

quota. Conversely, prices decline when costs of fishing and perceived ecological uncertainty increase. 

There has been a substantial increase in quota prices since ITQs were introduced. Quota prices have 

been greatest for species with the largest reductions in TACC (Newell et al. 2002 p.27). This may be 

due to the capital tied up in plant and fishing equipment that makes it difficult for fishermen to switch 

to other species or to leave the industry completely. It also supports the contention that there is 

increased competition for limited resources where only those prepared to extract maximum value from 

the resource can afford to bid for quota. 
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However, Wallis (1997) examined four key species (paua, snapper, hoki and orange roughy) 

and found that although prices increased for each species, prices were also related to how quota 

owners responded to legislation and impending changes in the management structure (Figure 4.4). For 

example, quota prices declined in 1989-90 in anticipation of an impending shift from fixed to 

proportional quota which shifted the effects of any TACC change directly on to the industry. The 

same decline is also observed when cost recovery was introduced in 1994. Since then quota prices have 

firmed up. For example, paua has increased from $8 000 in 1986 to $220 000 per tonne in 2002. 

However, quota price does not always reflect perceptions of successful management and status of the 

stock. Despite the TACC for orange roughy declining by 63 percent quota price has continued to 

increase (Gaffney 1997). 

Figure 4.4 Price Indices for Four stocks  
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Uncertainty surrounding quantity and composition of catch shapes the quota market.  

New Zealand fisheries are more often than not multi-species. Fishermen are often uncertain of what 

their catch will be and so they must buy rights for by catch species. Until 2001 individual fishermen 

tended to hold pre- and post-port leases and sales of quota for several species so as to cover the actual 

catch and avoid ‘deemed value’ levies.43 A typical portfolio of quota consisted of three fish stocks 

across three fish species (Newell et al. 2002). Under the new catch balancing regime implemented in 

October 2001, ITQ remains the ‘in perpetuity’ right it always was. However, this is now converted into 

Annual Catch Entitlement (ACE). The ACE is now the only currency for covering catch (Peacey 2002 

p.4). To all intents the ACE market is now the short term quota lease market. 

                                                 
43 Deemed value is a set price the Ministry of Fisheries charges for non-quota catch in order to discourage high-
grading, discarding at sea or targeting stocks without sufficient quota (Peacey 2002). 



CHAPTER FOUR: INDUSTRY 

 

115 

Concentration of quota holdings 
Concentration of quota can represent positive elements of rationalisation. For rationalisation 

of the fleet to occur then some level of quota concentration is required. Likewise, economies of scale 

and scope, and higher returns through security of supply, may occur if there is a concentration of 

ownership (Connor 2001b). This leads to efficient resource use without a reduction in vessel numbers. 

However, concentration can reach a level where a number of negative outcomes result. Should a small 

number of owners control quota, oligopoly-type market power effects may occur (Connor 2001b). 

These include the manipulation of fish prices and, more insidiously, the manipulation of lease prices as 

a few large companies strive to maximise rents from the fishery through oligopsony. As Copes (2000) 

observes, one outcome is inequity and contempt for the very system that enabled the oligopolists to 

garner these rights. 

The QMS restricts, but also results in, the geographic concentration of fishing. Each quota 

must be fished in its specified area. This thwarts firms who wish to buy quota in one area and fish for 

it in other areas. There are exceptions to this, depending on management requirements and fish stock: 

for example, hoki has only one management area (Hoki1) for the whole fishery. There are provisions 

in the legislation that limit quota aggregation and ownership and thereby its transfer. Quota can only 

be held by New Zealand residents, or companies with less than 25 percent foreign ownership. 

Moreover, maximum holdings were restricted as a percentage of the total quota (or TACC) for fish 

stocks. 

Maximum holdings and foreign ownership provisions are difficult to enforce due to cross 

ownership of companies, shell companies, strategic alliances and other less formal arrangements which 

are established to evade these restrictions. Connor (2001b p.173) notes that “for the major players 

these connections are fairly well known. In most sectors the same three principal interests effectively 

control at least two companies each of the top ten”. MFish retains the right to exempt companies and 

individuals from aggregation restrictions, and the Overseas Investment Commission retains the right to 

permit overseas ownership (Fisheries Act 1996 sec 56). The outcome is a poorly defined and 

somewhat discretionary area of fisheries legislation. 

Newell et al. (2002) assessed the operation of the New Zealand ITQ market in terms of the 

number of participants, the level of activity – the number of transactions – and the quantity. The total 

number of quota owners increased from 1300 in 1986 to 1800 in 1990 as new species (specifically 

shellfish) were introduced to the QMS, but has subsequently declined by 22 per cent (Figure 4.5). The 

median number of owners in individual fisheries fell from 51 in 1986 to 42 in 1998 (Newell et al. 2002 

p.13). 
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Figure 4.5: Trends in the number of quota owners 1986-1998 
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Source: Newell et al. 2002 p.46 

There has been a rationalisation of the inshore fishery. Newell et al. (2002 p.3) attributes this to 

the exit of approximately 19 per cent of shellfish owners and 32 per cent of inshore owners. Hersoug 

(2002a) identifies a clear shift in ownership, with the ten largest entities now owning 49 per cent of 

inshore fish quota (up from 44 per cent) and 26 per cent of rock lobster quota (up from 13 per cent). 

The number of deep-sea or offshore quota owners has remained relatively static and this may be 

evidence of maturity in the sector especially as some deep-sea stocks were included in a nascent quota 

system that limited entry prior to the establishment of a more comprehensive QMS. The static nature 

of the offshore market may also be evidence of a relatively thin quota market with few actors in an 

established market. Ackroyd and Walshe (2003) report that by 1996, 75 percent of all quotas were held 

by the ten largest companies all of whom had purchased between 45 and 100 percent of their quota. 

This trend has occurred across all fishing areas and across most species. Stewart and Callagher 

(2003) illustrate the change in ownership of what they identified as 15 key species (Table 4.2). They 

conclude that twelve species exhibited decrease in the number of entities owning and holding quota. 

Most species showed approximately a 50 percent decline in the number of participants. Changes in the 

application of the QMS to incorporate jack mackerel and squid resulted in (what should be) an increase 

in quota holders and owners for those species. Southern blue whiting was included in the QMS in 1999 

and the four largest firms control 77 percent of the quota but the majority of the catch is largely taken 

by Japanese surimi and Soviet head and gut vessels (Annala et al. 2002). 
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Table 4.2: Quota Owners and Holders for 15 species 

Species Quota Owned Quota Held
Dec-86 Aug-96 Jun-00 % Change Dec-86 Aug-96 Jun-00 % Change

Barracouta 266 165 143 46% 274 219 155 43%
Hake 96 77 70 27% 99 86 67 32%
Hapuka-Bass 603 363 295 51% 620 380 288 54%
Hoki 148 110 95 36% 198 149 104 48%
Jack Mackerel NR* 125 191 53% NR 263 367 39%
Ling 378 211 177 53% 391 262 195 50%
Orange Roughy 42 31 26 38% 83 42 36 56%
Oreo dory 34 24 20 41% 36 43 31 13%
Red Cod 415 268 212 49% 427 305 230 46%
Silver Warehou 43 39 39 9% 45 66 53 18%
Snapper 243 162 131 46% 256 198 158 38%
Squid NR 138 140 1% 11 166 177 1509%
(S) Blue Whiting NSF** NSF 10 ─ NSF NSF 34 ─

Stargazer 243 162 131 46% 256 198 158 38%
Tarakihi 513 307 260 49% 528 337 249 52%

*
Species landed but not recorded

**New species fished  
Source: Stewart and Callagher 2003 p.73 

Quota Exiters 
From 1986 – 2002 some 3023 entities exited the QMS. Despite the heterogeneous nature of 

the fishing industry in New Zealand, exiters were quite similar (Ackroyd and Walshe 2003). Most of 

the respondents only employed one or two people and the majority owned one vessel. Eighty-six 

percent of exiters fished inshore fisheries exclusively. Survey data established that most exiters sold 

their assets directly and less than 25 percent made use of brokers (Ackroyd and Walshe 2003 p.5). This 

contradicts Newell et al. (2002) who maintained that sales were through active quota brokerages. 

Compliance with the quota system administration and the costs of compliance were identified as the 

most influential reasons for exiting. Reasons for exiting also focussed on profitability. This supports 

the notion that only the most efficient fishermen would remain. The perceived high cost of new quota 

was another incentive for exiting, particularly for those who were allocated insufficient quota. 

The study found that fishermen did not exit because of negative perceptions of the stock 

status. Ackroyd and Walshe note that while profitability was a concern, sustained losses or under 

performance were not. While exiting firms were under performing financially, their losses did not force 

immediate sale of quota. This “goal satisfier” behaviour echoes the ideas outlined by Gordon (1954) 

and Adams-Carey (1999). Exiting appears to be driven by costs of compliance and negative 

perceptions of the QMS. Moreover, the small size of exiting entities and their concerns over 

profitability may suggest that scale of operation is a significant factor in exiting. 
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Summary 
Since the inception of the QMS there has been a rationalisation of quota holders and owners 

as predicted by the literature. The transferable nature of quota and the ability to lease quota (and later 

ACE) has resulted in an active market for quota and sales. In part this is a function of the multi-species 

nature of fishing in New Zealand. The value of quota increased, but does not necessarily reflect the 

successful management of fish stocks. Rather, value of quota is also a function of the perceived value 

of future returns, the capital fixed in vessels and processing plants, and the wider regulatory framework 

in which industries operate. A word of caution is still required. Quota concentration and a decline in 

the number of quota holders are generally considered to equate to a decline in fishing effort and 

capacity. However quota markets and quota held reflect only concentration of property rights and the 

same number of fishermen are still able to fish through the use of leases. Concentration pressures are 

background to any industry and the QMS cannot be responsible for all the signs of concentration in 

the industry. In addition, the data understates the level of concentration of rights ownership due to the 

formation of shell and proxy companies to evade legislative restrictions on quota aggregation. 

Reducing overcapitalisation and rationalising the fleet 

The New Zealand fishing fleet covers every possible size and configuration from small inshore 

day vessels to factory freezer trawlers with on board processing that spend six weeks at sea. Moreover, 

a wide range of fishing methods are used and few fishermen target a single species. Connor (2001a 

p.156) notes that detailed study of capacity utilisation in New Zealand is difficult because of the 

specific data collection required and would, by necessity, be confined to a small sample of the fleet. 

Compounding this, fishing fleet structure and change is contested. The vessel data used by Wallis 

(1997), Connor (2001a; 2001b), Ackroyd and Walshe (2003) and SeaFIC (2003) do not match precisely. 

It comes down to the way vessels and catch capability are recorded. Multi-purpose vessels can be 

recorded several times. In addition there is the issue of vessels on short term charter. Finally, some 

vessels are registered but may be tied up or not be fishing in New Zealand waters (MacFarlane pers 

comm., 2003). However, the trends in the data permit a number of observations and conclusions with 

regards to change in capacity to be made.  

It is generally accepted that prior to the QMS too many vessels were chasing too few fish, 

particularly in the inshore fishery, and that the fleet was overcapitalised. As discussed in Chapter Three, 

the passing of the Fisheries Act 1983 removed approximately 1 500-1 800 part-time fishermen from 

the fishery by preventing them from renewing their permits. The theoretical outcome of QMS was for 

a much reduced fleet as ‘inefficient’ fishermen were weeded out (Shallard 1996). Those efficient 

fishermen left would not require larger, better and faster vessels to catch fish before others, as they 

would now have a guaranteed right of access to the fishery throughout the year. There should be a 

reduction in effort measured by a decline in the fleet, especially in the inshore fleet (less than 15 

metres), a shift in fleet composition from foreign and chartered to domestic vessels and an increase in 
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catch per unit effort as fewer vessels harvested the fish. It should be noted that the ITQ system was 

expected to address overcapacity and yet it does not directly regulate fleet capacity. Rather, the QMS 

establishes the pre-conditions for structural change in the fleet by removing inefficient fishermen 

through a market mechanism related to the rights to fish. 

Wallis (1997) establishes that fleet structure has changed from 1984 to 1996 and that the QMS 

and ITQs transformed the domestic fleet (Table 4.3). Fleet numbers contracted from 2375 to 1766 

between 1984 and 1995. The smallest fleet was in 1991 with 1469 vessels registered. From 1991 to 

1995 there was modest growth in vessel numbers. The effects of the legislative removal of part-time 

fishermen and the buyback scheme that ‘retired’ catching rights which operated in 1986 is supported 

by the decline of vessels less than 15 metres from 1984 to 1987.44 Mid-sized vessel numbers also 

declined during the restructuring period. Between 1984 and 1987 vessel numbers fell by 28 percent. 

From 1991 to 1995 there was a steady growth and vessel numbers exceeded levels prior to 

restructuring. The data presented by Wallis supports the contention that vessel numbers and by 

implication capacity were initially rationalised. 

Table 4.3 Domestic Full-Time Fleet Structure 1984-1995 

Year Vessel  Numbers 
< 12 m 12-15 m 15-18 m 18-30 m > 30 m * total vessels

1984 1701 422 119 123 10 2375
1986 1850 245 78 93 65 2331
1987 1071 255 77 98 13 1514
1988-89 1905 337 138 162 225 2767
1989-90 2225 306 134 148 184 2997
1990-91 2286 321 144 168 297 3216
1991-92 2353 270 124 147 219 3113
1992-93 1963 207 115 121 163 2569
1993-94 2069 292 133 142 132 2768
1994-95 1828 299 142 159 104 2532

* Includes foreign chartered vessels  
Source: Wallis 1997 p.8 

The number of vessels over 30 metres increased five-fold between 1984 and 1997. Wallis 

proposes that these vessels were most likely involved in deep-water fishing and outside the purview of 

the restructuring. Moreover, vessel numbers in this sector were already constrained by deep-water 

enterprise allocations. Comparison of large vessels is difficult, as growth is, in part, a substitution of 

charter boats for domestically registered vessels. The increase in vessel numbers reflects the ‘New 

Zealandisation’ of the deep water fishing fleet, supporting Connor’s (2001) claim that restructuring was 

also in part about securing rents for New Zealand fishing companies. The data indicates that total 

capacity has actually increased in this vessel category, contrary to the conventional wisdom of ITQ. 

                                                 
44 Wallis (1997) notes that the Government spent some $45 million to retire approximately 1 6000 tonnes of 
catch history. Moreover, some stressed fisheries had reductions imposed with no compensation to fishermen. 
These indirectly effected the number of vessels fishing. 
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Ackroyd and Walshe’s data for total fleet size from 1989 to 2002 contradicts Wallis’s 

observation of substantial rationalisation followed by modest growth. Both Ackroyd and Walshe and 

Wallis cite MFish for their data. Neither was able to determine the reason for the disparity. Ackroyd 

and Walshe find that there has been a continued decline in vessel numbers (Table 4.4). Fleet numbers 

declined from 3 939 in 1989 to 2 048 in 2002. Total fleet size has decreased by 1 891 (48 per cent), and 

there have been significant reductions in vessels less than 12 metres (22 per cent) and vessels over 30 

metres (80 per cent). Vessels under 12 metres, primarily associated with inshore fishing effort, have 

declined from 2 791 to 1 348 (52 percent). The mid-size fleet remained relatively static. There were six 

percent fewer vessels of 12-15 metres and six percent fewer vessels of between 18 and 30 metres, but 

11 percent more vessels between 15 and 18 metres. The greatest period of change was 1989-91 when 

some 700 vessels, comprising 17.8 per cent, were removed. The decline in deep-sea vessels (those over 

30m) may be evidence of capacity creep in terms of specialisation and technology with more efficient 

and effective fishing techniques. This is supported by the relative stability of the mid–range vessel 

numbers. The 15-30m mid-size vessels are able to fill a number of roles and can shift fishing effort 

across a number of species and fishing areas. 

Table 4.4: Fishing Vessels by Year and Registered Length-Class 1989/90 -2001/02 

Year Vessel  Numbers 
< 12 m 12-15 m 15-18 m 18-30 m > 30 m Unknown total vessels

1989-90 2791 329 122 160 526 11 3939
1990-91 2329 306 116 147 332 6 3236
1991-92 2434 306 124 152 244 1 3261
1992-93 2294 317 138 143 213 0 3105
1993-94 2157 336 137 145 172 0 2947
1994-95 1981 332 137 159 214 0 2823
1995-96 1795 330 136 154 213 0 2628
1996-97 1670 330 140 146 254 0 2540
1997-98 1460 308 132 134 164 0 2198
1998-99 1368 304 130 136 147 0 2085
1999-00 1319 303 124 136 104 0 1986
2000-01 1404 312 135 148 100 0 2099
2001-02 1348 310 136 150 103 1 2048  

Source: Ackroyd and Walshe 2003 p.32 

Vessel numbers are only one indicator of capacity. Connor (2001a p.165) contends that while 

vessel numbers have declined, the gross registered tonnage, an indicator of vessel capacity, has actually 

increased leading him to conclude that total domestic capacity grew by 43 per cent between 1987 and 

1998 (Connor 2001a: 165). This is partly a function of the expansion of New Zealand effort in the 

deep-sea fishery at the expense of foreign and charter boat fishing. The decline in vessel numbers may 

be a function of capacity creep – in which vessels are able to improve catch through better equipment, 

more efficient fishing gear and better techniques (estimated to be about 2-3%). Equally, it could be a 

result of consolidation and the vertical integration of the larger firms, which now control 92 per cent 

of deep-water species quota (Hersoug 2002a). 
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While overall length may not have changed, in some vessel classes the overall weight of the 

vessel (gross registered tonnage) has increased. Connor refers to the emergence of ‘fat boats’, custom-

built to meet the requirements of legislation that precludes vessels over 43 metres from fishing inshore 

and in areas designated important for the hoki fishery. Average tonnage of these vessels has increased 

by 50 percent (Connor 2001a p.158). Connor concludes that while total vessel numbers have declined, 

increases in vessel numbers and average tonnage in the 40-45m class (the fat boats) and 60-70 metre 

class more than compensate for individual vessel removal in smaller classes. 

Overall there was a substantial rationalisation of smaller vessels following the introduction of 

the QMS. Despite contradictory numbers, the general trend is one of decline with fewer domestic 

vessels operating in the fishery in 2002 than in 1984. The number of vessels may be declining 

according to latest industry figures (Table 4.4), yet the average tonnage is increasing for some length 

classes. The results are mixed and made more confusing by the removal of foreign vessels and the  

New Zealandisation of effort in the deep-sea fishery. However, it appears the buy back of catch effort, 

the removal of potential capacity through legislating part-time fishermen out of the industry, and the 

QMS have led to a rationalisation of vessels if not capacity. In any event, the consensus of opinion is 

that catch is being taken with fewer boats. Overcapitalisation may be an issue in New Zealand fishing. 

However, this is now the problem of a small number of companies, and for the industry and individual 

fishing enterprises and not the State. 

The ‘New Zealandisation’ of fisheries 

‘New Zealandisation’ is multi-layered and open to multiple interpretations let alone political 

rhetoric.45 New Zealandisation is not an explicit goal of the legislation, but section 57 of the 1996 

Fisheries Act limits foreign ownership only to those who, at the Minister’s discretion, meet the 

‘national interest’. This nebulous phrase includes providing jobs, technology, or such matters that the 

Minister sees fit. The political ramifications of passing on quota to foreign interests would probably 

make wide-spread declarations untenable. Thus quota remains firmly in the control of New Zealand 

fishing firms and fishermen. New Zealandisation at its most extreme demands that all fish in the EEZ 

be caught by New Zealand owned vessels, crewed by New Zealanders and processed either on board 

or onshore by New Zealanders. Alternatively, New Zealandisation could be extracting the most from 

the fishery by adding as much value as possible while retaining control through ownership of quota. 

Either way, New Zealandisation is the building up of New Zealand fishing capability to the point 

where foreign capacity is required only at the margins. New Zealandisation invokes notions of New 

Zealand companies investing in assets at sea (including onboard processing and freezing) and onshore, 

                                                 
45 A major rhetorical argument adopted by the 1984 Labour government and subsequent national governments 
was that they were rolling back the state and internationalising the economy(Kelsey 2002). The malleable nature 
of ‘New Zealandisation’ permits these claims to still be made  with respect to New Zealand fishing.  
New Zealandisation may well be a hangover from the 1970s and the expectation that New Zealand firms would 
dominate the sector. 
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particularly in the form of fishing vessels. Johnson and Hayworth (2004) construe  

New Zealandisation as not so much an expansion of effort but the introduction of new vessels, owned 

and operated by New Zealanders. These vessels, sometimes crewed by overseas fishermen, are 

modern, utilise new fishing techniques and increasingly offer the potential for onboard processing. 

Such processing is essential for soft flesh species such as hoki. Hoki requires processing within two 

hours of being landed to retain whiteness and texture. Unprocessed, or poorly handled, hoki quickly 

deteriorates. Processing, freezing and packing at sea have become the standard practice (Johnson and 

Haworth 2004 p.421). 

Practically, New Zealandisation is already achieved in quota allocation. Any firm owning quota 

has to be at least 75.1 percent New Zealand controlled. The 1996 Act avoided a percentage assessment 

of control but prohibited foreign quota ownership unless ‘national interest’ could be demonstrated 

(Fisheries Act 1996/88 section 57). There is no explicit legislation promoting New Zealandisation of 

fisheries. However, Talley’s tried (unsuccessfully) to argue that a New Zealandisation policy pervades 

both the 1983 and 1996 Fisheries Acts and that local control no matter what the circumstances was the 

equivalent of national interest (Talley vs. Cullen and Hodgson 2002).  

New Zealandisation as an explicit goal of the industry dates from before the declaration of the 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) in 1978, when local companies, lacking fishing expertise and 

capacity, formed a number of joint ventures with foreign companies. Foreign joint ventures were 

considered to be necessary for building capacity and a viable local deep-sea fishing industry for three 

reasons. First, they encouraged an influx of new ideas, different technologies and ways of fishing. 

Second, they allowed for flexibility of production and fishing effort for New Zealand firms. Third, 

chartering foreign ships was an economically rational response to fluctuating catch rates and foreign 

exchange rates. Owning ships can lead to over-capitalisation and an inability to adjust capacity to 

market conditions. These three reasons are still valid today. 

Continued New Zealandisation of the fishing fleet was one of the expected outcomes of the 

QMS. The evidence concerning fleet composition suggests that the capacity of the domestic fleet has 

increased. With the declaration of the EEZ in 1978, foreign licensed fishing declined rapidly and was 

replaced by cooperative fishing ventures. These were designed to enable local fishing interests to gain 

more knowledge and experience of fishing technology and to increase the level of New Zealand 

onshore processing. Cooperative ventures were first initiated in 1978 and were usually targeted at 

species in which there was previously little local exploitation and in which New Zealanders had little 

expertise. 

Later, charter arrangements were instituted with foreign registered vessels working under 

charter to New Zealand companies. Many of these vessels have been involved in these arrangements 

for quite some time and many carry a high proportion of New Zealand crew (Statistics New Zealand 

2002). Change in vessel numbers and types of catch were to be allied with a New Zealandisation of 

fishing crews. As firms built capacity and knowledge of fishing, processing jobs would be generated in 
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the fishing sector. This was further enabled as, by law, foreign crews of foreign boats must get the 

same pay and conditions as New Zealand crews. 

Changing New Zealand fleet capacity 
There was a marked change in fleet composition from 1984 to 2001 (Table 4.5). The domestic 

fleet grew, peaking in 1992, while foreign licensed vessels, and later charter vessels, disappeared from 

the fleet. Charter vessel numbers fluctuated from 1984 to 1993 and have since declined. Licensed 

foreign vessels continued to fish in New Zealand waters in substantial numbers (relative to chartered 

vessels), but declined dramatically after 1991, falling to zero in 1999. There was a displacement of 

foreign vessels and a subsequent expansion of charter and domestic fleets. Since 1993 domestic 

operations have continued to displace joint ventures. While the domestic fleet has replaced foreign and 

charter fishing vessels the number of domestic vessels has declined by over 1 000 vessels. However, 

chartered foreign flagged vessels have remained a core element of the mid and deep water fisheries for 

the last 20 years. Moreover, there have been allegations of foreign and charter vessels being registered 

as New Zealand vessels and foreign crews displacing New Zealanders despite there being no apparent 

economic incentive (working conditions for foreign workers on fishing vessels operating in New 

Zealand waters are safeguarded by strong labour legislation and considerable threat of penalties where 

those rights are breached) (Hunter 2004).  

Table 4.5: Fleet Numbers 1984-2001 

Y e a r  D o m e s t i c C h a r t e r F o r e i g n T o t a l  
r e g i s t e r e d  
v e s s e l s  

1 9 8 4 2 7 4 7 1 1 7 1 8 9 3 0 5 3
1 9 8 5 2 5 1 9 8 8 1 6 7 2 7 7 4
1 9 8 6 2 3 9 9 5 1 1 7 7 2 6 2 7
1 9 8 7 2 4 5 3 1 0 6 1 7 2 2 7 3 1
1 9 8 8 2 9 8 4 8 8 1 7 4 3 2 4 6
1 9 8 9 2 6 2 3 1 8 5 1 9 8 3 0 0 6
1 9 9 0 2 1 4 3 1 8 8 1 1 4 2 4 4 5
1 9 9 1 2 2 1 0 1 6 0 1 3 3 2 5 0 3
1 9 9 2 2 8 0 2 7 9 4 4 2 9 2 5
1 9 9 3 2 7 0 7 1 6 7 2 5 2 8 9 9
1 9 9 4 2 5 6 9 6 3 3 2 2 6 6 4
1 9 9 5 2 5 7 5 5 4 3 2 2 6 6 1
1 9 9 6 2 4 5 8 5 5 2 2 2 5 3 5
1 9 9 7 2 1 7 0 5 9 1 6 2 2 4 5
1 9 9 8 1 9 6 5 5 2 1 7 2 0 3 4
1 9 9 9 1 8 6 1 4 6 1 0 1 9 1 7
2 0 0 0 1 7 5 2 3 7 0 1 7 8 9
2 0 0 1 1 7 0 0 3 6 0 1 7 3 6  

Source: Statistics New Zealand 1984-2002b 46 

While there are few large chartered vessels, their share of the catch is significant. Charter 

vessels dominate high-volume deep-water fisheries such as hoki, southern blue whiting and the 

seasonal squid fishery. Until the 2001/02 fishing season charter operations played a significant role in 

                                                 
46 This table excludes shore fishing permits. 
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the fishing fleet (Figure 4.6). From 1995 to 2001 chartered vessels share of the total catch declined by 

approximately four percent effort. The data for the 2001-02 season suggests a significant change in 

either fishing arrangements, long established joint ventures or a substantial change in the volume of 

key species caught. There has been a substantial decline in the number of foreign vessels of both types 

fishing in New Zealand waters. This has been matched by a decline in domestic fleet numbers. There 

has been a New Zealandisation of fishing vessels, but there is still a substantial foreign component 

when percentage of catch is examined. 

Figure 4.6: Percentage of New Zealand Catch by Vessel Registration 1995 – 2002 
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Council 2003.  

The importance of charter relationships rest in the potential for increased flexibility and 

efficiency gains. Fishing enterprises are able to adjust capacity without directly impinging on their fleet. 

In lean years charters and joint ventures can be curtailed and in good years excess fish can be targeted 

by charter operations. They are economically efficient because capital is not tied up in vessels that 

might not be used in future seasons.  

It may never be possible for 100 percent of catch to be taken by New Zealand-owned vessels. 

High-volume fisheries such as squid and hoki are seasonal. New Zealand vessels, to be economic, 

would need to access other fisheries. For example the high-volume squid fishery requires specialised 

craft and yet from 1997 to 2002 less than 50 percent of TACC was caught (New Zealand Seafood 

Industry Council 2003). The margins on squid are thin and it is hard to turn a profit. Squid is a low-

value, high-volume species and to make matters worse is subject to substantial biomass fluctuations. 

Maintaining a squid fleet would be financially imprudent. It makes commercial sense to charter a vessel 
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for a small time, and then let the crew and vessel move on. It is in the individual quota holders’ 

interests not to be tied to assets that may not be utilised to their fullest extent. Moreover, the industry 

has actively lobbied for free trade of fish and implicitly a free trade in fishing services. Such a position 

enables the industry to address over-capacity by adjusting fishing capacity at the margins. 

The industry is committed to fill 80 percent of job vacancies with New Zealanders (Edlin 

1995), but there is an ongoing debate over the number of New Zealanders versus foreigners involved 

in fishing. There is concern that New Zealand crews face lower wages, poorer conditions and 

casualisation. Smaller local operators may be squeezed out, and larger companies are looking for 

cheaper off-shore operators to land quota. It is alleged that Sealord has two overseas-owned vessels 

that have been ‘flagged’ and registered in New Zealand and crewed by foreigners (Nichols 2004b). The 

perception is that somehow foreign labour is paid less and works in worse conditions: 

We pay the same price for fuel as a joint vessel. We pay the same for fishing nets. We pay the 
same provedoring costs. There is no cost advantage in joint-venture vessels. Where they 
[Joint Ventures and Charters] clean up is in the costs of labour.  

Peter Talley quoted in Hunter 2004 p.D3 

 If quota holders are to maximise profits they must lease their quota to those who can garner 

the greatest return for them. The greater the labour costs the lower the return. The allegations rest on 

charges for accommodation and food that can be passed onto foreigners crewing vessels. Hunter 

(2004) alleges that paying foreign crews accounts for ten percent of revenue as opposed to 26 percent 

for New Zealanders. The Labour Department and other large fishing companies counter: “Foreign 

crews have never undermined local pay and conditions” (Doug McKay – CEO of Sealord cited in 

Hunter 2004). 

The fishing industry has undergone New Zealandisation, but this has been tempered by a 

history of joint ventures and charter arrangements. The data demonstrate that these vessels are taking 

much of the catch. This may prove to be a challenge for New Zealand fishermen as hoki quota is 

reduced from 180 000 to 100 000 tonnes and quota holders seek to maintain returns by using ‘Flag of 

Convenience’ arrangements that circumvent employment and labour legislation. Now New Zealanders 

involved in fishing are alarmed at the prospect of foreigners replacing them or substantially reducing 

their wages and downgrading their crew conditions. 

Employment in New Zealand fishing 

A measurement of success within the fishing industry is the structure of employment. An 

intended outcome of the QMS was capital flowing into the commercial fishery from other sectors of 

the economy, as the property rights vested in ITQs and the security of tenure produced an asset in 

which it was worth investing. This investment would broaden the financial base of the commercial 

fishery fostering its subsequent diversified development (Shallard 1996). As firms strive to maximise 

profit under-employment should decline and employment opportunities should expand in both fishing 

and processing. Consistent with this development and the New Zealandisation outlined above, there 
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should be an increase in employment in fishing – as New Zealand firms expand deep-sea fishing effort, 

aquaculture and processing. 

Total employment data 
The employment landscape is neither uniform nor uncontested. For example, in 2000 SeaFIC 

claimed that the industry directly generated 10 520 full-time equivalent positions and indirectly 

accounted for a further 16 100 full-time equivalent positions (McDermott Fairgray Group 2000 p.26). 

However, Statistics New Zealand account for 8 150 employed in fishing and fish processing in 2001 

(Statistics NZ 2001).47 Like vessel size, employment figures are open to debate. The nature of 

employment; under-employed, part-time and full-time employed; the casualisation of the labour force; 

and location of employment all have outcomes for regions and the communities that depend upon 

fishing and fish processing for employment. The descriptive statistics for this section are all from the 

census and illustrate employment change in the fishing industry. A word of caution is still required 

though – the census data addresses employment only on the week prior to the census and only the 

hours worked. There is no indication as to whether this employment is permanent or seasonal. 

Moreover the data does little to address the heterogeneous nature of the work done or whether it fits 

within the standard work-time model (an eight hour work day, during daylight hours, Monday to 

Friday, for a total of 40 hours per week). This section examines whether or not the QMS has led to 

increased performance in terms of labour. The QMS was expected to see firms strive to maximise the 

value of fisheries resources by extracting as much value as possible from the fish thus there should be 

increased labour as more people are needed for new processes and new products. 

Employment has increased 44 percent from 1981 to 2001 (Table 4.6). By comparison, total 

employment in New Zealand grew by 25 percent. Consequently, the fishing industry accounted for 

0.47 percent of the total workforce in 2001, up from 0.4 in 1981. Despite rationalisation of effort and 

reductions in fishing capacity there has been growth in excess of the national average. However, 

employment growth has not been consistent in the fishing sector. Employment in the fishing industry 

grew faster than the rest of the economy between 1981 and 1986 (34 percent as opposed to eight 

percent). This runs counter to expectations following the legislative removal of licence-holding part-

time fishermen in 1983. Total employment in the fishing industry declined 1.2 percent from 1986 and 

1991, improved significantly between 1991 and 1996 (8.2 percent) and growth was relatively static 

between 1996 and 2001 (Table 4.7). The decline between 1986 and 1991 was not as severe as that 

undergone by the wider economy (6.6 percent). Since 1991 employment has increased, but not at the 

same rate as the rest of the economy. The numbers employed by the fishing industry increased just 8.5 

                                                 
47 Full-time equivalent is defined as the number of full-time employees plus half the number of part-time 
employees. Employed means a person of working age (15 and over) who during the week of the census worked 
for at least one hour the week of the census. People who are employed full-time usually work 30 hours or more 
per week, people who are employed part-time usually work fewer hours per week. Unless stated all employment 
figures are sourced from Statistics New Zealand. 
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percent whereas the numbers employed in all industries improved 23 percent. Most of the growth in 

fishing industry employment occurred prior to the introduction of the QMS (1981-1986) and is an 

outcome of the expansion into deep-sea fishing following the declaration of the EEZ in 1978. 

 

Table 4.6: Employment in the Fishing Industry 

1981 1986 1991 1996* 2001*
Fishing part time 267 609 654 756 561
Fishing full time 3,288 3,900 3,276 3,519 3,147
Fishing total 3,555 4,512 3,930 4,275 3,711
Processing part time 177 306 375 435 546
Processing full time 1,938 2,790 3,204 3,417 3,894
Processing Total 2,115 3,096 3,579 3,855 4,443
Industry part time 444 915 1,029 1,188 1,107
Industry full time 5,226 6,693 6,483 6,942 7,041
Industry total 5,670 7,605 7,509 8,130 8,151
All Industries part time 194,787 221,214 249,204 378,048 399,153
All Industries full time 1,192,440 1,278,204 1,151,199 1,252,764 1,328,118
All Industries total 1,387,230 1,499,421 1,400,400 1,630,809 1,727,271

All cells in this table have been randomly rounded to base 3

* ANZSIC AO41 and AO42 combined  

Source: Statistics New Zealand 1981-2001 

Table 4.7: Percentage Change in Employment 1981-2001 

1981-1986∆ 1986-91∆ 1991-1996∆1996-2001∆ 1981-2001∆ 1986-2001∆ 1991-2001∆ 1996-2001∆
Fishing part time 128.1 7.4 15.6 -25.8 110.1 -7.9 -14.2 -25.8
Fishing full time 18.6 -16.0 7.4 -10.6 -4.3 -19.3 -3.9 -10.6
Fishing total 26.9 -12.9 8.8 -13.2 4.4 -17.8 -5.6 -13.2
Processing part time 72.9 22.5 16.0 25.5 208.5 78.4 45.6 25.5
Processing full time 44.0 14.8 6.6 14.0 100.9 39.6 21.5 14.0
Processing Total 46.4 15.6 7.7 15.3 110.1 43.5 24.1 15.3
Industry part time 106.1 12.5 15.5 -6.8 149.3 21.0 7.6 -6.8
Industry full time 28.1 -3.1 7.1 1.4 34.7 5.2 8.6 1.4
Industry total 34.1 -1.3 8.3 0.3 43.8 7.2 8.5 0.3
All Industries part time 13.6 12.7 51.7 5.6 104.9 80.4 60.2 5.6
All Industries full time 7.2 -9.9 8.8 6.0 11.4 3.9 15.4 6.0
All Industries total 8.1 -6.6 16.5 5.9 24.5 15.2 23.3 5.9  

 Derived from Statistics New Zealand 1981-
2001 

The seven percent growth in the fishing industry employment between 1986 and 2001 is less 

than half that of all industries combined. This poor growth may reflect the removal of surplus labour 

in an overcapitalised industry, and a decline in under-employment (Slack and Jensen 2004). Therefore 

it can be construed as an increased efficiency and more effective use of labour and capital to extract 

more value without a substantial increase in labour costs. The proposed increase in employment 

opportunities offered by deep-water fleets and processing as a consequence of the extension of the 

EEZ and the security of property rights have not materialised. However, regardless of the near zero 
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growth between 1986 and 2001, any sustained employment growth at all is impressive considering the 

state of other developed commercial fisheries. 

The fishing element of the industry increased 4.4 percent between 1981 and 2001 (Table 4.7). 

This growth was primarily driven by growth in part-time employment which increased 110 percent 

between 1981 and 2001. The number of full-time fishermen actually declined 1981 to 2001. The 

fishing component peaked in 1986 with 3 900 full-time employees and although there was a brief 

improvement in 1996 it has continued to decline. The part-time component has increased from seven 

percent of the fishing work force to 15.1 percent in 2001. Moreover, the contribution of fishing to the 

numbers employed has declined (from 62 to 45 percent) as part-time workers start to dominate fishing. 

This growth in part-time fishermen may also be a reflection of quota exiters remaining involved in 

some small way in the industry. Ackroyd and Walshe (2003 p.5) note that 36 percent of quota exiters 

continued working in the industry in some capacity.  

While there has been a growth in part-time workers in fishing, there is little evidence of under-

employment. If anything the slow growth in the fishing component may indicate a removal of surplus 

labour and the introduction technological advances that increase catch and reduce labour. 

Alternatively, this slow growth may also support Clapp’s (1998 p.131) assertion that as production 

volumes cease to rise, the labour force must shrink if firms are to justify capital. In Clapp’s view, as far 

as the industry is concerned efficiency means shedding labour while maintaining fishing effort through 

continued operation of capital-intensive machinery. 

Studies of fishing industries tend to show negative outcomes for the people and places that 

depend upon them. Under-employment and casualisation are the lot of fishermen according to many 

authors (see Adams-Carey 1999; Slack and Jensen 2004 inter alia). In New Zealand there has been an 

increase in the number of part-time workers employed in the fishing component of the industry (Table 

4.7). This is driven, in part, by the realignment of labour with capital and production, the realignment 

or industry to wider regulatory contexts (such as the Employment Contracts Act) and individualised 

bargaining which enabled companies to renegotiate the utilisation of labour. In the wider New Zealand 

context, casualisation and flexibility of labour are tied to the wider neoliberal reforms of the 1980s and 

1990s and the introduction of voluntary systems of individual and collective agreements. They also 

reflect employer demands for greater control over timing of work and penalty rates as increased labour 

flexibility and associated casualisation enables more discretion in marrying working time and labour to 

production and processing schedules. 

Growth in the processing element of the industry has bolstered the total industry figures. The 

total employed in processing has increased from 2 115 in 1981 to 4 443 in 2001 (Table 4.6). As with 

fishing, this component grew substantially prior to the introduction of the QMS (72.9 percent between 

1981 and 1986 – Table 4.7). However, unlike fishing, the processing industry has maintained growth in 

each census year. The numbers employed full-time have increased every year. Part-time employment 

has increased in absolute terms (from 177 to 546), but in 2001 part-time employment was 12.2 percent 
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of the processing workforce, up from 8.3 percent in 1981. This growth has been consistently around  

1-2 percent per census year. Tables 4.6 and 4.7 demonstrate that a true success of the QMS for the 

fishing industry has been the development of a processing sector that provides employment 

opportunities for New Zealanders.  

Summary employment statistics in the fishing industry indicate contradictory trends. On the 

one hand the rationalisation of the fleet explored earlier inevitably led to an initial decline in the 

number of people employed fishing. This initial restructuring is neither unexpected nor contested. The 

removal of foreign vessels, the expansion of deep-sea fishing and the growth in aquaculture have 

allowed the fishing component to remain at worst static and at best have marginal growth. There has 

also been a 100 percent increase in the share of part-time workers in fishing. The data supports the 

contention that this part of the fishing industry has become casualised. This casualisation, of what was 

once a full-time occupation, is in part a realignment of the industry in an effort to match working time 

to production pressure through labour flexibility. Evidence for casualisation in processing is weak. 

Processing has increased substantially and the part-time component has increased in absolute terms 

but as a share of processing its growth has not been as dramatic, increasing from eight to eleven 

percent. The growth in processing employment supports the contention that the QMS would increase 

New Zealand processing effort as firms strove to increase returns through value added. The industry 

has grown but the aggregate statistics obscure the detail of whether there has been a gendering of 

production, the nature of the work done or when the hours are worked. 

Geographies of employment change 
New Zealand’s transition to the QMS, though arguably smooth at the national level, involved 

regional dislocation, with the collapse of fishing in Northland and the growth of fishing and processing 

activity in other regions. This shift in the place of fishing is explored and interpreted using changes in 

the concentration ratio and the location quotient (see Box 4.1).  

Among the Territorial Local Authorities (TLAs) in New Zealand twenty are significant for 

fishing (Table 4.8). In 1981 the top four TLAs – C4 (Nelson City, Invercargill, the Far North District 

and Marlborough District) accounted for 26 percent of those employed in fishing. Ten years later the 

Far North and Invercargill had been replaced by Tasman District and Christchurch, and the C4 had 

increased its share to 36.9 percent of the labour force. By 2001 those regions in the C4 were 

unchanged but had increased their share of employment to 44.6 percent. The top 10 regions accounted 

for 51 percent of employment in 1981 and by 2001 this had increased to nearly 70 percent. The 

remaining 55 territorial authorities accounted for 23.8 percent of employment in 1981 and in 2001 this 

had decreased to 15.8 percent of employment – equivalent to the Nelson region alone. There is a clear 

pattern of increasing localisation within New Zealand  
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Box 4.1 Understanding the Concentration Ratio and Location Quotient  

 

 

The pre-eminent fishing region is Nelson. Nelson’s share of employment has increased from 

7.8 percent in 1981 to 15.7 percent of the total employed in 2001. The “top of the South Island” 

dominates employment in fishing, with both Tasman and Marlborough Districts in the C4 in 2001. 

Marlborough’s employment growth has primarily been an outcome of significant expansion in the 

aquaculture industry, near-shore mussel farming and the associated expansion of onshore processing 

facilities. Christchurch City has also increased its share of employment from 3.3 percent to 9.6 percent 

(Table 4.8). This growth has been due to the expansion of on shore processing and new patterns of 

investment. For instance, Independent Fisheries built an expanded processing facility in Christchurch. 

The relative importance of other regions has declined. Northland’s share fell from 5.8 to 2.8 percent of 

total employment. Invercargill dropped from second place to seventh and 4.7 percent of employment. 

The growth of key regions – Nelson, Tasman and Christchurch – has come at the expense of other 

regions. 

 

Concentration is important because concentration and centralisation increase the disadvantages 
of peripheral locations and contribute to economic and social deprivation. Concentration of 
capital in a non spatial sense, in the hands of fewer larger owners, is a source of political and 
economic power (Johnston et al. 2000). The concentration ratio is a standard measure of the 
degree of oligopolistic control of an industry or market. The concentration ratio measures the 
proportion of the total industry size accounted for by the principal firms (or in this case region) 
in the industry.  
The location quotient (LQ) is a technique for comparing local area characteristics, in this case 
employment rates, to the national characteristics (Moineddin et al. 2003). The LQ is based upon 
a calculated ratio between the local economy and the national economy. Location quotients can 
be interpreted by using the following conventions: 

1. If LQ> 1, this indicates a relative concentration of the activity in area X, compared 
to the region as a whole. 
2. If LQ = 1, then area X has a share of the activity in accordance with its share of the 
base. 
3. If LQ< 1, then area X has less of a share of the activity than is more generally, or 
regionally, found.  

The LQ is one facet of the literature surrounding the logic of clusters and agglomeration. Areas 
with high levels of over-represented industries are often held to constitute clusters and certainly 
motivate potential economies from specialisation (O'Donaghue and Gleave 2004). There are, 
however, a number of drawbacks. For instance how high an LQ should be before it constitutes 
‘significant’. Virtanen et al. (2001) propose that a LQ of two indicates that there is twice as 
much activity as the average and it should be considered a strong industry for that region and 
there is regional dependence; Isaksen (1996) holds that an LQ of three indicates industrial 
agglomeration. In this case, following Isaksen, a LQ over three is of significance and implies 
regional dependence on fishing. Another drawback is the size of the industry. O’Donaghue and 
Gleave (2004) maintain that it is possible to get high LQ values for industries that have small 
workforces in absolute terms. Despite the drawbacks the LQ is a useful indicator of regional 
dependence and agglomeration of fishing in New Zealand. 
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Table 4.8: Employment Concentration in the New Zealand Fishing Industry 1981-2001 

 

(Smith 1969; Foucault 1980; Moore 1985; World Commission on Environment and 

Development 1987; Rennie 2000) (Fujita et al. 2004)  

(Chapman 2003; Gibbs 2003; Ministry of Fisheries 2005)  (Treaty of Waitangi Act 1975; 

Fisheries Act 1983; Maori Fisheries Act 1989; Resource Management Act 1992; Fisheries Act 1996)  

(Hunter 2004) 

Source: (Fox 2004) Source: (Camden 1870; Cade 2003; Fox 2004) 

(Bell and Valentine 1997), (McMichael 1995; Critser 2003), (Dixon 2002), (Pritchard and 
Burch 2003) a.(Winter 2003; 2004) 

(Kelly and Marshall 1996) 

(Resource Management Act 1991) resource management act, (Fisheries Act 1996) fisheries act 

(Statistics New Zealand 1982-2002) 

(Statistics New Zealand 1982-2002) 

(Reserve Bank of New Zealand 2004) 

(Sanford Limited 1978-2004) 

(Statistics New Zealand 1982-2002) and New Zealand Seafood Industry Council 2003(New 

Zealand Seafood Industry Council 2003) 

(Nelson-Tasman Steering Committee 2002) 

(Statistics New Zealand 1984-2002a) 

(Statistics New Zealand 1982-2002; Reserve Bank of New Zealand 2004) 

(Statistics New Zealand 1984-2002b) 

(Statistics New Zealand 1997-2003) 

(Statistics New Zealand 1981-2001) 

(McKay 2003) 
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 This pattern of simultaneous investment and disinvestment has significant impacts on 

fisheries-dependent regions. There has been a localisation in key TLAs with an associated clustering of 

economic benefits. There is a clustering of employment, and by implication enterprises, in the Nelson 

region. This regional concentration of both fishing and processing may be more efficient and effective 

than the spread of effort around a number of locations. Allied with this is a simultaneous restructuring 

in some fisheries-dependent regions that have had negative local (and racial) employment impacts 

(Hawkey 1994; O'Connor 1994). Areas with high levels of over-represented industries are often held to 

constitute clusters and certainly motivate potential economies from specialisation. While fishing is 

quite naturally focused on the coast, some regions are more dependent than others on fishing (Map 

4.1). This has impacts on labour and the communities that once depended on fisheries for a livelihood. 

O’Connor (1994) viewed this decline in Northland and Gisborne as directly impacting on Maori, as an 

inequity of race, and not only dispossessing communities of fishing rights but of the income from 

processing the fish. 

Clapp (1998) and Freudenberg (1992) note that resource endowments can lead to regional 

over-adaptation. When abundant these resources allow firms and regions to postpone the hard 

decisions necessary for the development of diversified industrial growth. Once rents decline there are 

insufficient returns to support regional diversification (Clapp 1998 p.132). Furthermore, areas with 

high levels of over represented industries are often held to constitute clusters and certainly motivate 

potential economies from specialisation (O'Donaghue and Gleave 2004). Several areas are over-

represented in terms of employment in fishing. Christchurch City is the only region in the C4 not to 

have a significant LQ (1.1). There is a consolidation of effort in key fishing regions. Raw employment 

figures and the LQ are growing for Nelson, Marlborough and Tasman. However, this employment has 

come at the expense of labour in other fisheries dependent regions such as Northland, Southland and 

the West Coast (Map 4.1). The Auckland area employs 2.1 percent of the workforce, yet has a LQ of 

just 0.2. This means that despite its share of employment in national terms, it is under-represented. 

The work force most dependent on fishing is in the Chatham Islands. Accounting for less 

than two percent of the total New Zealand fisheries workforce, it has a LQ of 58.9 in 2001. Kaikoura 

is another region that has traditionally had a high LQ. In 2001 it employed less than one percent of 

total employed, but had a LQ of 8.7. Fishing is dispersed along the long West coast of the South Island 

but is lacking on the West coast of the North Island. Some of the other regions with high LQs were 

the result of relatively small local labour forces and one or two processing facilities, for example 

Timaru. Northland, the West Coast and Southland all have small, often economically fragile, 

communities in which fisheries are over-represented. Both Waimate and Waitaki have shown increased 

LQs because of investment in Salmon farming in the hydro-canals in the region. Most of these districts 

are experiencing employment decline in fishing. This pattern of disinvestment has significant outcomes 

for people and the places where once people fished. For example Kaikoura has a high LQ – 20 – and 

yet employment has decreased by 35 percent between 1981 and 2001. 
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 It is a misconception to presume that fishing and fishing capacity is concentrated in large 

fishing enterprises, with increasingly larger units. This is not the case. The number of units is very close 

to the number of enterprises (Figure 4.7). While this may show that there are still many small units 

actively involved in commercial fishing, it does not address the role that the larger enterprises play in 

holding quota and leasing it out. So while it is administratively efficient for there to be a few large 

companies, these large quota owners continue to spread ‘risk’ to smaller enterprises through lease 

arrangements. The data contradicts expectations that the industry would be reduced and realigned in 

response to the QMS. This data does not include processors, so is unable to address the larger fishing 

companies who have units that operate processing, marketing and distribution activities further along 

the production system. 

Most business units involved in commercial fishing (excluding processing) employ less than 

five people including the proprietor.48 The top twenty regions include the usual regions, Nelson, 

Marlborough and Tasman. Tauranga has the third largest number of units, but these are all very small 

and there are only five that employ more than five workers. Many of the areas with high LQs (map 4.1) 

have a preponderance of units employing 0-5 FTE employees that in places like the Chatham’s, 

Gisborne and Kaikoura it is more efficient for small companies to be involved in commercial fishing. 

Figure 4.7 Geographic Units and Enterprises 
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Source: Statistics New Zealand 1997-2003 

Areas that have a concentration of fishing effort all have an overwhelming number of small 

units and very few enterprises that own multiple units. For example, Nelson has 168 units and 165 

                                                 
48 The Business Frame system is a database of individual private and public sector businesses engaged in the 
production of goods and services in New Zealand. 
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enterprises. Employment in the Nelson region is in a range of enterprise types although these are 

predominantly small or medium sized (Table 4.9). There is a ‘hollowing out’ of commercial fishing 

with a few large companies and enterprises and many small enterprises but few enterprises with 20 – 

99 FTE employees. 

Table 4.9: Employment by Geographic Unit for the twenty Largest Territorial Land 
Authorities (2003) 

Geographic Units per FTE Size Group
Territorial Land Authority 0 to 5 6 to 9 10 to 19 20 to 49 50 to 99 100+ Total Units Enterprises
Marlborough District 181 9 10 3 0 0 203 189
Nelson City 158 5 1 1 1 2 168 165
Tauranga District 125 5 0 0 0 0 130 128
Thames-Coromandel District 97 5 1 1 0 0 104 101
Invercargill City 101 2 1 0 0 0 104 101
Far North District 99 4 0 0 0 0 103 101
Tasman District 74 4 2 1 0 0 81 79
Rodney District 73 2 2 0 0 0 77 76
Southland District 71 0 2 0 0 0 73 72
Auckland City 60 3 3 0 0 0 66 64
Dunedin City 64 1 0 0 0 0 65 64
Chatham Islands Territory 59 2 0 0 0 0 61 61
Timaru District 55 1 3 1 0 0 60 59
Napier City 49 2 0 1 0 0 52 52
Whangarei District 47 0 1 2 0 0 50 50
Gisborne District 46 0 0 0 0 0 46 45
Banks Peninsula District 41 1 0 0 0 0 42 41
Kaikoura District 38 2 0 0 0 0 40 40
Grey District 36 1 0 0 0 0 37 37
Manukau City 32 1 0 0 0 0 33 33  

Source: Statistics New Zealand 1997-2003 

Summary 
There has been an expansion of employment across the fishing industry. This expansion is not 

uniform and nor is it uncontested. Employment has increased from 5 600 to 8 100 since the 

introduction of the QMS. The majority of this growth has been in the processing sector and is full-

time. This employment is primarily in the “top of the South Island” and has come at the expense of 

more traditional fishing areas such as Northland and the East Cape. Despite a decline in employment, 

many of these declining regions still exhibit high LQs and are dependent on fishing. Moreover, in the 

commercial fishing sector there is a hollowing out of enterprises, with few large enterprises, many very 

small enterprises and few medium-sized enterprises. Under the QMS, enterprises have realigned the 

industry and developed and expanded the processing sector. Reduced employment in fishing has not 

come at the expense of a reduction in potential or capacity to fish as demonstrated earlier. To this end 

it can be argued that the QMS has fostered a more effective and efficient use of labour, with varied 

regional labour market impacts. 
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Fish stocks, Performance and Productivity 

The State expected the QMS to address both the biological health of fished species and ensure 

long term sustainability. By setting TAC and TACC, the QMS instils attitudes of compliance that serve 

both the future interests of the industry and the biological well-being of the fishery (Shallard 1996). 

The long-term management strategy is to maintain each fishery stock at or above the level that can 

produce MSY. Regular stock assessments monitor the status of each fishery to determine the current 

biomass levels, estimate sustainable yields and model the stock size trajectory under different catch 

levels. Stable fish stocks should be caught without an appreciable decrease in the catch per unit effort. 

If this is the case, as most proponents of rights-based reform contend, then stocks should have 

stabilised following the introduction of the QMS. 

Wallace (1998a) argues that the QMS has failed because it does little to engage with 

ecosystems or the environmental impacts of fishing. There is concern over damage to seamounts and 

fragile benthic communities. On previously unexploited seamounts it is not unusual for up to five tonnes 

of various underwater flora and fauna to be dragged into the trawl (Parliamentary Commissioner for 

the Environment 1999). Ludwig et al. (1994) argue that there needs to be recognition of the broader 

scale issues of environmental complexity. Dayton et al. (2002) provide evidence that there is a positive 

correlation between habitat structure and macro-benthic diversity. By focusing research and fishing on 

just one species there is a danger of trophic cascade as other species are removed from the ecosystem 

as by-catch and wastage. The QMS relies on single species stock-by-stock management, and this is 

endorsed by quota owners, because, as Hersoug (2002a) and Copes (2000) observes, each group of 

quota owners has a financial interest in the status of ‘their’ stock, rather than the wider ecosystem. But 

which view is correct? In New Zealand, a study of three species suggest mixed outcomes. 

Hoki and the biological success of the QMS  
New Zealand hoki is a member of the Hake family and is the most abundant commercial fish 

species in New Zealand. Over half the New Zealand hoki are caught from deep canyons in Cook Strait 

and off the West Coast of the South Island, where they spawn in the Southern Hemisphere winter 

(July - August). However, not all mature fish travel to the spawning grounds in any given year. The 

remainder are caught from grounds in the Sub-Antarctic and on the Chatham Rise (Annala et al. 2002). 

Hoki is New Zealand’s largest and most valuable seafood export species (by volume), worth $308 

million in 2002 (New Zealand Seafood Industry Council 2003). As a deep-water species, with low value 

(when compared to inshore species) and high volume, hoki represents a test case for the QMS. With 

high pressure for catches, the QMS has to deliver steady catches. 

The hoki fishery was not under pressure prior to its introduction into the QMS (Figure 

4.8).The evidence for this is the increase in TACC. Hoki catch has changed in both quantity, pattern 

and processing since the institution of the QMS. Prior to the QMS, total catch was approximately 50 

000 tonnes (Figure 4.8). In 1986 TACC was set at 250 000 tonnes. Since then the annual catch ranged 
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from 175 000 to 215 000 tonnes, but increased to 246 000 tonnes in 1996-97. The total catch peaked at 

269 000 tonnes (1997-98), but has declined to less than 250 000 tonnes (Figure 4.8). In 2001/02 TACC 

was reduced following ministerial concerns surrounding pressure on the eastern stock of the fishery. 

Prior to 1989 most fishing was done in the hoki spawning ground. However, Annala et al. (2002) note 

that there has been a steady reduction in the proportion of catch from the spawning grounds and an 

increase in the catch from the year-round fishery. 

Figure 4.8: Reported catch and Total Allowable Commercial Catch for hoki 1983/84-
2003/04 
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Source: Annala et al. 2002 and Ministry of 
Fisheries 2005 

Catch per unit effort (CPUE) from commercial fishing fleets is often used as an indicator of 

fish stock abundance. CPUE relates real fishing effort to total catch. It is assumed that CPUE is 

proportional to the average population abundance (Salthaug and Aanes 2003). Under the QMS, CPUE 

should stabilise and as stocks recover actually increase. CPUE has declined for all four key hoki 

fisheries (Figure 4.9). The Chatham Rise fishery has declined by 30 percent in ten years. The other 

three fisheries all peaked in 1991-92 and then declined. The Sub-Antarctic fishery was a new fishery 

and shows evidence of dramatic productivity followed by decline. CPUE appears to be at or near 1.000 

for three of the four fisheries, but the data conceals the increasingly poor productivity of the fisheries. 

Technological advances, capacity creep and the ability to catch more fish faster have all enabled CPUE 

to be kept abnormally high. It appears that the hoki fishery is now under considerable pressure despite 

the biological expectations of the QMS. Some of this is attributable to bio-physical conditions such as 

El Nino and poor year-class recruitment, but there has been a decline in the performance and 

productivity of the hoki fishery.  



CHAPTER FOUR: INDUSTRY 

 

138 

Despite a significant quota reduction in 2003-04 fishing firms were unable to meet the catch 

limits, catching just two-thirds of allocated quota. This poor season has been attributed to poor 

environmental conditions that have affected fecundity and stock recruitment (Bull and Livingston 

2001). An industry initiative saw fishing companies voluntarily close some fishing areas in response to 

perceived concerns over poor stock recruitment (Hoki Fishery Management Company 2005). 

Regardless of industry claims of poor recruitment due to environmental conditions, the data suggests 

that stocks have been overestimated and plundered and that TACC has been reduced too late. All of 

which supports Ludwig et al’s (1994) assertion that large levels of variability may mask the effects of 

overexploitation until it is too late.  

Figure 4.9: Catch per Unit Effort Indices for hoki 1990-2001 
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Source: Annala et al 2002 

Companies have responded in various ways to fluctuations in TACC. The way in which hoki is 

processed for export has changed. Between 1986 and 1990, surimi vessels took about 30 per cent of 

annual catch. Since 1991, hoki export composition has changed with a clear shift towards fillets and a 

fresher catch, which fetch higher export prices (Wallis 1997). Enterprises have invested to meet the 

challenges of this fishery. For example, Sanford expanded its cool store operations in Timaru and 

invested in increased processing capacity. Sanford claims that a conservative approach to the hoki 

fishery has provided enhanced returns from improved catch rates, higher average fish size and 

enhanced market acceptance through the Marine Stewardship Council’s approval of the fishery as a 

sustainable resource (Sanford annual report 1999). Recent reductions in quota have led companies to 

tie up vessels, to shift vessels to other species such as squid and to renegotiate a number of lease 
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arrangements. All of these indicate that the industry is sensitive to the signals that the QMS sends and 

has restructured effort and capacity accordingly. 

In the hoki fishery, the QMS and ITQ have, until recently, been associated with a large 

volume of fish, and (despite recent substantial reductions) hoki remains available in significant 

volumes. The TACC has declined from a high of 250 000 tonnes to 100 000 tonnes for the 2004-05 

season (Figure 4.8). The hoki fishery represents an example of a fishery that was perceived as not 

under pressure prior to the QMS. It has witnessed substantial reductions, but the volume of hoki is still 

significant. Enterprises are constructing value by processing hoki further and by enhancing market 

perception of hoki through eco-labelling. Catch data for both species show that companies are fishing 

at or below TACC in most years and thus complying with the regime. However, the poor 2003-04 

season is cause for concern as fishermen failed to catch close to the TACC. Wallace (1998b) notes this 

single species approach does little for ecosystems management or benthic diversity. Hundloe (2000 

p.490) argues that catch data is merely “an indicator of the trend in catch and nothing else.” Thus the 

system is self-referential and may not in fact adequately assess the health of ecosystems. Hoki TACC is 

declining, suggesting the TACC has been set too high. It is uncertain whether the current level of catch 

is biologically sustainable and recent cuts in quota may prove to be more than a result of poor year-

class recruitment. Nevertheless stock assessment and catch evidence appear to have given good signals 

to industry, whether firms choose to act on this information is a different issue. Accordingly, the key 

issues for industry are whether profitability and performance have improved. The CPUE data calls this 

into question as CPUE has declined for three of the four key fisheries. 

Snapper and managing a multi-stakeholder fishery 
Snapper is a member of the sea bream family. Snapper average 30-60cm in length and weigh 

around 0.5-4 kg. However, exceptional specimens of 10kg or more are occasionally caught. This fish is 

mainly taken by bottom long line or trawling, generally from depths of 10-100 metres. Snapper is a 

premium species harvested by the commercial seafood sector to supply export markets throughout the 

world as well as the New Zealand market. Snapper is also one of the most targeted species by the 

recreational sector as they are readily catchable in fishing areas adjacent to the main northern centres of 

population. 

The high profile SNA1 snapper fishery, situated off the north east coast of the North Island, 

provides an opportunity to examine the success of the QMS on a stock that was under considerable 

pressure prior to the QMS. Recreational, commercial, and customary fishers as well as recreational 

fishing tour boat operators are all significant stakeholders in the fishery (Maunder and Starr 2002). 

SNA1 presents a case of recreational and non-commercial fishing interest in a stock and a QMS that 

limits access for one stakeholder group, but not others. Recreational fishers are currently restricted to 

bag limits, but not in the numbers or frequency of fishing trips. 
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The introduction of the QMS resulted in a substantial reduction in catch as TACC was set well 

below MSY to allow for stock rebuilding (Figure 4.10). Occasionally levels have been exceeded, most 

notably in 1992/93 (500 tonnes), and while this was partly a carry over from the previous year, 

approximately 400 tonnes incurred penalties. The catch closely follows TACC, however, after fifteen 

years the stocks have not recovered sufficiently to increase the TACC to pre-quota levels. Maximum 

sustainable biomass is not expected to be achieved until 2020 (Annala et al. 2002). 

Figure 4.10: Reported catch for SNA1 and TACC 1983/84-2001/02 
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Source: Annala et al. 2002 

Total exports of snapper in the year ending December 2000 were worth $NZ 37 million. 

Japan takes around half of all New Zealand snapper exports. New Zealand firms have organised the 

commercial snapper catch around the Japanese market. Around 80 per cent of snapper exports are 

either whole chilled or live fish, with the remainder exported as frozen fillets. New Zealand firms have 

been pioneers in developing methods for air-freighting live fish. Catching and processing snapper has 

shifted away from trawling and purse-seining to long-lining in order to meet the expectations of 

Japanese consumers. Long-lining and the exporting of live snapper are evidence of companies adding 

value not through adding to, or altering a product, but by emphasising the freshness and natural state 

of the product. This suggests that the QMS regime is facilitating the development of what Clapp (1998 

p.140) refers to as ‘value fishing’, in which innovation or adaptation in a fishery may be reflected in a 

change in product prices. Long-lining, and the emphasis on quality, support this claim and 

simultaneously illustrate a shift as New Zealand enterprises move from wild stock fishers to James 

Anderson’s (2002) extensive aquaculturalists harvesting a perpetual resource. Total collapse of the 
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SNA1 fishery has been avoided, although the catch is not up to pre-QMS levels and it is expected that 

a return to pre-quota catch levels would only occur in the (very) long term. 

Orange roughy and poor initial assessment 
Orange roughy occurs throughout the New Zealand region at depths of 700-1500 metres. 

New Zealand pioneered the orange roughy fishery in the 1970s and although catches have declined 

since then, it still remains one of the world’s largest suppliers. Orange roughy form very dense 

aggregations during the spawning season, allowing high catch rates. In many orange roughy fisheries, 

this combination of factors has resulted in a cycle of discovery, overexploitation and dramatic 

reductions in the TACC. Catches are mainly from the Chatham Rise, the southern part of the South 

Island’s West Coast and some parts of the Challenger Plateau. Orange roughy exports were valued at 

$127 million in 2002 (New Zealand Seafood Industry Council 2003). 

Figure 4.11 Reported Catch and TACC for orange roughy 
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2002 and Ministry of Fisheries 2005 

Clark (2001) maintains that major changes in distribution, abundance and biology were 

inevitable as the stock was fished down. Initially, catch exceeded quota substantially. Through the 

1980’s catch fluctuated around 40-50 000 tonnes, but by 1989 catch began to decline as stocks became 

fully and then overexploited (figure 4.11). The total TACC inside the EEZ is currently 15 600 tonnes 

and the volume has declined to about 25 percent of peak levels in the mid 1980s. There has been a 

compensation for fishermen with increased prices, so the value of the fishery has remained high. 

Currently orange roughy is a viable and valuable fishery. However, fishing down virgin biomass, poor 

knowledge of juvenile orange roughy and controversy over the age and fecundity of orange roughy all 
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placed initial pressure on the species. The later years of QMS regulation have sent clear signals to the 

industry. Catch has been significantly reduced and now matches the set TACC. 

Clark (2001 p.133) argues that the “jury is still out on the question of whether orange roughy 

fisheries are sustainable in the long term”. Substantial and rapid depletion has occurred. Significantly, 

depletion of relatively small stocks has occurred so quickly that the QMS has been unable to respond 

fast enough. Moreover, biological changes may not have been apparent because orange roughy is a 

long-lived, slow-growing species, with low productivity. There could be a long response time of the 

population to fishing pressure and as such the decline in catch continues to reflect the excesses of 

earlier seasons. 

Summary 
The QMS initially met the biological expectations of legislators for these three species. It sent 

clear signals to industry as to what stocks were being over-fished and reduced the opportunity for 

‘mining’ of the resource. It has been successful in SNA1 and Annala et al. (2002) expects snapper 

stocks to continue to recover. Addressing recreational and indigenous catch still remains a challenge to 

the QMS in the SNA1 fishery. An unexpected positive outcome of political pressure by these (and 

other stakeholders) is an emphasis on research, making this fishery one of the most researched New 

Zealand fish species. Although 18 years of QMS have seen no increase in TACC, despite the catch 

being set below MSY. 

The orange roughy fishery is an example of near collapse and what looks like a long and slow 

recovery due to poor recruitment. However, fishing firms have responded to the clear signals of TACC 

and the QMS and reduced catch accordingly. Nonetheless the ability of fishermen to effectively 

capture an entire school, leaving none behind will continue to place pressure on a species with a low 

fecundity and reduced population. 

Initial indications were that the QMS was successful in the hoki fishery. Clear signals to 

industry concerning the status of the stocks have been sent. Hoki is supposed to have entered the 

QMS before over-exploitation and subsequent depletion could eventuate. However its catch history 

and recent TACC levels bear a passing resemblance to that of orange roughy. Cutting quota by 150 

000 tonnes in five years may send clear signals to the industry, but have detrimental short to medium 

term outcomes for those employed fishing and processing hoki. 

These three species and their catch history demonstrate that the QMS has worked on one level 

but that its efficacy when it comes to wider ecosystems and ongoing ecological damage remains moot. 

The QMS has been successful in preserving species – there is still an orange roughy fishery – albeit at a 

much reduced level. Ludwig et al’s (1994) concern that the science that contributes to setting TACC 

cannot react fast enough to wider ecological crises will be tested in the hoki fishery. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter surveyed a range of indicators of change, growth and performance in the  

New Zealand fishing industry. It examined whether the intended outcomes of ITQ and the QMS have 

been borne out by actual experience in the seafood sector. The New Zealand QMS is dynamic and 

evolving, but it was simultaneously driven by crisis in inshore fisheries and impending crisis in the 

deep-sea fishery, the opportunity to capture rents and profits in the deep-sea fishery, and a wider 

restructuring of state, industry and civil society relations. Advocates of the QMS and ITQ often point 

to positive outcomes from the adoption of the regulatory regime. Their appraisals are framed within a 

rhetoric of sustainable utilisation, and expected outcomes include increases in productivity and 

performance for commercial users, better returns on capital, rationalisation of fishing effort, 

marketisation of property rights and sustainable management of fish stocks. We cannot examine a 

counterfactual of what would have happened without the QMS, so it is difficult to be dogmatic about 

the outcomes, but what can we conclude about it so far? 

Since the introduction of QMS the value and volume of seafood exports has risen 

enormously. Value increased three-fold and volume has doubled. From 1984 to 2002 the 

competitiveness of the industry increased as a function of producer outputs. Nevertheless, the value 

and volume of seafood exports in real (2002 NZ$) figures makes sobering reading. Growth has 

occurred, but not to the extent described by some commentators. Data indicates a shift away from 

high value inshore species to lower value, high-volume deep-water species. In addition, productivity 

and performance of wild-stock fisheries may be even lower once the significance and role of 

aquaculture in volume and sales is discounted. 

There has been a rationalisation of quota owners. The number of quota owners has declined 

from a high of 1 800 in 1990 to approximately 1 500 in 1998, but these figures do little to shed light on 

lease arrangements, shell companies and proxy owners created to avoid quota aggregation restrictions. 

Legislation constrains quota aggregation but it is clear that this has occurred.  

There was a rationalisation of fishing effort. Vessel numbers have declined 30 per cent, with 

significant reductions in both inshore and deep-sea fleets. Despite overall fleet, reductions the mid-

water fleet has remained relatively static and tonnage has actually increased. These vessels have the 

capacity to fish a wide range of species and can operate both inshore and offshore. The QMS has 

allowed the domestic fleet to capture the rents and build capacity in the offshore sector. Fishing effort 

has been ‘New Zealandised’ through the removal of foreign vessels and a decline in the percentage of 

catch taken by chartered vessels. Nevertheless, impending cuts in the hoki fishery will present new 

challenges to New Zealand companies. Previously they built their success on the back of this high-

volume, low value fishery. Whether New Zealandisation is economically efficient is a moot point.  

New Zealandisation has not extended to expansion in vessel construction in New Zealand. The 
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development of New Zealand fishing coincided with a rapid fall in stocks in the northern hemisphere 

resulting in a steady supply of high quality vessels being available. 

It is clear that the New Zealand industry is ‘growing’ more product, as well as gaining more 

value from what is exported, and this has come at the expense of smaller quota owners and foreign 

fishing enterprises. Productivity and profitability have not increased steadily as there have been periods 

of uncertainty and fluctuating fortunes as competitiveness varies. There was an initial period of 

increased profitability as the industry underwent restructuring and many smaller quota holders sold out 

of the industry. This was further increased by the removal of foreign vessels and the establishment of 

charter operations. Profitability and competitiveness proved to be unsustainable. There followed a 

period of fluctuating fortunes during a time of uncertainty surrounding the role Maori were to play in 

the industry, regulatory tinkering and currency fluctuations from 1987 to 1997. Outputs and 

profitability have increased since 1997, partly as a result of the decline in the New Zealand dollar 

relative to the United States dollar, and partly through an increased understanding by stakeholders of 

the practicalities of QMS. 

The QMS has provided a secure bankable and tradeable asset. This asset has been traded in a 

robust and maturing market. Over time, trading has shifted from selling quota to leasing quota. The 

quota market is driven by perceived returns for fish stocks as well as perceptions of the management 

regime and the wider economy. Although not a property right, but a right to harvest, quota has 

provided an asset that supports the expansion beyond QMS.  

The key factors behind productivity and improvements in the seafood industry are not the 

direct result of ITQ or the QMS. Quota in and of itself is not enough to guarantee productivity and 

performance. New Zealand’s QMS initially controlled the exploitation of the hoki fishery and 

maintained fishing at a high volume, although recent quota cuts do not bode well for the fishery or the 

firms that depend on it. The QMS appeared to have constrained the race to fish and the hoki fishery 

may yet avoid the same near-collapse that the orange roughy fishery experienced. Orange roughy 

stocks have reached a point where recovery is possible despite initial flaws in data and poor knowledge 

of the species leading to overexploitation and depletion. It has preserved the fragile inshore species 

such as snapper and appears to have avoided Clapp’s (1998) resource cycle and Hardin’s (1968) 

Tragedy for at least two deep-sea and one inshore fish stocks.  

This chapter has demonstrated that the QMS has achieved positive resource outcomes for 

three species, including the preservation of commercial fishing. The industry is receiving signals 

concerning the status of species and they are behaving accordingly. Industry appears to be acting 

responsibly and fishing within the TACC. This has been achieved through a reduction in vessel 

numbers and an increased flexibility of fishing effort utilising multi-fishery vessels and joint venture 

arrangements. While there is concern that vessel numbers rather than capacity has declined, the 

consensus of opinion (Wallis 1997; Connor 2001a; Hersoug 2002a; Ackroyd and Walshe 2003) is that a 

larger catch is taken with fewer vessels. 
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Whether QMS has proved to be equitable and efficient remains a moot point. It has passed on 

the responsibility of fleet and over-capacity to individual companies and the industry organisations. It 

has allowed companies and processors to rationalise fishing effort to meet allocated catch. However, 

sustainable utilisation is more than biological and economic success. It is dubious, even disingenuous 

to contend that the QMS generated significant growth. Substantial fisheries assets were grandfathered 

to private individuals and companies to provide jobs for 500 extra people. Employment has increased 

by just five percent between 1986 and 2001. Resource rentals have been removed. While the seafood 

industry is distributing bounty efficiently, social equity and the overall distribution of income or wealth 

in the fishing sector have not been addressed by the QMS. However, arguing that the QMS has 

allowed the industry to ride out some of the fluctuations in the economy and has allowed some growth 

(albeit limited) at a time when, internationally, other fishing economies are struggling, is a more 

reasonable (defendable) assertion. 

Fisheries companies have responded to the QMS by investing in the fisheries sector, but 

investor behaviour often diverges from the socially set goals. Fishing companies took advantage of 

assistance and incentives offered through fisheries (re)regulation and they altered the ways in which 

labour was employed in the fishing industry. There was a decline in the numbers employed in fishing 

and an expansion in processing. The outcome is an uneven geography of both investment and 

disinvestment. Regions such as Northland, the West coast of the South Island and Wairarapa have all 

lost jobs in the fishing sector. The ‘top of the South Island’ has continued to attract investment and 

jobs. There has been simultaneous dismantling and reconstruction of investment in new places. The 

next two chapters address the challenge for actors on this newly mapped landscape. How do they 

successfully negotiate a new landscape of fisheries and fisheries management with its new ways of 

‘doing’ fisheries? 

Summary 

Fisheries reform and the QMS were and continue to be a part of a wider series of neoliberal 

experiments. It was informed by a set of ideas that were appropriated from other places and contexts 

and that have been adopted and transformed by New Zealanders. The theoretical expectations of the 

QMS centred on economic efficiency, fisheries sustainability and a realignment of capacity by the 

industry without direct management by the Crown. Further investigation has shown that the results of 

the QMS are mixed. There are increasing concerns surrounding the biological success of a single 

species or stock approach to managing fisheries. By focussing on a single species there is little incentive 

for fishermen and managers to be concerned about wider ecosystems until collapse impinges directly 

on commercial species. The actions of industry organisations, the wider economy and shifts in types of 

production (aquaculture for instance) make grandiose statements concerning the success of the QMS, 

and rights-based reform questionable at best. 
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It appears that QMS and the institution of property rights may not be the long-term answer to 

sustainability of fisheries. This analysis has thrown up two questions. First, eliminating part-time 

fishermen and small quota owners has meant that profitability has become more of an imperative and 

with this the question of how to maintain a profitable production chain in specific fisheries through 

fishing and processing. Clearly, the dynamic contingent nature of fisheries means that the resource 

cycle may not be inevitable, although the long-term tendency raises challenges for New Zealand fishing 

companies. Second, it is imperative to acknowledge that claims about QMS, which are historically 

specific, rest on particular behaviours. But, these behaviours change the firms and the context and 

nature of fisheries and in fisheries are changed by firms. This raises questions concerning what sort of 

behaviour firms undertake and how it affects fisheries. 

 



 

Chapter Five 

Views from the Bridge:  

Making Sense of Individual Firm Behaviour 

This is the reality of the competitive marketplace they find themselves in. 

David Benson-Pope, Minister of Fisheries in 
response to job losses in Nelson (cited in 

Nichols 2004a) 

 Introduction: A tale of five fishing enterprises 

This chapter explores how individual firms perceive their context (especially fisheries), how 

they attempt to achieve their, often highly variable, goals of surviving and flourishing as firms and the 

strategies they use in order to negotiate to region/community, economy and territories for markets and 

resources. The QMS has presented seafood firms with both challenges and opportunities. It limits the 

amount of quota that any one enterprise owns in any one species in any one management area.49 This 

challenge demands new strategies and new ways of doing fishing in order to remain profitable. The 

QMS provides opportunities for firms that now hold a secure, bankable and tradeable asset for which 

they ostensibly no longer have to compete. 

Chapter Two set out some of the ways in which individual firms respond to the QMS. 

Production can be reorganised. Firms can expand vertically and horizontally, or they can expand their 

local interests beyond the constraints of the QMS. Firms may reorganise production internally and 

increase efficiency by reducing costs (usually labour). Firms may reposition themselves in order to 

predict market change and act as a leader. Firms may fragment production across regions and between 

countries (internationalisation). The strategies of individual firms are not limited to any one course of 

action. Moreover, the practices of these firms are complex. Firms weave observable and seemingly 

mundane fisheries practices with subtle innovations and less visible behaviours in a complicated 

context of past experiences, present circumstances, various technologies including organisation, and 

relations with other firms. Firm strategies have outcomes for the firms themselves, the communities in 

which they are embedded, and the stocks on which they depend. Understanding the competitive 

responses of firms is a prerequisite for a sustainable fishing industry as opposed to sustainable 

fisheries. 

                                                 
49 The Fisheries Act (1996 Part IV) does permit aggregation but only with the express consent of the Minister of 
Fisheries. However, it does not preclude shell companies and proxies from owning quota. 
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The focus of this chapter is on the firm, its production and how organisation occurs. The 

chapter reviews the constraints on, but chiefly the responses by, firms as they negotiate changing 

fishing and trading environments. Chapter Four illustrated that fisheries incentives contributed to a 

simultaneous dismantling and reconstruction of investment in fisheries resulting in new landscape of 

fisheries. This landscape is complex, contradictory and often contested. Furthermore, firm behaviour 

often diverges from socially set goals in the new landscape of fishing, fish processing and fish 

marketing in New Zealand. 

This chapter describes individual firm responses to the legislation through analysis of 

secondary data and interviews with key informants. The object is not to draw grand conclusions about 

the industry based on these few firms associated with just a few enterprises, but to explore and 

interpret individual strategies. 

Place matters. The firms in this chapter are real companies grounded in specific places and 

negotiating the everyday of fishing. They are not just research sites in which some variables can be 

controlled, while others are tested. These firms can be viewed as constellations of organisation and 

meaning that are constructed around places. Each of these firms is acutely aware of their place in 

fisheries and in the New Zealand fishing industry. And place matters because sense of space and place 

is connected with the creation of identities, affiliations and boundaries. The firms are approached 

methodologically as real enterprises with unique histories and distinctive positions within the fishing 

sector and they are simultaneously grounded in place. Focussing on firms in this chapter enables what 

Peck (2003 p.734) refers to as the exploration of distinctive concatenations of events in the context of 

known (but not necessarily rigid) theoretical postulates. The value of the case studies depends not on 

the typicality or representativeness of the case, but on its explanatory power. As such the case studies 

are valuable not just because they ‘are’ but because they allow us to develop conceptual frameworks 

and begin to think about the ways that firms respond to legislation. The case-study approach of this 

chapter demands differing standards of evidence from that of Chapter Four, standards that engage 

with the context of individual firm and enterprise behaviour that supports the theory derived from the 

case study. Each case study exposes different elements of a complex industry. 

Sanford, Sealord and Talley’s are all substantial owners of quota (see Appendix III). Like most 

seafood companies in New Zealand, they jealously guard information concerning quota they own and, 

more importantly, control, and the operating decisions they make. Sanford Limited is New Zealand’s 

only publicly listed seafood company and publishes annual reports concerning its assets, revenue and 

policies. It is also the largest individual quota owner. Johnson and Hayworth (2004) contend that 

Sanford represents a barometer of the industry because it has to protect its shareholders’ interests. 

Sealord New Zealand is not publicly listed, but its joint ownership and control by TOKM, and its role 

in the settlement of fisheries assets to Maori, make its position unique. Sealord’s status as an iwi-

controlled enterprise has meant that it has had to exhibit more transparency in its day-to-day 

operations. Talley’s Frozen Foods is a large family-owned company with diverse interests. Guards 
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Fisheries is an exemplar of the many small owner-operators involved in inshore fishing in  

New Zealand and the challenges it faces are those of most inshore fishermen today. Guards reveals 

much about the challenges that small independent fishermen face in an increasingly corporatised 

fishery. Finally, Solander Fisheries is a medium-sized fishing company primarily involved in the 

southern blue whiting and the bluefin tuna fisheries. Prior to the QMS it had little or no catch history 

and has had to act to secure property rights. The challenge of securing property rights has led it to start 

fishing beyond the regulatory framework and it has shifted its operations overseas. These fishing firms 

reveal much about fisheries and the fishing industry. In addition, while all fundamentally different in 

many ways, they also have strategies in common. 

Sanford Limited: sustainable seafood 

Sanford characterises its own development as progressing through four distinct stages: family 

growth from 1881 to 1904; business growth from 1904 to 1924; catch growth from 1924 to 1984; 

acquisition and aquaculture growth from 1984-1994; and lastly international growth and sustainable 

growth from 1994 to 2004 (Sanford Limited 2004d). Sanford’s origins lie in a family fishing venture 

begun in 1864. The company marks the purchase of a site in Federal Street (Auckland)in 1881 as the 

beginning of the company, although it was not until 1924 that the company was publicly listed. Such a 

simple description obfuscates the numerous and varied strategies Sanford undertook. 

Prior to the QMS Sanford operated under a number of different regulatory regimes, including, 

at various times, varying forms of government subsidy, input restrictions and import substitution 

discussed in Chapter Three. Sanford has undertaken a number of different strategies in response to 

these regulatory regimes. Certainly, some proved to be successful, others less so. These different 

strategies can be characterised as an ongoing search for the right balance of efficiency, boat size and 

catch. Many of the strategies centred on securing fish stocks and access to markets. Sanford responded 

to 1907 legislation restricting fishing gear in the Hauraki Gulf by expanding efforts up and down the 

North Island (Titchener 1981). Sanford utilised the extensive rail and shipping network to bring fresh 

fish to Auckland and then to develop extensive markets beyond Auckland for its products. As effort 

shifted beyond Auckland Sanford set up its own processing facilities in Thames and Tauranga and 

fished from these ports. Attempts were made to enter the Wellington market, but failed due to local 

oligopolies. 

Early on, Sanford developed an ethos of expansion by direct purchase and acquisition. 

Following the Second World War, licences were restricted and a new vessel could only be built when 

another left the industry. Moreover, vessels were restricted to landing at home ports (Johnson and 

Haworth 2004). Under these constraints, Sanford expanded effort by acquiring other companies and 

their fishing assets. Sanford acquired its strongest competitor, Auckland Fisheries Limited and its five 

vessels (1955), the Union Fish and Ice Co. at Tauranga with three vessels (1956), and Waitemata 
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Fisheries with six vessels (1960). The 1963 Scott Report liberalised the licensing system and expansion 

by acquisition was no longer the only way forward (Titchener 1981), but Sanford continued to 

purchase other enterprises. Sanford’s expansion has not been limited to the North Island or even  

New Zealand. Sanford set up facilities in Timaru and Bluff, and purchased Fish Processing Limited in 

Christchurch. Christchurch acquisitions meant that Sanford was no longer completely dependent on 

the local auction for supplies of fish. 

When the EEZ was declared in 1978, New Zealand companies queued up to participate in 

joint ventures. Sanford purchased Feron’s Seafoods (Feron) from the Canterbury Farmers Co-op 

Association (1982).50 This was partly a means of buying the established Japanese joint-venture 

relationships and associated technology that Feron had (Johnson and Haworth 2004), although 

Sanford withdrew from these joint-ventures sooner than other companies and focused on developing 

international marketing links. Joint-ventures were also a means of maintaining catch history in the 

rapidly developing deep-water fishery. Furthermore, purchasing Feron altered the geography of 

production because processing facilities closer to deep-water fisheries, including the rich Chatham Rise 

orange roughy grounds, meant that Sanford vessels did not have as far to travel. 

Sanford established links beyond fishing. Sanford steadily strengthened its Australian market 

links. Between 1932 and 1965 it had cool stores in Sydney and for a time maintained branches in 

Melbourne and Brisbane. Its degree of commitment to an overseas market was unusual at the time as 

New Zealand suppliers were essentially commodity suppliers (Johnson and Haworth 2004). Sanford 

established market links for snapper through sales agents in Japan. The Japanese market was viewed as 

crucial if only because of the traditional heavy consumption of fish (Titchener 1981). Later efforts were 

made to develop markets in Hawaiian and Californian Japanese communities. Sanford set up a number 

of retail outlets and dallied with the restaurant trade in the Auckland region, selling direct to consumers 

during the 1920s. The depression, and later a shortage of fish, led Sanford to divest itself of many of 

these sites. Nonetheless, Sanford continued to experiment with the retail trade over time with limited 

success (Titchener 1981). These attempts at developing local retail can be construed as an effort to 

minimise risk and secure local markets. 

Sanford diversified into complementary enterprises that built on core competencies within the 

company. In the 1920s it developed a rabbit processing facility in what is now the head office on 

Jellicoe Street. Diversification had merits because of the seasonality of fishing and the fluctuations in 

catch meant that processing facilities could lie idle. Sanford developed a fishmeal facility from the 

outset and continues to maintain and develop this on the Jellicoe Street site. In 1976 Sanford 

purchased Coolstores Limited. The operation of cool stores was an integral part of Sanford’s 

operations and the technical and administrative skills were already present in the company. This 

acquisition made sense at a time when Sanford was entering the deep-water fishery and the Ministry of 

                                                 
50 In 1985 the Feron name was dropped and replaced by Sanford (SI) Limited (Sanford Annual Report 1986). 
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Agriculture and Fisheries was making new demands concerning fish processing and the storage of 

frozen product. The policy of diversifying into industries allied with fishing continued with the 

purchase of Vos and Brijs Shipyards in 1978. This internalised the cost of building and maintaining 

vessels. 

Aquaculture projects prior to the QMS were designed to supplement capture fisheries and 

provide work for processing facilities during downtime. In the 1970s Sanford developed rock oyster 

farming at Whangaroa. Initially product was trucked to Auckland for processing; later processing 

facilities were set up in Kaeo for processing as the project grew (Titchener 1981). In 1984 Sanford 

decided to invest in mussels. With its financial resources it did not get bogged down in the process of 

applying for leases and developing the farms. It simply advertised for and purchased several 

Marlborough leases. Initially, these investments in aquaculture were used to soak up excess capacity in 

Christchurch and Timaru processing plants. 

To summarise, Sanford kept well away from anything outside its core competencies. Before 

the introduction of quota the company can be characterised as concentrating on what it had always 

done. It built vessels, processing facilities and cool stores to facilitate the exporting of frozen fish. It 

adjusted slowly to the demands of some markets for quality and made some technological 

improvements in the catching and processing of fish, but its focus was on fishing, then filleting and 

selling large volumes of frozen fish. It continued to control its own catching and remained focused on 

its core competency – fishing. 

Sanford’s position under the QMS 
Post-the QMS, Sanford sales revenue and profits are shaped by three factors: Sanford is a 

price-taker in a global commodity market; sales revenue is affected by the amount of high-volume low-

value species caught; and most of Sanford’s revenue is from overseas sales and is dependent on the 

relationship of the New Zealand dollar to overseas currencies. 

Sanford profits fluctuated between 1978 and 2004. Following the declaration of the EEZ in 

1978 and subsequent decline of foreign vessels, gross profit increased with initial gains in output, but 

as capital was invested to fill the void of foreign effort both net and gross profit fell substantially 

(Figure 5.1). By 1983 profits had slumped to less than five percent reflecting stagnation in the industry. 

This was evident in declining catches in the inshore fishery, reduced export prices for snapper and tuna 

and attendant rising costs of fishing (fuel amounted to 33 percent of operating costs). Freight rates 

continued to rise and in some cases represented 50 percent of total selling price (Sanford annual report 

1982).  

The fishing industry is labour intensive, capital intensive, energy intensive and seasonal. It also 

utilises retained earnings for expansion. With the loss of earnings and a reluctance to borrow, Sanford 

suffered. This loss of earnings could not be recouped by raising prices because, in a globalised market, 

the local scarcity of fish or rising costs do not affect the world price (Arbo and Hersoug 1997). 
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Companies such as Sanford are price-takers and have to compete and trade as such. By 1986 Sanford 

recognised that while quota guaranteed throughput for factories and processing, the shortage of high-

value low-volume inshore species, brought about by quota and TACC reductions, limited its prospects 

and demanded action. 

Figure 5.1: Profits before taxation and net profit as a percentage of total sales for 
Sanford Limited 1978-2004 

0.0

5.0

10.0

15.0

20.0

25.0

1978
1979

1980
1981

1982
1983

1984
1985

1986
1987

1988
1989

1990
1991

1992
1993

1994
1995

1996
1997

1998
1999

2000
2001

2002
2003

2004

Year

P
er

ce
n

t 
o

f 
sa

le
s

Profit before taxation Net Profit Linear (Net Profit) Linear (Profit before taxation)

 

Source: Sanford Limited 1978-2004 51 

Total sales revenue and profits are a function of the volume and composition of fish sold. 

Sanford’s sales revenue has increased substantially since the introduction of the QMS and net profits 

have increased from $1.2 million in 1977 to $54 million in 2004 (Figure 5.2). This increase is an 

outcome of increased catches of high-volume low-value species. From 1978 to 1986 sales revenue 

increased from $45.7 million to $153.4 million (Figure 5.2). Initially, most of this increase was a result 

of the removal of foreign vessels from the deep-sea fishery. By 2003 sales had increased to $376.4 

million. Sanford was catching more fish (predominately high-volume low-value species such as hoki 

and squid). Increased sales do not equate to increased profitability. In fact Sanford had a higher return 

from sales in 2004 than in 2003 when sales were higher. Depressed sales of low-value species mean 

that high-value species make up a greater percentage of sales and profits are higher despite lower sales. 

The trend line for gross profit has improved from just over ten percent of sales to just over fifteen 

percent and net profit has improved about three percent over the period 1978-2004 (Figure 5.1). The 

                                                 
51 The curious situation where net profit exceeds gross profit in 1980 is a result of tax credits and export tax 
credits (Sanford annual report 1980). 
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general trend obscures the volatility of the industry – something that the QMS was supposed to 

reduce. 

Figure 5.2: Sanford Ltd sales 1978-2004 
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Apart from minor declines in total sales in 1982 and 1985, Sanford total sales increased every 

year until 1990. At this time orange roughy prices collapsed due to over-supply and longer than normal 

spawning times for mussels resulted in increased factory costs at a time when that market was also 

over-supplied (Sanford annual report 1990). These, coupled with a poor squid catch, resulted in a 22 

percent decline in sales. The poor squid catch exemplifies the problem of operating in a global 

commodity market. A New Zealand shortage of a commodity seldom affects its international price and 

yet an international glut affects local returns. Depressed North American and European fisheries, 

beneficial currency exchange rates and favourable trading conditions resulted in sales revenue 

recovering in 1991 and peaking in 1996 at $405 million. But in 1997 sales revenue declined 14 percent 

because of adverse foreign exchange movements in all the major currencies.52 International markets 

were sluggish and reduced airfreight prices resulted in a reluctance of seafood buyers to hold frozen 

stock. Once again squid catches were poor and, worse, international prices were flat, and Sanford 

wrote off its investment in Chile ($8.8 million) in response to what Sanford referred to as “limited 

quantities of fish” (Sanford annual report 1997 p.28). 

                                                 
52 The TWI peaked late in 1996 (see Figure 4.2), and even after the New Zealand currency weakened, fluctuating 
European currency cross-rates detracted from the benefits. Moreover, when it did decline, New Zealand 
suppliers were reluctant to pass on the savings (Sanford annual report 1998). 
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Global commodity prices, the supply of fish (both in New Zealand and overseas) and the state 

of the New Zealand dollar relative to key currencies (particularly the yen and the United States dollar) 

continued to shape returns in 1998-2003. Sales revenue fluctuated, but has never reached the peak sales 

of 1996. Sanford attributed this to a number of factors: the vagaries of the global markets for fish; the 

decline in whitefish resources off North America saw TACC cut by 50 percent in 1998 and as a result 

New Zealand hoki prices improved by 40 percent; the Asian currency crisis; the relationship of the 

New Zealand dollar to key foreign currencies; and the emergence of non-tariff barriers that restrict 

access to markets. 

Sanford has responded to these challenges by growing new and more products, reorganising 

production, developing markets and by directly addressing foreign exchange fluctuations through 

currency hedging.53 None of these strategies are new, but the ways in which they are employed are 

qualitatively different from earlier strategies in their scale and scope. 

Growing more product 
Sanford recognises that it has to grow more products. This can be achieved in three ways: 

Sanford can purchase or lease quota off other operators in New Zealand and secure a larger slice of a 

fixed quota pie; it can develop fisheries beyond the QMS and fish outside of New Zealand’s EEZ; and 

it can develop aquaculture and grow a product outside of the regulatory framework. Sanford has 

undertaken all three strategies.  

Local Acquisition 

Sanford has continued to expand catch through local acquisition. In 1988 Sanford purchased 

Hikurangi Fisheries in Northland, gaining snapper quota for the lucrative ‘iki-jime’ snapper market in 

Japan. In 1991 Sanford acquired the deep-water quota and associated vessels and Nelson processing 

plant of Wilson-Neil Ltd subsidiary Skeggs Seafoods Ltd (Sanford annual report 1991). The Nelson 

plant also provided a number of other benefits. It added to the geographic extent of processing 

facilities and meant that fuel costs were kept down as vessels could be diverted into the nearest port. 

The purchase also gave Sanford quota in the scallop fishery. In 1994 Sanford purchased Wanganui 

Seafoods and its fisheries assets, including wharf facilities. 

Acquisition and expansion is not always easy. On 10 March 2004 Sanford announced that it 

was in negotiations to merge with Sealord and Pacific Marine Farms Ltd. However, by April 17 the 

deal was off. Analysts had been enthusiastic about the merger of two companies that were virtual 

equals and the rationalisation this would bring to the industry. The level of foreign ownership by 

Nissui and Sanford’s determination to foster New Zealandisation is considered to have been a 

                                                 
53 Increasingly, New Zealand firms are involved in global transactions which expose them to foreign currency 
fluctuations and potential adverse financial effects. Because companies have to report income (and losses) in 
New Zealand dollars, losses can be incurred due to adverse trading conditions. Currency hedging mitigates these 
risks by attempting to predict the value at a later date.  Currency hedging has meant that Sanford has posted high 
profits for the last two years; however, the current cover ends in 2006 and if the high dollar (relative to the US 
dollar) continues it will depress the dollar value of Sanford’s export earnings. 
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stumbling block (Chapple 2004a). Eric Barratt, Sanford CEO, declared the company was looking for 

ways forward which included expanding overseas or buying other quota assets. But clearly merging 

with Sealord would not be part of the way forward for Sanford. 

In September 2004 Sanford announced it was purchasing the assets of Auckland based fishing 

company Suminovich Fisheries. These assets included fishing and valuable scampi quota, vessels, 

equipment, workshop facilities and other operational assets (Sanford Limited 2004a). The purchase of 

Suminovich is a substantial rationalisation of the northern inshore fleet and operations. Takeover 

brings other economies. Removal of Suminovich reduces the competition for supply of fish product to 

the Auckland Fish Market in which Sanford has taken the lead. Moreover, Sanford has secured 

substantial scampi quota at a time when that particular fishery is shifting from Olympic to ITQ fishing 

(Sanford Limited 2004c). Sanford can now achieve economies of scale by maximising vessel usage and 

is able to supply the market in a more orderly fashion.  

Sanford has sought to secure more fish in New Zealand through acquisition and merger. It 

has, however, steadfastly maintained its strong New Zealandisation position. Purchasing fisheries 

assets and plant has allowed for a geographic expansion of effort and a streamlining of production as 

vessels can unload fish, ice, refit and depart from the port closest to where they catch fish. Purchasing 

other companies’ fisheries assets effectively gives Sanford a greater slice of the pie and a commensurate 

voice in commercial stakeholder organisations. 

Overseas Ventures 

Efforts to grow more product have seen Sanford explore overseas ventures. Once again 

Sanford developed an Australian operation by purchasing Racolivis Amalgamated Limited. Since the 

introduction of a QMS in Australia, Sanford gained some quota, and has bought and leased more. 

Sanford’s fishing activities continue, supporting the Melbourne auction and distribution system, and 

have been augmented by recent concessions in the Tasmanian fishery and the acquisition of the Ocean 

Fresh business of Suminovich consisting of trawlers and quota (Johnson and Haworth 2004). Sanford 

also invested in prawn farming in Australia in 1986 and operated this until 1992. Although not a hugely 

profitable venture, the small capital investment meant it ran for some time and provided knowledge 

that could be applied in the New Zealand context. Involvement in Australian fisheries prior to the 

introduction of quota meant that Sanford gained fishing permits based on catch history. Moreover, 

Sanford had an edge over other Australian competition because of its knowledge of how quota regimes 

worked and how best to exploit quota markets. 

In 1994 Sanford purchased 50 percent of Transpacifico, a Chilean group of companies 

producing fishmeal from the substantial hoki and hake fisheries that could later be utilised for food 

production. This venture lasted three years and Sanford describes the experience as ‘never easy’ 

(Sanford annual report 2004 p.8). Catches were volatile and turnover never reached the $25 million 

expected. Shared management was difficult to negotiate (Johnson and Haworth 2004). Foreign 

investment was facilitated by Chilean law that enabled Sanford to remit profits at any time. Moreover, 
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Chile is a springboard for new markets. This is relevant to Sanford as Chile has free trade agreements 

with both the United States and the European Union. 

Over-investment and low prices contributed to a profit crisis. The company wrote off the total 

investment in Chile citing the volatility of the fishery and the nature of a regulatory environment that 

did little to protect fishing rights (Sanford annual report 1997). This venture can be viewed as loss-

making, yet the timing of entry and exit is important. Just because Sanford wrote off this investment 

does not mean it was not profitable while catches were high. Sanford turned over $15 million in the 

year prior to sale (Sanford annual report 1996). A more critical view would be that, having fished out 

local stocks, Sanford simply moved on. However, the situation is more complex. Sanford was 

following a long list of other New Zealand companies to Chilean waters. It gave Sanford employees 

experience of deep-water fishing in distant waters and expertise in negotiating shared management 

beyond New Zealand. Furthermore, it provided links into the South American market and to Spain. 

Equity in Transpacifico gave Sanford fishing permits that would give it purchase in the fishery if and 

when it underwent property-rights reform. In the advent of this reform Sanford would be in a unique 

position (compared with Chilean fishing companies) in that it already had an understanding of the 

vagaries of ITQs and a QMS. However, declining stocks, rising costs and the failure of the Chilean 

government to institute property-rights reform all contributed to Sanford exiting the fishery. 

In 1997 Sanford purchased 40 percent equity in Namibian fishing company, Atlantic Sea 

Products Limited. This company had been granted term quota and exploratory concessions for orange 

roughy and later hake. Initial catch was good but from March 1999 catches declined and Sanford 

divested its interests in the company. More recently Sanford went into partnership with Canadian and 

Argentine interests to set up two Argentinean ventures: Pesquera San Arawa, responsible for fishing 

and processing; and Pesquera Sanford, responsible for vessel leasing. Early results and market 

acceptance have been encouraging. Sanford’s foreign direct investment assets in Argentina built on the 

knowledge developed in Chile and Namibia. Synergies with the New Zealand hoki operation have 

emerged as Argentine hoki is produced to the same specifications as the New Zealand product for 

international customers. 

Since 1986 Sanford has developed fishing in international waters. Sanford has fished for 

orange roughy in the Indian Ocean and for toothfish in the South Atlantic. It is fishing for skipjack 

tuna in the South West Pacific and selling this directly to canneries in the Pacific Islands and Thailand. 

Sanford tuna vessels operate as part of a larger fleet involving the recently purchased Suminovich 

vessel amongst others (Sanford annual report 2004). Fishing in international waters and landing the 

fish elsewhere is a mechanism for ensuring excess fishing capacity does not lie idle. By being involved 

in the tuna fishery, Sanford is once again making sure it is involved in a fishery it perceives as lucrative 

before, in this case, international quota are introduced. 

Short term overseas ventures and the shifting international fishing effort raise the question of 

whether Sanford is expected to act in a sustainable and environmentally conscientious way beyond 
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New Zealand waters. How long Sanford remains in Argentina is a moot point, but a pattern of 

overseas investment is starting to emerge. Using New Zealand expertise and its own vessels Sanford is 

buying into overseas fisheries then fishing, exploiting the fishery and, as catch begins to decline, 

moving on. Utilising the solid capital base and the backstop of allocated quota in New Zealand, 

Sanford appears to be able to successfully exploit less effectively managed fisheries and fishing spaces 

before moving on to the next fishing site. 

The QMS was expected to result in the development of new species and products as 

companies now had a secure asset in which it was worth investing (Shallard 1996). Certainty of access 

would enable companies to plan more effectively and invest in developing new fisheries. Sanford has 

played a role in developing both the New Zealand scampi fishery and the Antarctic toothfish fishery – 

the latter may earn Sanford in excess of $3 million in annual sales (Chapple 2003). Based on Sanford’s 

overseas behaviour these developments may prove to be unsustainable without significant regulation. 

Aquaculture 

Sanford has extended control to the biophysical environment in order to ensure throughput in 

factories, and thus secure supply and reduce risk when wild fish stocks fluctuate. Aquaculture has 

become a significant part of Sanford operations, with some 144 aquaculture sites New Zealand wide 

(Sanford Limited 2003a). Aquaculture and especially greenshell mussel (Perna canaliculus) production, 

has increased significantly in New Zealand (Appendix IV). Sanford now process greenshell mussels at 

three locations in New Zealand. In the Coromandel area Sanford farm and harvest approximately  

1 000 tonnes of greenshell mussels and, with supplies from independent and contract growers, process 

close to 3 000 tonnes of mussels at its Coromandel processing plant. In Stewart Island, Sanford also 

farms over 3 000 tonnes of mussels per annum. After growing and harvesting, these mussels are 

transported directly to a dedicated mussel processing facility opened early in 2000 in Bluff. This factory 

produces mainly half-shell frozen products. Sanford’s largest area of farms is located in and around the 

Pelorus Sound in the Marlborough Sounds. These are run as part of a large integrated operation 

including an extensive fleet of vessels to seed, reseed, maintain and harvest mussels, and the newly 

expanded Havelock processing plant. 

Sanford has not limited itself to mussels. In 1993, with world salmon prices at a low and the 

major market, Japan, in recession, Sanford purchased Big Glory Seafoods at Stewart Island together 

with a modern processing plant in Bluff. Approximately 1 500 tonnes of salmon are harvested each 

year and mainly sold chilled in the Japanese market. In the Whangaroa and Houhora harbours in the 

north of New Zealand, Sanford owns farms that grow pacific oysters. The oysters are processed in the 

upgraded Kaeo processing facility into individually quick frozen and graded half-shell products ready 

for use straight from the specially designed packaging. 

The rapid development of the greenshell mussel industry is indicative of the potential for 

aquaculture in New Zealand. Total exports have increased from $24 million in 1988 to $185 million in 

2002 (Appendix IV). In 1990 aquaculture accounted for ten percent of the total volume of seafood 
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supplied and Sanford had expected it to contribute 22 percent by 2002. However, by 2003 mussels 

comprised 11 percent of the volume of sales (Sanford annual report 1990; 2003). This is due to other 

seafood products competing with mussels, increased competition amongst New Zealand producers 

impacting the market, and a government moratorium on further marine farm licenses. Aquaculture 

continues to provide Sanford’s growth. However secure tenure and access to coastal space will 

continue to be a major concern for this sector. Moreover, what initially was a niche product is rapidly 

becoming a commodity as overseas production comes on line. 

Expansion into aquaculture has shifted production beyond capture fisheries, but also raises 

new challenges. Mid-water aquaculture directly impinges on the spatial rights of quota owners by 

limiting where they may fish. Aquaculture and the control of the biophysical environment present new 

opportunities to control throughput to meet market demands and seasonal changes through 

maturation control (Anderson, J. 2002). Significantly aquaculture, whilst still the purview of MFish, lies 

outside the QMS and as such the constraints are different, regulatory frameworks are still evolving and 

spatial allocation including territorial use rights will be allocated under the Resource Management Act, 

and the Aquaculture Reform Act 2005. This new regulatory environment will require new skills and 

different institutional knowledges. Sanford is responding to these by demonstrating a substantial 

investment in Aquaculture prior to reform thus giving it a ‘voice’ in any reform that takes place. But it 

has taken nine years and there is still no end to the moratorium on licences in Marlborough and it is 

three years since the introduction of a national moratorium on licences, and the ‘QMS-style’ security 

that firms were hoping for has yet to eventuate.54 

Growing more value 
Sanford concentrated on exporting fish with little or no emphasis on adding value. There were 

efforts to maximise value on what was sold but little product development. Sanford was concerned 

with gaining and maintaining access to markets and with altering the nature of raw product sold 

primarily to intermediate markets. There were developments in processing and packing that altered the 

nature of the product exported. Sanford followed the general industry trend of processing finfish and 

shifting away from exporting whole or head and gutted fish. Titchener (1981) describes the 

development of the ‘iki-jime’55 snapper market and continued efforts to meet the expectations of 

                                                 
54 The national moratorium was originally for two years from 26 March 2002, and extended until 31 December 
2004. The extension was required as the Government wanted to ensure that  aquaculture reform was consistent 
with the developing policy on the foreshore and seabed. The moratorium also gave local councils time to begin 
preparing for the new regime created by the Aquaculture Reform Act, which came into force on January 1 2005. 
55 Literally ‘stabbing death’. Spiking, or iki-jime, will kill the fish instantly and prevent the stress conditions that 
occur when the fish is left to die in the normal way. There are two main iki-jime methods: from the top of the 
head or through the gill cover. The first method is used for most medium-sized fish where a sharp spike is driven 
into the brain from the right side of the head. The position of spiking is diagonal and about 2 cm behind the eye. 
Smaller fish can be spiked through the gill opening with a sharp knife. This will both spike and bleed the fish. 
The aim of both methods is to destroy the hind brain of the fish, which is the part of the brain controlling 
movement. Another iki-jime method is to open a hole to the spinal cord of the fish and pass a stiff nylon fibre 
down the cord. Spiking can significantly decrease spoilage if combined with rapid chilling. Spiking is only 
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quality that markets demanded through better processing facilities and handling of the fish. Sanford 

does not so much add value as work out how best to extract the maximum return from the semi-

processed goods it sells. 

Following the introduction of the QMS the emphasis has shifted. While semi-processed or 

unprocessed seafood still makes up a significant proportion of exports, more and more firms are 

seeking ways to achieve better returns. This has led Sanford to divert seafood previously sold whole or 

head and gutted to exporting either as fillets or in a chilled form (Sanford annual report 1996 p.9). In 

1994 Sanford informed its shareholders that “the quality of the fish is of a very high standard which is 

now recognised by our most discerning buyers” (Sanford 1994, 21). Improvements in technology and 

air freight linkages have meant Sanford now targets premium airfreight markets for fresh fish on a daily 

basis (Sanford annual report 2002). Sanford has also maximised value by altering the capital-labour 

relationship through the addition of new technologies such as automated filleting machines and freezer 

technologies. 

As customers realise the added-value potential of hoki, the price of the intermediate product 

that Sanford provides improves. American fast food chains recognised both the quality of the product 

and the certainty of supply and they have begun to buy greater volumes (Sanford annual report 1996). 

Related to this added value potential are notions of quality. For example hoki blocks (large frozen 

white fish blocks) gained purchase in the European markets and were considered a balance between 

quality, stable supply and consumer acceptance (Sanford annual report 1998). Sanford made efforts to 

improve the quality and form of the product, but did not look to alter the nature of the product – it 

was still supplying convenient ready-to-use frozen fillets and blocks. By altering the packaging lines (for 

instance, the size of boxes) Sanford is able to capture value-added to its products which was previously 

captured by operators further up the production chain. 

Quality is a nebulous and ongoing challenge (Mansfield 2003b). Unilever and Frozen Fish 

International declared that New Zealand processors’ hoki quality was sub-optimum in 2003 and quality 

issues had resulted in product rejections (Chapple 2003). These were moved to other markets 

(presumably less discerning and less lucrative). Quality could be achieved by not dragging hoki nets for 

too long, training staff, and improving quality control during production and processing. Sanford 

resolved these issues by getting specialist advisors from the customer to offer input into processing, 

and it has now passed more stringent quality testing and acceptance programmes (Sanford annual 

report 2004). Quality is also shaped by perceptions of the fishery and the production process. Sanford 

worked hard to alter European perceptions of South American hoki being a lower quality priced 

product (Sanford annual report 2002). Sanford has continued to develop the ‘clean green’ image of 

New Zealand as a marketing tool and underpins its sales with a sustainable seafood strategy by 

reporting on its sustainable development programmes. Recently these efforts have become part of the 

                                                                                                                                                    
effective if the fish is alive when it is carried out (Slack-Smith 2001). The belief is that blood contained in the 
fishes flesh retracts to the gut cavity, thus producing a better coloured and flavoured fillet. 
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wider triple bottom line reports that provide detailed coverage. Thus quality is constructed throughout 

the production, process and marketing system. 

In summary, Sanford has grown value. This value is not necessarily in the traditional sense of 

adding value and constructing different or new products. Rather, Sanford has maximised the value it 

gets from its products by focusing on developing fresh and chilled product, and aligning production 

techniques and the end product with the quality expectations of specific markets (sometimes this has 

been as simple as a new carton). For Sanford, growing value for its low-value high-volume products is 

not about addressing the expectations of end users but about meeting the expectations of intermediate 

customers who then transform Sanford product into a number of different products. When it comes 

to high-value species Sanford has grown more value, not by processing fish, but by supplying fresh or 

chilled whole product that still has much of the potential value in it. Growing value is related to 

developing and maintaining markets. Sanford’s primary business in fishing and aquaculture relies on 

maintaining sound export markets and relationships in dynamic markets (especially Europe and North 

America). Its strategies balance expansion options with the need to continue to return adequate 

dividends to shareholders and increase the underlying value of the company. 

Sanford is operating in an international market shaped not by supply and demand but by 

supply and command. Supply and command or buyer-driven relationships have led to large retail 

chains and intermediate suppliers (such as Unilever) shaping the ways in which fish is supplied. Global 

markets are shaped more by the expectations of these actors who have expectations of when, where 

and how fish should be supplied. Sanford has responded to this by developing forward linkages. These 

linkages are increasingly about security and preferential access to foodservice and retail distribution 

channels in Sanford’s key export markets. Sanford seeks to develop “sustainable seafood” to enhance 

negotiations with customers who are becoming more selective in their suppliers (Sanford annual report 

2002; Chapple 2003). Sanford has developed international relationships and investments at the other 

end of the supply chain. Sanford has maintained direct investment in the Canadian companies 

Fisheries Products International (FPI – 14.9 percent share holding) and, until recently, High Liner 

Foods Incorporated (9.4 percent share holding).56 The investment into FPI is a means of accessing an 

extensive foodservice distribution business in such a way as to benefit both parties (Sanford 2004). 

Moreover, “Sanford continues to pursue alliances and partnerships with leading seafood businesses to 

capitalise on the changes and opportunities evolving in North America and Europe” (Sanford Limited 

2003b). These investments are designed to assist the consolidation of supply chains (Sanford annual 

report 2002). Moreover, Sanford has used foreign direct investment to gain access to the lucrative 

Chinese market. In September, 2004 Sanford invested 25 percent in Weihai Don Wong Foods Limited 

(Sanford Limited 2004b). Sanford’s decision to proceed with this investment was driven by recognition 

of China as a market economy and its links with a co-investor, Don Wong. Efforts to grow more value 

                                                 
56 In 2003 Sanford sold its interests in High Liner stating that as High Liner had shifted emphasis to other food 
interests it no longer reflected the Sanford’s strategy of forward integration (Sanford annual report 2004). 



CHAPTER FIVE: COMPETITIVE FIRM BEHAVIOUR 

 

161 

have led Sanford to build capacity in new arenas. While it has been able to draw on core competencies 

of fish processing and marketing to sell aquaculture product it has had to learn new skills – some of 

which it has purchased, others it has learnt through trial and error. In addition, in growing more value 

Sanford may be more professional in its relationships and its expectations of its partners. 

New geographies of production 
Sanford’s growth strategies have resulted in new geographies of production. This new 

geography is both national and international in scope and has links beyond the fishing and filleting of 

fish to marketing and distribution. Moreover, this new geography is an outcome of the streamlining 

and reorganisation of production that Sanford has undertaken since the introduction of the QMS.  

New Zealand fishing is predominantly export oriented and Sanford must compete in international 

markets. Export prices are to a large part dictated by supply and demand conditions in the 

international market. The key to increasing profits is to control domestic cost structures. From 1984-

2003 the scale and scope of Sanford operations have changed from being New Zealand oriented and 

centred on solely capture fisheries to an extensive production network including significant aquaculture 

production, overseas fishing and foreign direct investment in fishing, processing and seafood 

distribution companies. 

In 1984 Sanford had fish processing sites in Auckland, Tauranga, Timaru and Christchurch, 

and it supplied fish to 20 countries. Apart from the large investment in fishing the company operated 

public cool stores (Coolstores NZ Ltd), and shipbuilding and marine engineering interests. Sanford 

had a number of subsidiary companies as well as a joint venture arrangement with Japanese interests 

through its ownership of Feron. Production was focused on processing New Zealand fish in four key 

sites: Auckland, Tauranga, Christchurch and Timaru. All the processing facilities had excess capacity 

and the company was well aware that inshore catches would not address this challenge. The 

Whangaroa oyster farms were a mechanism for addressing the seasonality of production (much like 

rabbits earlier) rather than replacing the mainstay of fish processing. 

By 2004 Sanford had expanded considerably. It has fish processing sites in Auckland, 

Tauranga, Timaru, Oamaru and Bluff, and has acquired then closed other sites (Wanganui, Hikurangi, 

Christchurch and Nelson) as it streamlined production to achieve economies of scale and scope. 

Together the use of hoki freezer trawlers and cuts in hoki quota meant that there is excess capacity 

onshore. Sanford responded by closing the Nelson plant inherited from Wilson-Neill (making 

approximately 90 workers unemployed). It has developed extensive marine farming activities, owning 

or leasing farms that grow pacific oysters, greenshell mussels and king salmon. Marine farming has also 

led to processing facilities being set up at Havelock and Coromandel, and the Bluff plant is now 

utilised for both aquaculture and capture fisheries processing. Sanford has developed foreign fishing 

interests in Argentina and an involvement in the international Western and Central Pacific tuna fishery. 

It has also focused on strategically important customers and the markets they supply. Efforts to meet 
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these expectations have led Sanford to invest in brand companies such as FPI and High Liner and to 

provide product in forms that these value-adding processors prefer as well as to develop links in new 

and emerging economies such as China. Lastly, Sanford has revisited the retail market in New Zealand 

by taking the lead in developing the Auckland Fish Market. 

Although this new geography is richer and more complex, Sanford has continued to focus on 

its core competencies – catching, processing and selling product primarily to intermediate customers 

who add value later. In order to maintain supply Sanford has expanded operations beyond the physical 

reach of the QMS by developing overseas fishing and beyond the regulatory reach of the QMS by 

developing its aquaculture interests. Despite some traditional value-added, Sanford has grown value by 

maximising the returns on the products it sells through improved quality, technological innovation and 

reorganising production to achieve higher quality. This has led to greater use of freezer vessels and the 

decline of some onshore processing capacity. This new geography of production also includes overseas 

capture fisheries that are linked into Sanford’s production, processing and marketing chain. 

Conclusion 
Sanford’s investments into overseas fisheries and along the supply chain, as well as the 

investment in aquaculture, lend support to the idea that the QMS has not resulted in the performance 

gains that many predicted. The QMS may not be as profitable and productive as first envisaged. 

Sanford has adopted growth and investment strategies through foreign direct investment, indirect 

investment, new species and aquaculture. However, Sanford has tended to focus on export marketing 

with little commitment to product development, Le Heron’s (1980) second stage of export activity. 

Sanford seeks to mitigate risks associated with the uncertainty (including the seasonality) of 

fishing, the uncertainty of operating in a global market (including fluctuating currency exchange rates), 

and the uncertainty of new regulation that saw the fishing industry in court challenging the TAC 

setting mechanism on at least one occasion (Sanford annual report 1997; Batstone and Sharp 1997). 

Sanford’s strategies resonate with James Anderson’s (2002 p.149) ideas concerning property rights and 

control. As property rights strengthened, but also as prospects for (local) increases in TACC proved 

limited, Sanford invested in new technologies (including aquaculture), became more forward looking, 

and gained more control of the production and marketing systems through overseas ventures in Chile, 

Namibia and Argentina, and investment in FPI and High Liner. Whether overseas fishing is indicative 

of increased productivity and performance remains unclear. However, Sanford is making better use of 

wild stocks and expanding its aquaculture interests. By expanding through the commodity chain, 

developing forward linkages, emphasising rapid fresh delivery to markets, taking maximum advantage 

of the freshness premium and accessing extensive foodservice distribution networks, Sanford has tried 

to break with Clapp’s (1998) inexorable resource cycle scenario. For Sanford, the success of the QMS 

is the security of quota rights and the bankability this asset entails. It has enabled Sanford to explore 

alternative options beyond the QMS with quota as a backstop to investment. 
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Sanford has been consistent in its strategy. It focuses on the fishing end of the commodity 

chain, developing joint ventures and marketing arrangements when they are needed. Sanford has 

increased sales dramatically and profits have kept pace. Profits have trended upwards since the 

institution of the QMS, but the trend line obscures the variability of these profits from year to year. 

ITQ and the QMS have, it seems, been sending the right signals to Sanford and it has behaved 

accordingly. Sanford has adopted growth strategies that are in part driven by the QMS which blocks 

Sanford from expanding fishing effort. Sanford has expanded into new fisheries (not necessarily 

successfully), looked for development opportunities outside the QMS (although the current 

moratorium on marine farming has stymied development in this area) and promoted overseas 

investment beyond New Zealand jurisdiction as a means of securing profit. 

In conclusion, Sanford exhibits two, at times contradictory, behaviours. Reminiscent of 

Harris’s (1998 p.329 ) buffalo hunters, overseas Sanford moves in early to fisheries that are poorly 

regulated, exploits the fishery, and exits before regulation is introduced. In New Zealand, Sanford also 

exhibits professional behaviours as it builds capacity, develops core competencies in deepwater fishing 

and builds a better corporation. These two behaviours are shaped by the regulatory environments and 

the ability of Sanford to tailor its fishing practices to exploit those fisheries management regimes that 

are not stringent enough to constrain the cowboy behaviour associated with open access. 

Sealord New Zealand: the seafood experts 

In 2004 TOKM was the third largest individual holder of quota. When combined with Pupuri 

Taonga Trust, which it controls, its fisheries assets are larger than those of Sanford (Appendix III). 

Much of this quota is fished by Sealord New Zealand Limited (Sealord), which has secure access to 

about 21 percent of total fishing quota and 30 percent of the national hoki quota (Sealord 2004).57 

Sealord faces the same constraints as Sanford when negotiating sustainability and profitability: a finite 

resource, a global market and foreign currency challenges. However, because of its 50 percent 

ownership by TOKM through Aotearoa Fisheries Limited, Sealord must not only meet profit 

maximising goals but must also acknowledge notions of kaitiakitanga that extend beyond the 

biophysical environment to include communities and specifically iwi who had traditionally played a 

significant role in fisheries. These added responsibilities shape the strategies of the firm. 

In 1965 New Zealand Sea Products (NZSP) was formed. It was the beginning of what was to 

become Sealord. NZSP targeted the Australian market with high-volume low-value species and failed 

as catches exceeded sales. Wonder Foods Limited purchased the Nelson facilities and continued to 

focus on high-volume low-value less preferred species for bulk processing into fish fingers for 

Unilever and on canning paua, as well as fruit and vegetables, during the off season. Wonder Foods 

formed a joint venture with a Japanese trading company in 1971 for exploratory deep-water fishing and 

                                                 
57 The rest of TOKM’s fisheries quota was leased to iwi and is currently in the process of being allocated. 
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to market surimi in Japan. In 1973 Wonder Foods changed its name to that of its consumer label – 

Sealord and in 1974 parent company Wonder Foods was taken over by Carter Holt Harvey (CHH) 

(Johnson and Haworth 2004). In the late 1970s the shareholding of Sealord was restructured again, 

with 24 percent purchased by the Hohsui Corporation of Japan (Moon 1999). 

Throughout the 1970s and ‘80s Sealord was at the forefront of development (Johnson and 

Haworth 2004). It began with no catching capacity and no base on which to build a traditional fishing 

business. Everything was experimental, from canning paua and fish fingers to deep-water fishing. 

Sealord was one of the first to exploit ‘new fisheries’, which put it at the forefront of the orange 

roughy and hoki booms. The revenue this generated facilitated the growth of the deep-water fleet and 

the expansion of onshore processing facilities. Its approach was quite different from that of Sanford. 

Prior to the QMS, Sealord can be characterised as looking for competitive advantage by 

developing and supplying new products and strengthening relationships along the supply chain beyond 

New Zealand. It focused on value-added in species that other companies considered unprofitable. Its 

history of restructuring and investment relationships with other companies made it willing to continue 

to engage with and foster new links with other enterprises. Moreover, this meant that Sealord gained 

experience negotiating ongoing relationships with companies that may have only had a passing interest 

in fishing (such as CHH and later Brierley). Sealord was prepared to deliver anything it could profitably 

process, anywhere and in any form that the customer wanted. This was fundamentally different from 

the traditional approach of Sanford, and this willingness to establish new connections and foster 

relationships beyond traditional markets remains today. 

In 1990 CHH purchased the Hohsui holdings, and in the same year acquired Fletcher 

Fishing’s deep-water operations. Sealord proved to be one of CHH’s strongest performers, earning 

$246 million in 1991 (Carter Holt Harvey annual report 1992). At this time CHH was progressively 

absorbed into foreign ownership, compromising its ownership of Sealord. CHH had too much foreign 

ownership, thus breaching the statutory limits of the Fisheries Act (1983) concerning foreign 

ownership and quota (Kelsey 1993 p.261). In 1992 CHH accepted the bid of a TOKM/Brierley 

consortium and Sealord ownership changed once more. In 2001 Sealord’s ownership structure 

changed again, as TOKM and Nippon Suisan Kaisha (Nissui) purchased Brierley’s half share for $208 

million.58 Overseas ownership restrictions were effectively sidestepped by shifting TOKM’s entire 

quota into a ‘paper’ trust and leasing the quota for the nominal sum of $100 per annum (Milne 2003). 

This partnership is significant because it marries TOKM’s (and Sealord’s) fishing assets with Nissui’s 

extensive market connections in global seafood product markets. 

                                                 
58 Nippon Suisan Kaisha (Nissui) is the second-largest marine products firm in Japan. Nissui’s fishing operations 
account for more than 45% of its sales. Nippon Suisan Kaisha also processes frozen foods and distributes them. 
Other business segments include production of pharmaceuticals, oils, and cold storage services. Nippon Suisan 
Kaisha has operations in Argentina, Chile, China, Indonesia, the Netherlands, Russia, Singapore, and Vietnam. 
Nissui has also acquired Unilever's North American seafood businesses 
(http://www.nissui.co.jp/english/enterprise.html). 
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Following the introduction of the QMS, Sealord adopted strategies that have built on past 

experiences and its corporate culture. These are further tempered by its responsibilities not only as a 

corporate citizen but its perceived obligations to iwi. There is a sense of responsibility that extends not 

just to shareholders but to all Maori and to future generations, as Doug McKay, CEO of Sealord, 

notes: 

For me the relevance of the Treaty thing and its interests to me and my career and being a 
New Zealander and so on is that they call it the Sealord Deal, back in ’91 or ’89, somewhere 
around there, and as part of Treaty reparations if you like, the Government acquired Sealord 
and made it available through the Commission. We’re here working to build value, to protect 
the value of a pretty important historical piece of [the] Treaty, commercial reparations and so 
on. 

McKay pers. comm., 2003 

It is clear that McKay and the management are aware of the responsibility to build value for 

future generations. Part of this responsibility includes generating jobs and developing skills in the 

industry and particularly for Maori, and is reflected in its involvement in the Nelson-Marlborough 

Seafood Cluster and the Seafood Industry Training Organisation (SITO). The goal is “a network of 

educational training skill, development enterprises working in conjunction with commercial fishing 

operations to provide real hands on credible skill development that creates a work force of the future 

and leaders that know a lot about the fishing business” (McKay pers comm., 2003). Such an approach 

does more than place Maori in the fishing business; it places them in the business of fishing. 

Furthermore, by up-skilling and training Maori the quality and consistency of quality that a customer-

focused strategy demands can be achieved. This wider responsibility to Maoridom also places Sealord 

in a bind. As quota is allocated Sealord will be competing directly with iwi-operated fishing ventures 

for markets and fishing assets. 

Sealord’s post-the QMS growth strategies are a reflection of its historical value-added and 

market-focused approach, and centre on creating a strong brand that continues to shift the company 

away from being a fishing company to a seafood products company. In order to achieve this it has 

formed strong relationships throughout the supply chain and developed a comprehensive brand 

franchise with distributors and retailers. This brand extends beyond New Zealand to incorporate a 

global seafood label. The fostering of a seafood label and customer-focused growth enable Sealord to 

address the challenge of scarce resources in global markets that demand consistency of supply (McKay 

pers comm., 2003). Moreover, creating a seafood brand simultaneously enables a point of difference 

because all goods under that label from other products and new or different fish products can be 

introduced under that label with a homogenous identity. 

The seafood product label and brand simultaneously ensures product differentiation and 

homogeneity. A label differentiates Sealord product from all others. The label also means that any fish 

produced under this label is perceived as being the same regardless of where it is caught or processed. 

The seafood brand facilitates both value adding and securing more product to enable continued value-

adding. Furthermore, creating a seafood brand can be summed up as a response to the natural 
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volatilities of Sealord’s business and trying to secure stability and certainty in the earnings profile. By 

repositioning Sealord as a seafood product company a number of opportunities present themselves as 

McKay states: 

So you think about what that means. You can catch your own, you can buy it off other 
people, you can trade it – you know, you can develop a brand franchise so you can put more 
products under there [the label] and create value for consumers. So it opens up more 
possibilities, I think, that are inherently lower risk and also might have higher returns. 

McKay pers. comm., 2003 

In the statement above there are a number of strategies that have been brought to bear under 

the auspices of brand creation. They are all, however, geared toward selling New Zealand seafood 

product. It is possible to grow more product by catching or harvesting your own, buying it or trading 

it. It is possible to grow value using the brand by ensuring consistency of supply, quality and price. The 

brand rather than the product is ascribed value because of the implicit assumptions associated with it. 

Despite involving itself with other fish product and other fisheries these are just mechanisms for 

expediting the sale of New Zealand seafood. Entering markets with a wide range of species and trading 

others under the Sealord label enables Sealord to sell more of its own seafood product. This emphasis 

on seafood products has required Sealord to grow both more product and more value and it has done 

so in a number of ways. 

Growing more product 
McKay attributes the success of Sealord to the development of two key products: hoki and the 

greenshell mussels, and the expansion of production in both of them: 

Why has Sealord been successful? Sealord has developed a new business, really two new 
businesses. It commercially developed hoki. It wasn’t the first in, but it was the first to do 
something commercially with hoki and it is New Zealand’s biggest fishery today. And the 
second one is development of the greenshell mussel industry. So those were pretty far 
reaching and innovative ideas back then. The company is still a hoki and greenshell mussel 
company. It’ll be a while before other species are bigger than those two species in our 
portfolio. 

McKay pers. comm., 2003 

Sealord sought to grow more product by developing overseas interests. It controls 40 percent 

of the Australian hoki quota through a 50/50 joint venture with Tasmanian company Petuna (it also 

has Australian quota for orange roughy, ling and other species). Both Sealord and Petuna supply 

vessels and fish are processed in Tasmania before being marketed through Sealord’s extensive 

marketing and sales network. Sealord has also invested in South America. In 1987 CHH invested in 

forestry and fishing in Chile. The Chilean fishing business was based entirely on fishmeal production, 

whereas Sealord viewed hoki as a basic ingredient for consumer packs and value added production. 

While Chilean investors viewed this as a long term investment Sealord did not and withdrew in 1991. 

Following this Sealord invested in Namibia, setting up a harvest and processing business from scratch 

that targeted orange roughy and hake (1996-2001). Sealord has since reduced its interests in Namibia as 

orange roughy catches declined. 
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Sealord returned to South American in 2000 investing in Argentina. Investment was made in 

the expectation that Argentina would introduce a quota management regime and the joint venture 

would be allocated quota that would more than cover the cost of investment. It developed a 50/50 

joint venture, Yuken, which has performed poorly due to political instability and continuing delays in 

introducing a fisheries quota system (Lo-Ho-Sang 2001). In 2004 Sealord returned to Chile in a joint 

venture with Nissui and Chilean company Fruisor. Still in its formative stage, the joint venture will 

create a new company called Europacifico, with an expected turnover of $100 million (Chapple 

2004b). 

Sealord’s southern hemisphere fishing expansion is a strategy for accessing more product and 

building up a security of supply across a number of different locations. This strategy is part of meeting 

the obligations of the brand and value adding. As Phil Lough, former Sealord chief executive, 

acknowledges “hoki… is the biggest piece of Sealord’s balance sheet and our customers want it in a 

value-added form, not commodity form” (quoted in Lilley 2000). With reductions in New Zealand 

hoki quota, South American hoki can be marketed through the Sealord network. This strategy appears 

to manage risk by sourcing from multiple locations, species and companies so that when natural 

variation occurs there is another fishery supplying the same or similar product. This strategy may go 

some way to addressing the fleet overcapacity problems that Sealord are facing in New Zealand hoki, 

but may do little to address the subsequent overcapacity in processing facilities and staff that flow on 

from hoki quota reductions or long term supply issues in hoki. 

As with Sanford, so Sealord has looked to grow more product by moving beyond the QMS 

regulatory framework. Sealord has developed extensive greenshell mussel processing capacity 

(processing approximately 400 tonnes per week) and expanded farming operations to include 50 farms 

owned by Sealord and relationships with up to 40 independent contractors (Sealord 2004). Mussels are 

commodity products that represent a challenge to Sealord, who are focused on growing more value: 

They [mussels] are one of the most commodity oriented businesses I’ve ever seen. When I 
came here I was told they’re New Zealand’s value added future in aquaculture. 
Well, I didn’t believe that. 
And as an industry I think we’ve got a lot of work to do before we can go public and say 
we’re a value-added business. There’s no doubt in my mind that greenshell mussels today are 
a commodity business and that’s the way we’re running the business here at Sealord. 

McKay pers. comm., 2003 

Unlike Sanford it has looked to extract greater returns through value-added, processing and 

product innovation in mussel production: 

Eugene Rees – So you’re not adding value on mussels? 
Doug McKay – We’re trying … but it’s not easy. To my mind we’re the only player to launch 
new products using greenshell mussel in the last year. A couple of those are very interesting. 
One is a ‘Steamer’… we’re actually selling that through Wal-Mart in the US. You just 
microwave it and it plays to the American consumer’s desire for convenience… No one is 
doing anything like this; everyone else is into commodity meat production, standard half 
shell. So the industry’s just not anywhere near where it should be in terms of value added 
potential. 

McKay pers. comm., 2003 
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The seafood label and the seafood product focus emphasise the value-added strategies. 

Sealord, however, is pragmatic and realises that while developing value-added works, sometimes there 

is little point in developing excessive value-added in a market that may not demand or require it. 

Sealord has grown more product. Its approach has been different from Sanford in that it has 

not done so through direct acquisition, although the streamlining of production within TOKM 

resulted in the Moana Pacific’s Nelson plant and assets being placed under Sealord control. Rather, 

Sealord has garnered product through a series of joint ventures overseas. Overseas fishing secures 

more product, but in Sealord’s case it also is concerned with meeting the expectations of global 

markets and specifically Sealord’s customers’ expectations of consistency of supply. Moreover, Sealord 

has expanded its aquaculture production. Growing more product has served the purpose of ensuring 

certainty for value-added strategies as well as meeting the expectations of creating a global seafood 

brand. To achieve this requires certainty of product or at least certainty of product substitution that 

meets the expectation of the consumer. Growing more product for Sealord is about adjusting catching 

and processing to the opportunities that markets present rather than finding markets for the goods 

they produce. 

Growing more value 
Many New Zealand seafood companies have developed overseas markets for their own 

brands and Sealord has led the way. Sealord has developed branded value-added consumer products 

for international markets. Sealord’s extensive marketing organisation focuses on the consumer end of 

the market. Sealord has continued to upgrade and develop value-added in species such as hoki and the 

aforementioned mussels. In the 1980s hoki appeared to have few desirable attributes. It could be 

caught only two months of the year and it spoiled easily if not handled carefully at all stages of the 

distribution chain. Many people considered hoki fit only for cat food and at best it could only be 

processed into surimi (Rhoades 1993). By the late 1990s hoki was being prepared and packed in the 

ways that customers wanted it, under their brand, or in a Sealord packet. Sealord has introduced 

products for specific markets including kirimi (hoki fry) product for Japan. Sealord sells hoki portions 

and fillets to restaurants in Asia. It supplies McDonalds™ restaurants throughout Asia and it sells 

specialist cuts of ling to Cathay Pacific Airlines (Johnson and Hayworth 2004). Sealord recognise that 

there is a premium for fresh fish, and that value occurs through processing innovation that enables 

fresh hoki to be processed into specialist products. Processing innovation has resulted in the adoption 

of new technologies, emphasising new product development for new and existing markets. 

ER – So you have looked to fish “better” in New Zealand. QMS was supposed to get people 
to look at adding value and all that sort of thing? 
DM - Well, no we’re doing that, we’re out on the leading edge of value-added in  
New Zealand, particularly on hoki. We’re the only one doing fresh hoki and filleting it and 
processing it into specialist products. 
ER– And that happens at sea? 



CHAPTER FIVE: COMPETITIVE FIRM BEHAVIOUR 

 

169 

DM – No, that happens here [Nelson] so it is land processed fresh. The sea products, the 
boats go out for 6 weeks and they catch and process at sea so they freeze everything. The 
fresh Hoki transfer fleet of four goes out for a day or two. That Hoki, when you process it 
fresh has different characteristics from frozen. So we do a lot of that. It’s a very specialized 
cut that, fillet cut, that they [the customers] use for their product. 

McKay pers. comm., 2003 

Sealord is perceived by competitors in the New Zealand seafood sector as focusing on value-

adding to the detriment of profits. This is a criticism that McKay rejects as dogma which takes on a 

patina of truth the more it is repeated. He argues that Sealord did not really start to explore value-

added strategies in earnest until after TOKM had taken control, although this contradicts Johnson and 

Hayworth (2004) and the received history of Sealord. Sealord has sought to add value on some species 

and not others: 

DM – That’s not really a valid criticism as value-added didn’t start in earnest until after 
TOKM took over. Sealord have been on a value-added strategy for the last eight years. 
That’s the criticism we get from other players in the industry. I’ve heard it expressed in 
different ways. “Value added is all cost and no value”. We’ve done our work, we’re confident 
we know where value-added is working and where it’s not working. We think we have a 
business model that works around those issues. 
ER – What about the criticism that the more you cut a fish the less value it has? 
DM – I find those labels and historical statements that seem to gather more credibility in 
some organisations the longer they go on. I’d like to see some figures. I think people hide 
behind them and don’t do the work to understand what is really going on. 
There’s no doubt in my mind that the value in our product more than offsets the cost of 
making them. 
ER– Otherwise you wouldn’t do it? 
DM – And they’ve created a lot of value. 

McKay pers. comm., 2003 

Sealord is well aware that the sea products strategy it has undertaken is contrary to the 

approach of others in the industry and that it is not without its critics. In part this is a reflection of a 

different historical institutional approach to the business of seafood. While McKay believes he may be 

more conservative then previous Chief Executives, the ‘grow more value’ ethos and brand creation 

reflect an approach that begins with the market rather than the supply of fish product. 

Growing value under the auspices of market-led innovation has been a strategy since 1988. 

This was, in part, a recognition by consecutive Sealord chief executives that Sealord should be ‘market-

led’. Previously, Sealord developed a number of value-added hoki products which they then introduced 

to the market. As Rhoades (1993 p.3) noted, much to their chagrin “we said to the world here are our 

wonderful products, come and buy them – and once again nobody did”. Sealord reoriented their 

business to the market and looked to supply what the customer wanted as opposed to those goods 

they thought the market needed. This focus has required a shift from intermediate commodity 

customers to end users and includes the production and supply of goods and services which customers 

want, effectively shifting the company from fishing to a seafood products company. 

This customer focus presents a number of ongoing tests for Sealord. Sealord has had to 

establish who its customers are and who they might be in the future. Seafood brokers, importers and 

distributors all act as barriers to knowledge of these customers. Moreover, these new customers (the 
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restaurant chains, hospitals, airlines and other major retail users) have demands: they want consistency 

of portion size, consistency of supply, consistency of quality and consistency of price. Consistency of 

portion size means a lot of by-products as fish don’t come in one size, so markets have to be 

developed for the by-products. Likewise, consistency of supply requires substantial cold-storage 

requirements when fishing seasons are short. Sealord have addressed this to some extent by developing 

extended season fishing and by fishing in other like fisheries. Consistency of quality has meant 

increased training and increased processing technology as well as a willingness to listen to customers. 

Listening to customers means responding to their expectations of the product and quality even when 

that criticism can be negative, as was the case in 2002 when Unilever publicly chastised the hoki 

industry on quality issues: 

Quality is highly variable by vessel. This is very interesting to me. We’re all in the same hoki 
boat. But I have to say, it hasn’t translated into uniform adoption of quality standards. 

And later: 

Once a consumer has had a bad experience with hoki he won’t go back, he’ll go to cod or 
haddock or pollack. So we’re all in the same boat, all of the hoki producers. I’m reliant on 
Sanford to do the right thing with quality as much as I am for my vessels. The industry hasn’t 
faced that issue openly. And it wasn’t until the Unilever guy came down. We [Sealord] 
actually sponsored him to come down here because we wanted the industry to get the 
message. We’d been out there talking to various players and frankly we had people with 
different positions on quality. It was a little bit loose, frankly. Having the guy come down 
knowing that there was a bit of a danger in that because when you throw shit some of it 
sticks. We were implicated along with everyone else. But with the positives and negatives 
we’d be better off if someone told it like it was. Quality has lifted significantly across the hoki 
Industry. But a couple of companies have been de-listed from customers for a year. 

McKay pers. comm., 2003 

Consistency of price has proven a challenge. Rhoades (1993) describes the pressure that 

Sealord felt from shareholders when it contracted to supply product for twelve months at a fixed price, 

an unusual step given the volatility of global seafood prices at the time. When prices collapsed 

customers complained, and when prices recovered shareholders complained, as competitors took 

advantage of profit opportunities. At this time established customers were asking for more product. 

Rhoades (1993 p.6) notes that a series of untraded interdependencies were emerging as customers and 

suppliers learnt to trust each other and Sealord was able to adjust the price to realise more value from 

the product. What is clear is that the successes of value-adding strategies lie partly in the product 

supplied and its quality and surety of supply, but primarily in understanding the customer and a 

conscious commitment to listen and act on what they are saying: 

The relationships with these customers are very strong indeed, and their buyers regularly visit 
Nelson to meet staff on the production lines that make their product. These staff know 
precisely the type of restaurant, the menu items and the handling techniques used by our 
customers, and I can’t over-estimate the comfort that the customer has in personally 
knowing the people on the other side of the world who are producing to his or her 
requirements. 

Source: Rhoades 1993 p.7 
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New Geographies of production 
The totality of actions that Sealord undertakes to establish itself as a global seafood products 

company with a brand that meets customer expectations has led to a different emphasis from the 

geography of production than that of Sanford. Sealord’s brand, seafood products strategy and its 

relationship with Nissui are all part of Sealord’s aim of becoming a global seafood industry player. To 

facilitate international coverage Sealord has set up its own extensive marketing and processing 

operations. These may sell local and regionally specific products and species but also tailor  

New Zealand fish and seafood to meet the expectation of customers. 

Sealord has developed direct overseas investment in which exporting is complemented and 

partially replaced by branch plants (Le Heron’s (1980) fifth stage of export commitment). Processing 

facilities in China, Britain, South America, Tasmania and New Zealand all provide product to Sealord 

specifications that is sold through a marketing network. For example, the Caistor plant in Britain 

processes New Zealand hoki specifically for the supermarket trade in Britain. It enabled Sealord to 

forge a partnership with United Kingdom retailer Waitrose. Sealord uses a combination of  

New Zealand and Northern Hemisphere seafood to supply the 123-store chain with hoki products as 

well as orange roughy, mussels, cod, haddock, sea bass, ribaldo and calamari. The Caistor plant has 

expanded and supplies packaged chilled product and plans to introduce further value-added and 

precooked products in the near future. Under the arrangements with Waitrose, Sealord intends to 

steadily build the market while maintaining quality and value for money for customers. The Caistor 

plant is located close to the marketing office of Sealord Europe (in Grimsby) which is a ‘one stop 

shop’ supplying southern and northern hemisphere seafood to industrial seafood companies, food 

service customers and retail chains throughout Eastern and Western Europe and parts of the Middle 

East (Sealord 2004). The key feature is that Sealord Europe is moving New Zealand product into a 

competitive European market. 

Rhoades describes how Sealord has eschewed the traditional approach of selling in bulk and is 

instead targeting seafood fairs with large amounts of sample product for a more intimate approach: 

Activity on a Sealord stand is somewhat different. We are there primarily to show our five or 
ten customers in that market that we care enough about them to have a presence and we 
really have no intention to sell any product from the stand…. On the side is a small meeting 
room, and from time to time our major customers arrive at pre-arranged times for meetings 
with our marketing staff… 
With a rifle shot, rather than a shotgun approach to marketing, we have a very limited 
number of customers to service and we can afford to take the time to understand their needs 
and develop products to their specifications  

 Source: Rhoades 1993 p.7 

The new geography of production has centred on meeting customer expectations. As much of 

Sealord’s product is exported it must foster overseas markets. In order to achieve this it has set up 

sales offices in key markets and processing facilities that enable it to provide fish product that feeds 

into the marketing network. By its very nature, meeting some customer demands, such as consistency 
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of supply, has necessitated establishing processing facilities closer to markets so products can be tailor-

made to meet local requirements as well as supplying local products particular to local markets. 

While reductions in quota may ensure the survival of the species, it places a strain on a 

company that is heavily reliant on hoki. Recent developments in the hoki fishery, including the cut in 

hoki TACC and the splitting of allocation 60/40 between the east and west coasts, have placed 

considerable pressure on Sealord. The reduction in TACC to 100 000 tonnes in 2004-2005 means that 

Sealord now has excess capacity in both fishing and processing in New Zealand. Furthermore, 

increased fuel costs and the high New Zealand dollar in relation to key foreign currencies all place 

pressure on Sealord (Kennedy 2005). Sealord has tied up its factory vessels the Aoraki, the Avro 

Chieftain and the Aorere. It has also terminated charter arrangements with one of its Ukrainian fishing 

partners and is reviewing the future of all its vessels. Sealord has also responded by centralising 

onshore wet fish processing in Nelson. The mothballing of the Dunedin plant and rationalising of 

fishing effort are both responses to declining hoki quota. While this may cause short term losses the 

potential collapse of the fishery would be a major blow to Sealord because its substantial quota 

holdings would be devalued.  

Conclusion 
Sealord have responded to the QMS by becoming a seafood products company (as opposed to 

a fishing company) that links distant producers and consumers vertically and horizontally. Unlike many 

other New Zealand companies, Sealord has been able to develop this seafood products identity 

because of its size and the assets it holds. Sealord has the critical mass to invest in a vertically 

integrated extensive production network that includes an international office network, a network of 

processing companies and a number of fishing ventures beyond New Zealand. 

Sealord has approached the challenge of sustainability and profitability by deepening the value 

chain using a market-based strategy. Like Sanford it has invested in overseas fisheries and along the 

supply chain, as well as in aquaculture. However, Sealord has also placed a premium on growing more 

value through developing the market end of the production chain. Sealord has tried to ensure a quota 

base on one hand and a customer focused base on the other. It has done this because it views 

commodity production as marginal, characterised by highly volatile returns and declining employment. 

Growing value and focusing on markets and developing a seafood label offers Sealord the prospect of 

maintaining jobs in the fishing industry for Maori even as quantity declines and fishing becomes more 

costly. It has evolved from being a fishing company that developed fisheries beyond New Zealand to 

being a seafood products company that sees distribution and marketing as the mechanisms through 

which it sells its products. It has sought to mitigate the risks of fishing (including seasonality) by 

developing a southern hemisphere fishery that enables them to supply key species such as hoki and 

orange roughy from a number of different fisheries. 
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The southern hemisphere strategy may prove useful in helping to mitigate fleet overcapacity as 

hoki quota reductions bite in New Zealand. Sealord has terminated a number of joint-venture 

arrangements and has placed two flagship trawlers on the market. Given the significant cuts in quota 

and Sealord’s emphasis on being a sea products company, it may prove more feasible to shift away 

from fishing and simply focus on processing and selling fish products. However, in New Zealand this 

will also require a substantial adjustment of processing capacity. Sealord will most likely continue to 

shift value-added processing to overseas plants where labour is cheaper (South America and China) or 

where they are closer to markets and can quickly respond to customer requests (Caistor). 

Sealord has developed value-added products to maximise returns from quota. Whether this 

strategy is a direct outcome of the QMS is uncertain as historically Sealord has always looked to 

promote value added strategies. However, the certainty and relative consistency of catches that the 

QMS provides has enabled Sealord to extend its customer and market focus through value-added. To 

achieve this has required consistency of supply, consistency of product, consistency of quality and 

consistency of cost. As Sealord has met those challenges it has developed trading relationships with 

end market users that are long term, stable and reinforced by face to face contact between end users 

and those who produce the product. 

The strategy of developing a series of ongoing interdependent relationships with end users is 

similar to that described by Rees and Hayter (1996), Hayter and Edgington (1992) and Reiffenstein et 

al. (2002) when discussing firm behaviour in the Canadian forest economy. The overseas expansion, 

forward integration and diversification strategies of Sealord are very similar to the actions of Canadian 

seafood companies in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Williams 1987; Kimber 1989; National Sea 

Products Limited 1991). Like these firms, Sealord has sought to understand and penetrate consumer 

markets in key regions (United Kingdom, Japan, United States and Europe). Being a global seafood 

products company has required Sealord to both understand and negotiate with markets. Understanding 

and learning has been an iterative process that has built on successive experiences and accumulation of 

market knowledge. This accumulation of knowledge has been focused by first sales and marketing 

offices, and later processing facilities geared towards addressing the demands of specific markets. 

The QMS appears to be sending clear signals to Sealord about the status of fish stocks and 

particularly hoki. To address this they have maintained their tradition of joint-ventures which, while 

not as profitable, are less risky and do not tie up capital in fleets. Moreover, they have developed the 

southern hemisphere fishery and aquaculture. However, whether these investment patterns are driven 

solely by issues of sustainability and whether the outcomes have been altered by concerns over 

sustainability remains unclear. 

In conclusion, Sealord has developed a different response to the QMS than that of Sanford. 

This response is in part a function of previous experience but also a response to the QMS. It has 

continued to focus on value added but has also developed a closer understanding and emphasis on the 

market end of the commodity chain. Sealord is a seafood product company and as Doug McKay (pers 
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comm., 2003) argues “all the other stuff we do is just distribution or other vehicles through which we 

move our products”. ITQ and the QMS have, it seems, been sending the right signals to Sealord and it 

has altered its strategy accordingly. Sealord has adopted growth strategies that are in part driven by 

QMS which blocks them from expanding fishing effort. It has expanded into new fisheries, looked for 

development opportunities outside the QMS (although the current moratorium on marine farming has 

stymied development in this area), and promoted overseas investment beyond New Zealand 

jurisdiction as a means of securing product with which they can continue to add value. 

Talley’s Frozen Foods: the fresh name in frozen food 

Talley’s is New Zealand’s seventh largest individual quota holder (Appendix III). Much of 

Talley’s quota holdings are inshore species, whilst its subsidiary, Amaltal, holds substantial deep-water 

quota assets (mostly hoki, hake and ling). Talley’s status as a private family-owned and -operated firm 

and its ties to a specific community (Motueka) and region (Nelson and the top of the South Island) 

have led to ongoing mutually reinforced relationships between Talley’s and fishermen in the region. 

Talley’s experience of the QMS illustrates the formal and informal economic ties between a processor 

and fishermen. Talley’s history and its location in the Nelson region have meant that it has not always 

followed the same strategies as other larger operators. Talley’s had little or no quota allocated to it 

because as a processor it had no catch history. Talley’s has adopted a number of strategies: some are 

similar to those of Sealord and Sanford, and others are not and are a result of the specificities of 

Talley’s. Finally, the experience of Talley’s reveals that the power dynamic between independent 

fishermen and a processor is not static as political, social and economic conditions change. 

Talley’s Fisheries began as a modest fish shop in Motueka selling the catch of local fishermen. 

Ivan Talley (or Talijanich as he was known in his home country) arrived in New Zealand in 1925 and 

followed what Johnson and Hayworth (2004) patronisingly describe as the ‘Dalmatian pattern’: 

labouring, a restaurant in Wellington followed by the fish shop in Motueka. Unlike Albert Sanford, 

after an unsuccessful foray into fishing, Talley sold the vessel and processing shed and returned to 

buying fish from independent fishermen and processing them in a factory at the back of his fish shop. 

In 1964 Ivan Talley died and his sons Michael and Peter took over the business. Since then Talley’s has 

expanded to become a substantial food empire that has built on its core competencies and locational 

advantages. Describing itself as ‘the finest name in frozen food’, the Talley’s group owns everything 

from farms and trucks to fishing trawlers and scallop quota, and it claims to employ 1500 people 

(Talley's Limited 2004). Talley’s had, up until the introduction of QMS, focused primarily on 

processing fish and vegetables. It was best described as a food processing company rather than a 

fishing company. 

Talley’s has responded to the QMS in a number of ways. First and foremost as a processor, it 

was not initially allocated quota, nor did it own any fishing boats. Throughput for the factory prior to 
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1986 was maintained through a series of ongoing relationships with a large number of independent 

fishermen who provided catch. These relationships were maintained through formal and informal 

arrangements that were long established (Parris pers comm., 2003). The introduction of quota meant 

that Talley’s had to secure throughput. Peter Talley (1999 p.247) noted that there were concerns [by 

fish processors] that quotas would be held tightly by fishermen and the opportunity to acquire quotas 

would be very restricted. However, Doug Sanders-Loder, Talley’s Quota Manager, describes a 

competitive quota market in which larger companies from outside the region also competed: 

Talley’s Fisheries don’t own any fishing boats. We have had to go on to the market place 
since the introduction of quota and have had to buy quota simply to be able to ensure our 
throughput and to service the all the inshore fishermen that have traditionally fished for us. 
So there’s a very, very amiable relationship that’s been developed over the years. 

And later: 

We had to be aggressive in a very competitive market and there were some people there, 
some of the bigger companies from away that had no involvement in the area that were 
chasing local fishermen. It was a case of hightailing it around all those individuals that 
thought for one reason or another that they would leave the industry. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

By acting quickly Talley’s were able to purchase quota before fishermen were aware of the true 

(perhaps long-term) value of the property right they had been ascribed. Fishermen in the 

Nelson/Marlborough region had a long relationship with processors and the expectation that having 

sold quota they would be able to lease it back made the decision to sell easier: 

Doug Sanders-Loder – Because of the uncertainty associated with the quota system and it’s 
introduction fishermen became confused about what to do. When one sold, others became 
concerned and began to sell as well. It was important for the company to purchase this quota 
and whilst a big step, essential to maintain satisfactory production. 
ER – Well at the time it must have been a bit of a squeeze financially, but it must have paid 
off by now? 
DSL – Well having quota clearly pays off. Because it provides you with, I guess the 
borrowing power and the ability to do other things and clearly it means we’re able to just 
continue pumping fish through that factory on the basis that we’ve got access to quota. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

Moreover, the long term relationship prior to the QMS also facilitated the sale of quota to Talley’s, a 

local processor embedded in a local community, rather than outside interests. 

The introduction of quota presented Talley’s with an opportunity to secure access to product 

as long as there was TACC. Despite the substantial initial financial outlay involved in purchasing quota, 

Talley’s has effectively solved the dilemma of operating in an area with a surfeit of fish processors. 

Very few independent fishermen in the Nelson region own enough quota to match catch and they 

lease quota off, amongst others, companies such as Talley’s (Guard pers comm., 2003). The 

relationship between independent fishermen who lease quota and processors is unevenly structured. 

Whilst the QMS created a market for property rights it has also constrained the market available to 

fishermen. 

Any flexibility in the formal relationship between independent fishermen who now lease quota 

and multiple processors is effectively constrained. Talley’s initiate formal contracts concerning what 



CHAPTER FIVE: COMPETITIVE FIRM BEHAVIOUR 

 

176 

species are to be fished and where. Informal connections are maintained through such actions as 

gifting (wine, hampers and various functions). Many fishermen talked about the hands-on informal 

approach of Peter Talley and his visits. One described how Peter was driving past and ‘popped in for a 

cup of coffee and a chat’ (Anonymous Nelson Fisherman 2 pers comm., 2003). This seemingly 

innocuous event reinforces the informal relationship and provides an opportunity for mutual 

exchanges of ideas, the airing of grievances and problems, or discussions concerning performance 

before a more formal step is taken by either party and enables Talley to govern through social 

situations: 

We try very hard to ensure that there is not a “them and us” type environment. These guys 
are our bread and butter and it pays for us to embrace them and encourage them and make 
them feel welcome. I mean from a company perspective there are Xmas do’s and free 
turkeys and all sorts of things that go out to their people and there’s nothing untoward about 
it. It’s just a simple Thank-you for having been part of the act. I think it’s well respected. 
Like the guy with the cup of coffee. Peter is not too big to step into a fisherman’s house and 
stop for a Nescafe. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

Fishermen refer to an ‘A’ and ‘B’ list and that Talley’s have funded some fishermen into 

vessels. The lists are an informal series of arrangements in which Talley’s allegedly make use of 

unallocated quota to cover a select few fishermen’s over-catch or bycatch. This facility is not always 

available and is more a back stop than a guarantee. Staying on this ‘A’ list is dependent on guaranteeing 

catch to Talley’s and meeting the performance expectations of the company. Talley’s provided funds 

and loans to a new generation of fishermen in the region. These (comparatively) younger fishermen 

have generally been successful and Talley’s are aware of the relationships and the importance of 

maintaining them: 

ER – Those canny businessmen, I see them as the key actors that drive the industry. Do you 
think that is the case? 
DSL – No question. Those are the ones. Without them we find ourselves at the top of the 
shit pile. Without them it is Talley’s this, Talley’s that. That comment about Peter stopping in 
for a cup of coffee – that is really important because from our perspective it puts the 
industry in balance. Those guys that are running those businesses [successfully] are doing 
that because of a relationship that has been built over the years and they have been 
encouraged to do so. 
I could name four or five very successful fishermen right now that could only have gotten 
there because they walked into this company and said “I want to do this” and they’ve been 
supported ever since. That’s what’s essentially been achieved and the reality is that he made it 
not because of us; he made it because of himself, it’s just that he had confidence in Talley’s 
and Talley’s had confidence in him. 

And later: 

ER – The way that Talley’s pick a winner, someone who’s a winner and they back them. 
That has been a success of Talley’s? 
DSL – Yeah I’m adamant that’s the case. At the end of the day you don’t want to weigh 
yourself down with frustration and drama. You’re better off developing your business so 
those people [successful actors] go away and do it for you; hopefully some of the wealth rubs 
off on them. I’ve found it to be a really important part of what we do here. In some respects 
we have a large degree of control but we happily give some of it way and that’s important 
because it makes these fishermen aware of the rules, more aware of their businesses and 
where their next dollar is coming from. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 
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As a company Talley’s has responded to the perceived inequity of the QMS only being 

allocated to fishing companies and not processing companies by purchasing quota and by a series of 

traded and untraded interdependent relationships that drive access to processing in new and 

unexpected ways. 

Talley’s sought to maintain traditional monopsony processing relationships in which many 

local fishermen had previously been dependent upon the processor to take fish. Talley’s purchase of 

quota gives fishermen the opportunity to either leave the industry or preferably (for Talley’s) to make 

some capital gain on the asset (the quota) and continue to fish it for Talley’s: 

DSL – In some respects it was like winning lotto but still being given the opportunity to 
harvest quota. That appealed to a lot of people. 
ER – So it didn’t actually remove the number of boats or effort from the industry at all? 
DSL – No and we really wanted it that way. We wanted these guys to stay there and harvest 
fish as they had done traditionally. There was a real push towards ensuring that happened. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

For Talley’s there was never any intention of owning a fishing fleet; moreover, Talley’s lack the 

institutional capacity to run vessels and knowledge of the cost structures required to successfully 

maintain a fleet: 

DSL – Large companies have owned boats, they have applied vertically integrated processes 
and we are largely based on inshore and service the inshore fisherman. 
ER – What’s prompted or maintained that position that you’re not to go into boats? 
DSL – It’s simply a matter of sticking with what you are good at. We’ve never been versed in 
the business of running boats; we don’t know the cost infrastructure and all of the detail that 
goes into running that. We are a fish processing company and as a consequence prefer to 
leave our eggs in that basket. We are very fortunate that traditionally in this area 
[Nelson/Marlborough] a large number of inshore fishermen have been privately operating. 
We are fortunate that I guess we have combined each other’s abilities to come up with a 
reasonably good result. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

Talley’s have not committed capital toward purchasing and maintaining a fishing fleet. In part 

this may be a result of the prior experience of Ivan Talley, but it also passes the risk of fishing and the 

ongoing maintenance costs onto fishermen who lease quota, rather than Talley’s which owns the asset. 

Talley’s is still dependent on throughput of fish for success, but any decrease in quota does not lead to 

Talley’s fishing boats being tied up. Furthermore, by not investing in a fleet Talley’s were able to 

compete during the initial sell down of quota using capital to purchase quota rather than a fleet. Such a 

position has been successful because of the long term relationships that had been established between 

the processor and independent fishermen in the region and the nature and character of fishermen as 

well. 

These relationships are not uniform and as Talley’s have grown and expanded it has 

encountered different relationships with fishermen as the fishermen become more astute and aware of 

the value of the asset they control: 
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Three years ago we purchased Deep Cove Fisheries based on the East Coast of the South 
Island. With that we have become involved in a number of fishermen from that area. Those 
fishermen have a totally different mindset from the guys who fished for us for years. All of 
them still own their existing quota and believe in the ability to use it as currency. On the East 
Coast these guys have got large quota parcels, two or three boats, they are good operators. 
So they turn around and say “I’m giving you 15 tonnes of fish – what are you going to give 
me?” So they are always prepared to negotiate on the basis that they’ve got something to 
negotiate with. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

Sanders-Loder views the success of the QMS as being biological. As quota manager for 

Talley’s he believes that there are significant increases in abundance for many of the inshore species for 

which Talley’s holds quota. The positive aspect of the QMS is that it is restricting the number of fish 

caught – even if it may not be restricting the number of inshore fishermen. 

Growing more product 
As with Sanford and Sealord, so has Talley’s grown more product by acquiring existing fishing 

and processing facilities. One such purchase was Deep Cove Fisheries. As described above purchasing 

existing processing operations has meant that Talley’s has had to rethink its relationship with 

independent fishermen and quota holders. It has expanded fish processing facilities to Westport, 

Greymouth, Blenheim and Timaru (Sanders-Loder pers comm., 2003). This reduces the time between 

catching fish and onshore processing and can also be construed as a mechanism for growing more 

value as the quality of the product also increases. 

Like Sanford and Sealord, Talley’s has expanded into aquaculture and has developed extensive 

farming and a processing capacity in the Marlborough Sounds and Golden Bay. These are harvested 

from a mix of company and independent mussel farms. By having processing facilities close to farms a 

higher quality of product is produced (Talley's Limited 2004). Aquaculture investments enable secure 

access to raw material beyond the constraints of the QMS. Investment in aquaculture can also be 

construed as an outcome of institutional learning. Having been caught out by the initial allocation of 

quota in 1986, Talley’s has ensured that by being involved at the outset any future allocation of marine 

farming space based on prior use will have to include it: 

DSL – Things haven’t changed except that naturally we’ve got a bit bigger – employed more 
people and people with new attitudes, that’s all – it’s still a family. The company has got itself 
in mussels, cockles and things have just developed. 
ER – What prompted that diversification into aquaculture?  
DSL – It’s just keeping up with the Joneses. It’s just to make sure you’re involved… It’s also 
a way of keeping them [the competition] honest. You want to make sure that you are 
competitive in the market place. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

By being involved in marine farming and also owning quota, Talley’s has the potential to 

mitigate some of the less desirable (for fishermen) claims of space by marine farmers. Sanders-Loder’s 

dual role as Talley’s Quota Manager and his involvement in the Commercial Fishermen’s Association 

makes him acutely aware of the tensions between marine farming and fishing: 
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Continual marine farm applications give little consideration for existing property rights and 
cause conflict between applicants and existing users. Fishermen are largely non-
confrontational in this respect and simply prefer to involve themselves in fishing and not get 
vocal in terms of the politics. The key to harmony with this continued conflict is to seriously 
consider the need for balance and integration. Fishermen have no problem with marine 
farms. They do have a problem with applications that simply cover their productive grounds. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

Talley’s has grown more product by acquisition and takeover. Talley’s has expanded their 

processing effort by purchasing Deep Cove Fisheries. This purchase brought with it a new set of 

expectations of firm behaviour and relationships between fishermen and processors. As discussed 

earlier, Talley’s has not been able to secure quota in this area and has had to negotiate with fishermen. 

Talley’s has also entered the deep-water fishery through a joint venture with New Zealand company 

Amalgamated Marketing. Established in 1982, this joint venture targeted primarily hoki in the Cook 

Strait which was then processed through Talley’s Motueka plant. Later, Amaltal developed its own 

processing facilities using factory freezer trawlers as deep-water species were exploited beyond Cook 

Strait. Most fish is processed at sea, although there are two fresh fishing trawlers that chill catch that is 

processed in Nelson (Amaltal Limited 2005). Amaltal subsequently entered into a number of joint 

ventures with foreign fishing companies. One outcome has been a firmly established catch history. 

Amaltal holds quota predominantly for hoki, orange roughy, oreo dory, squid, ling, hake and southern 

blue whiting. 

In December 2003 Amalgamated Marketing sold its interests to Talley’s citing a reorganisation 

of investments59. In part this sale may have been a response to the significant cuts in hoki quota and 

the decline in returns on assets this would entail. Others have speculated that it also has something to 

do with recent litigation concerning financial irregularities with an overseas joint venture partner 

(NZPA 2005). Whatever the reason, Talley’s purchased the rest of the shares – thus controlling its own 

destiny and not having to negotiate with a new business partner who may not be as knowledgeable in 

the fishing sector. The purchase of Amaltal means that Talley’s now owns significant port space and 

provedoring services in Nelson. Moreover, at a time when hoki quota is declining, it now has four 

factory trawlers that have to continue to produce a return on investments. Amaltal has a joint venture 

relationship in Argentina and is also fishing for skip jack tuna in the Central and West Pacific where 

tuna is either transhipped to carrier vessels or unloaded directly to canneries. This very recent 

expansion of interests and effort beyond New Zealand represents a new challenge for Talley’s that may 

well require new and different solutions. 

The company has sought to diversify its holdings beyond the seafood industry. Talley’s 

Fisheries Ltd has made use of its core competencies (its expertise in frozen food and fish processing) 

and its proximity to a wide range of horticultural activities to diversify horizontally into processing a 

number of primary products. Vegetable processing began in 1978 in Ashburton and Blenheim. As with 

                                                 
59 Amalgamated Marketing, a subsidiary of Amalgamated Dairies and the investment vehicle of the Goodfellow 
family, also has a major share holding in Sanford Limited. 
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the fish processing little value added is done: the products are processed and frozen primarily for 

export (Talley's Limited 2004). Talley’s Frozen Foods Ltd has the largest vegetable processing plant in 

Marlborough, producing ten different varieties of vegetables. Some of these are grown on the farms 

owned by Talley’s Vegetable Division, but the main crops are supplied by contract farmers. The 

product is packed under various brands, the main export markets being Australia and Japan. In 1995 

Talley’s diversified into ice-cream. Located in Motueka, the Dairy Division uses local natural 

ingredients, specifically fresh cream and milk, to make ice cream and dessert products (Crème de la 

crème and Guilt Free ™). Recently the Talley family have extended their interests to Open Country 

Cheese. The company was formed in the Wairarapa in November 2001 and as of 2004 Talley’s held a 

16.5 percent shareholding and a seat on the board (Gaynor 2004). Existing and new money is being 

used to buy a former cheese factory in Wisconsin, and to build a new facility, using Wisconsin 

technology, at Waharoa in eastern Waikato. 

More recently Talley’s secured a controlling interest in meat company Affco. This followed an 

unsuccessful bid for Affco’s competitor, Richmond, in 2000. Over four years Talley’s steadily increased 

their share to approximately 40 percent. One commentator asked: 

Just what has possessed the conservative Talley family to take this walk-on-the-wild-side of 
an industry with razor thin margins, high fixed costs, constant stock procurement pressures, 
low equity, and with its throat constantly exposed to the cyclical ravages of drought, plague 
and the kiwi dollar, is anyone’s guess 

Source: Fox 2004 p.3 

This blunt description of the meat industry also reflects many of the challenges that most New 

Zealand agri- and aqua-commodity exporters face and that Talley’s have, thus far, successfully 

navigated in the fishing, vegetable and dairy industries: 

ER – You talked about the smaller companies on-processing and diversifying. To an extent 
haven’t Talley’s done this as well? 
DSL – All of those [Affco and so on] are offshoots of the business but at the end of the day 
I work in Talley’s Fishing and we have largely maintained our position in regards to that. 
You’re right, those are. But as far as I am concerned these are a different brand of people. 
They’re all running their own businesses. You’re talking about a company that is essentially 
dealing in frozen foods. 
ER – And that’s been your core competency that you have built on? 
DSL – Well I think so. Clearly you’re involved in the fishing industry and these Directors 
have obviously learnt far better than I could ever do. They’ve said to themselves “shit, we 
need to diversify and we need to step into the vegetable market or the frozen meat market or 
whatever.” And that’s all part of the ultimate plan. But it doesn’t detract from the base which 
is always fishing and that those traditionalisms [sic] still exist. I mean from my perspective 
anyway. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

Growing more value 
Talley’s demonstrates that while it is possible to extract value from the product and grow more 

value it is also possible to grow more value through effective use of its core capacities and the 

institutional knowledge of its employees. Talley’s has not looked to deepen its relationship in the 

commodity chain. It has not sought to integrate forwards into marketing, distribution and sales of fish 



CHAPTER FIVE: COMPETITIVE FIRM BEHAVIOUR 

 

181 

as has Sealord; rather, as discussed above, it has expanded horizontally across a number of primary 

commodity industries and has focused on being a successful commodity producer. It has secured value 

and a premium on their product by becoming one of the most efficient processors in New Zealand: 

ER – Talley’s are extremely good at frozen fish rather than fresh fish. How do you go about 
constructing quality? 
DSL – No that’s a valid point. That’s something that we have developed simply because we 
are dealing with a larger volume of fish and want to be able to move more of it without 
having to put a knife to it. So yeah, it’s probably fair to say that we haven’t been big volume 
fresh fish sales people. But it’s been good from our perspective because we only have to 
handle fish once. We are able to see a better return and our fishermen see a better return. 
And because of the volume of fish we are sticking to our mainstay fodder. The ones that 
need to be frozen and the ones you get a dollar out of fresh you put through at the same 
time. So that’s an innovation but only in the last couple of years.  
That’s come about in part because of competition with fishermen getting more at other 
places so we’ve had to make some hardcore decisions. So some of the marketing has been 
coordinated, we’ve always moved premium fish on the local market. But the problem is also 
geography. To move stuff out of Auckland is easy. We are transporting fish from six 
different depots to a central point where it is prepared for market. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

Doug Sanders-Loder is also aware of the limitations of location. To get fresh or premium fish 

to an international market in a high enough quality requires significant logistical planning and while 

Christchurch and Wellington international airports are accessed the availability of markets is not as 

diverse as those available from Auckland: 

ER – So you do all the processing here? 
DSL – Well we do it here[Motueka], Westport, Greymouth, Blenheim and Timaru. But in 
terms of fresh fish it’s better to do it from one depot.  
What I am saying is those types of things are difficult because of the network it’s got to go 
through to get it offshore. So we can get stuff from Westport packaged, trucked to 
Christchurch, on a plane to Australia or to Europe. All of that is logistically harder than 
sticking it on a Jumbo out of Auckland. 

Sanders-Loder pers. comm., 2003 

Talley’s has recognised the growing demand of fresh fish markets but not at the cost of its 

larger frozen fish production. Value and quality have been constructed through a two-tiered 

production practice. Talley’s has continued to work with frozen product and to process fresh and 

chilled product that is freighted around New Zealand and overseas to key markets. Talley’s recognises 

that there are different ‘quality assemblages’ (Mansfield 2003b) and growing value has been about 

harnessing the perceived value of fresh fish and the ways in which various retailers and consumers 

construct quality through freshness, taste, species and so forth. Developments have also been a 

response to a keener market for fish and other fishermen extracting higher value from their produce. 

Conclusion 
Talley’s has approached the challenge of sustainability and profitability by securing quota and 

providing those fishermen who lease quota from them with a series of fishing plans that meet the 

expectations of Talley’s as a processor. Talley’s has successfully established a series of market and non-

market relationships that secure throughput in a territorially embedded production and processing 

space (Apostle and Barrett’s (1992) arm’s-length and non-arm’s-length transactions respectively). The 
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advantage of this is that it is able to secure throughput and simultaneously ameliorate the feast-famine 

dilemma of having too much fish arrive for processing at once. Its actions have lead to a 

monopsonistic processing sector with lease-holding fishermen bound to Talley’s through dependence 

on Talley’s for quota and the capital tied up in fishing vessels. 

Under the QMS Talley’s faces a shift in fishing and processing relationships. Talley’s has 

responded in a number of ways that have been shaped by regulatory frameworks, its extensive 

experience of seafood processing and being embedded within the Motueka community and the wider 

Tasman/Nelson region. It actively participates in the quota market and secure quota to guarantee 

throughput for processing facilities. However, unlike Sanford, Talley’s has not established substantial 

fishing and fleet operations. While it has acquired some vessels through the purchase of Amaltal, it has 

have continued to deal with local fishermen – albeit from a position of strength now that it holds 

sufficient quota to dictate terms. 

Talley’s has sought to refashion previous fishermen/processor relationships to fit the new 

regulatory framework. It has done this through informal economic ties such as loans and loan 

guarantees and by covering by-catch and excess quota catch at crucial times for ‘loyal’ fishermen. It has 

used social networks and relationships to reinforce more formal transactions primarily through long 

established friendship and familial networks, patronage and a commitment to the Motueka community. 

The ability for local (Nelson) fishermen to negotiate with Talley’s is constrained by Talley’s ownership 

and control of quota. While Talley’s is dependent on fishermen to catch fish, the ownership of quota 

gives it greater flexibility and an ability to respond to market changes that may preclude maintaining an 

ongoing relationship with local (embedded) fishermen. However, these power relationships have been 

challenged as Talley’s has expanded into other fishing areas and dealt with fishermen who are more 

organised and more aware of the value of the asset they have been allocated. 

Rather than deepen its involvement in the commodity chain by developing extensive 

marketing and distribution networks like Sealord, Talley’s have concentrated on moving product with 

little or no value-added and only handling it once. Its strategy, like Sanford’s, has focused on growing 

more product and increasing returns by increasing throughput. Value has been constructed by 

improving the quality of frozen product rather than by adding value to the product through extensive 

modification. Talley’s has recognised that quality is an assemblage of producer, retailer and consumer 

expectations. Value is also constructed through a two-tier production process that takes those fish 

which have a high return fresh off the boat and establishing marketing relationships to distribute these 

quickly enough to maintain quality and thus value. 

The QMS has sent clear signals to Talley’s concerning fish stocks and it has reacted by 

ensuring that it holds sufficient quota to supply their factories. Moreover, Talley’s has invested in 

securing product outside the QMS framework (aquaculture) and beyond the seafood sector (meat, 

vegetables and dairy). Securing product within the seafood industry, but beyond the QMS, is also a 

response to previous experience and a mechanism for keeping in touch with the competition in the 
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sector. Talley’s has also expanded and diversified horizontally to establish significant interests beyond 

the seafood sector, but still within primary production and agro-commodity production. It has sought 

economic security by building on its core competencies in frozen food processing and operating in 

competitive commodity markets to expand into other primary commodity industries. 

In conclusion, Talley’s makes use of arms-length and non-arm’s length transactions to 

reinforce and maintain its regional monopsony power and secure its growth. While this growth has 

benefited Talley’s and some fishermen, the relationship is power-laden and bears more than a passing 

resemblance to elements of share-cropping with control of access to the resource decided by the 

processor, but the risks associated with harvesting it being carried by local fishermen. The potential for 

continued disenfranchisement of small fishermen and the communities they are located in would 

appear inevitable. 

Small-Medium Enterprises: small fry in a big ocean  

These strategies are not the only ones employed by fishing companies and fishermen. The 

New Zealand fishing industry is heterogeneous with a wide range of quota holders and operators. This 

section describes some of the actions of other operators and how they have responded to QMS and 

the signals received. Firms have responded to the signals sent by the regime in diverse ways. This 

section outlines some of the responses by other firms and fishermen in the industry. It focuses on two 

small-medium enterprises. One primarily operating in the inshore fishery – Guards Fisheries; and the 

other operating in the deep water fishery and fishing overseas – Solander Fisheries. 

Last Guard fishing  
Guards Fisheries is small family fishing firm based in Nelson. They claim to be have been 

fishing since 1827 (Guard pers comm., 2003).60 Guards Fisheries is an exemplar of the many small 

owner-operators involved in inshore fishing in New Zealand and the challenges it faces are those of 

most inshore fishermen today.61 Guards Fisheries has five share holders: Jack Guard; his sons John, 

Chris and Phillip; and his grandson Darren. Darren Guard is the fleet manger and for the last five years 

has taken care of day to day operations. Darren describes the company as being like every other small 

fisherman and not a ‘corporate’ (Guard pers comm., 2003). They own five inshore boats, and a fresh-

fish shop, and employ approximately eighteen people (this number varies seasonally due to the type of 

fishing carried out). Guards differs from many of the local small operators in that while it fishes a 

                                                 
60 The Guard family descend from Captain John Guard who set up a whaling station at Te Awaiti in 1827. He 
gained notoriety with the ‘Harriet affair’ and the bloody rescue of his family from Ngati Rauanui in Taranaki in 
1834 (Belich 1996 p.169-170).  
61 Darren Guard’s opinions are his own but are representative of the experience of many of the smaller fishermen 
interviewed in the course of research in Nelson. While his is the only formal interview, several less structured 
informal interviews and dockside conversations concerning the challenges of inshore fishing were carried out. 
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mixture of owned and leased quota, it has retained the entire quota it was allocated.62 Guards Fisheries 

can be characterised as a family fishing company that is maturing (or shifting) towards focusing on 

business growth. The QMS has shaped this growth and presented new challenges that weigh heavily on 

Darren:  

Darren Guard – To be honest it’s a hard one [fishing today], I lose sleep over it knowing 
what the future holds because it’s a bloody big issue when I’m sort of the last Guard fishing 
you know. 
ER – Yes  
DG – It weighs pretty heavily and I know doing what we’ve done over the last 176 years has 
worked fine up until 10-15 years ago. But it doesn’t work anymore and I’ve had to go down a 
whole different path. It’s a matter of A – not having the expertise to do that [other growth 
strategies], I’m still a fisherman and I need the expertise and [B] deciding what path is going 
to be the right one. 

And later: 

I’m bitter and I’m not you know. I’m just trying to find out, without upsetting too many 
people, where our family fits in fishing because I don’t quite know. 
We must change or become extinct. 

Guard pers. comm., 2003 

This anxiety and uncertainty over the role that independent fishermen are expected to play 

under the QMS reflects that of a number of independent fishermen in Nelson. 

While Guards Fisheries strives to grow more value and more product, the challenge of the 

QMS, as far as Darren is concerned, is not about biological sustainability and profitability but 

economic survival and the continued operation of the family firm. Darren views their company as a 

barometer for the state of the inshore fishery and that the state of the inshore fishing industry (as 

opposed to the fishery) is an indicator of the wider health of the sector. This is because, he contends, 

that while larger firms have increased technology and capital effort (bigger boats, better nets new 

techniques) Guards Fisheries have done little to change the ways in which it fishes: 

The thing is we’ve got the same boats that we had in the ‘50s… 
We built them, of course we’ve upgraded and we built one new one, we are the perfect test 
case. We use the same nets, I’ve got the same guy making the nets, and okay we’ve more 
electronics. We go with the times but we are not ahead of the times which is great. Because 
I’ve got something to mark it [fishing] against. I know when the fishery is down in that 
species, I know when they are up because we are using the same gear. 
 
What we’ve got is a boat like the Kathleen G; it’s done eight hoki seasons: same boat, same 
nets, same electronics, same gear and same skipper and crew most of the time. 
 
We are a good benchmark because we are doing things they way we always have and it’s 
becoming, or its in now unviable and uneconomic for Guards Fisheries to do what we have 
always done in the past. We cannot do it. 

Guard pers. comm., 2003 

The introduction of the QMS has led Darren Guard to conclude that in order to continue 

fishing independently the family firm will have to change. Darren argues that previously, the only way 

to grow in the fishery was by getting access to more fish and currently this requires more quota. 

                                                 
62 Most Nelson fishermen own some quota. But this generally has accrued as new species have come under the 
auspices of the QMS. However, most sold their original quota to larger firms and then leased it back (Guard pers 
comm., 2003). 
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Because most of the quota is owned by big companies the only way for his company to catch more is 

to lease quota off the big companies, or Maori, or the Crown:  

The Corporates are creating corporate fisheries with the aid of the Crown who doesn’t want 
to deal with a lot of fishermen… 

And later:  

Us and one other own our quota, all the rest of the big companies, the Crown and 
Maoridom own the lot so basically we have got to do what the big companies want. If you 
want to expand, which is the only way to expand in this game is more quota, you must deal 
with the big companies… 

Guard pers. comm., 2003 

Moreover, he maintains that an inevitable outcome of the QMS is the disenfranchisement of 

small family firms from the fishing sector. This loss of control is, he holds, an implicit policy of the 

Corporates - Darren’s term for larger, bigger companies with more power, SeaFIC and the Crown: 

Even the government policy and SeaFIC and all that, that’s all the Corporates. It’s the 
Corporates running that side of it. It’s Corporates creating corporate fishery with the 
assistance of the Crown, and there’s no room for the smaller quota owner-operators 
anymore. It’s been said itself that the ministry only want to be dealing with this number of 
companies and not that number of companies. That’s what it’s all about and that was said at 
a meeting in ’86 when the quota system come in that the long term they [the Crown] wanted 
to be dealing with a less number of clients. That exactly what’s happening. 

Guard pers. comm., 2003 

The QMS has, according to Darren, provided a clear indication of the state of the fishery as 

well as what the inshore fishery should look like, who should remain in it and the form of relationships 

expected, and Guards have responded. The signals have been direct and explicit, as in the case of 

quota allocations, stock status and the amount of fish available to be harvested. The signals have also 

been implicit and have altered behaviour and relationships between firms in the industry with power 

shifting to larger corporatised firms.  

It is now much harder for Guards to trade in this corporatised world in which it not only 

competes for fish but for the quota to fish. Darren acknowledges that it does not have the financial 

wherewithal to compete head to head for quota. In essence growing more product is not an option for 

Guards as it cannot compete in a scarce resource market. Moreover, Darren attributes some of the 

problem to the sell down of quota and the aggregation that has occurred. Fishermen who sold quota to 

big firms and then leased it back are, he believes, stifling the industry. So that quota never became 

available to those small fishermen who wanted to remain in the industry: 

DG – What should have happened is you are out and when you’re out you’re out and you 
don’t fish it. So people like Fred Smith down the road can get access to my quota through 
the big company and they can develop their slice of the pie. But effectively it’s all been so 
controlled and growth has been stifled. 
ER – So you think there’s an emerging culture of tenant fishermen 
DG – Aw yeah that’s all there’ll be in New Zealand in the next five years. All there will be 
will be contract fishermen, no individuals will own quota and if they do it’s just the sticklers 
and diehards like ourselves that haven’t been fully squeezed out yet.  

Guard pers. comm., 2003 

In order to survive, Guards Fisheries has undertaken several strategies. It has developed a 

fresh fish shop; Darren has raised the profile of the company through self promotion. The object is to 
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construct itself in the eyes of other fishing companies as “more than history and a name, so that if 

someone does the dirty on us then someone will heed the call” (Guard pers comm., 2003). This self 

promotion is aimed at making Guards Fisheries the litmus test for small fishing firms in the wider 

industry. Guards has renegotiated non-arms-length relationships with suppliers. Some of these are 

directly related to fishing and constructing value, others involve shifting the nature of the relationship 

with suppliers and lastly there has been a deliberate policy to raise the profile of the company beyond 

the actual size of the operation. Finally, there is a tension between these strategies and the belief by 

Darren that continued survival will require alignment with a Corporate. 

The costs of fresh fish processing is generally lower and more malleable than that for 

preserved fish, and Hackett et al. (2005) demonstrate that consumers generally pay a premium for fresh 

fish and this provides an opportunity for small fresh fish processors. Guards recognise that it needs to 

get more value and a get a better price for its fish and that this translates into gaining access to a better 

market. In Guards case, its size limits it to local, specifically Nelson, markets. In 2002 Guards Fisheries 

set up a retail fresh fish shop in Richmond, Nelson that sells not only Guards’ catch but is also 

supplied by Talley’s. The fish shop has had some management problems, but has performed 

sufficiently well enough to demonstrate that it will be a larger part of Guards’ future plans (Guard pers 

comm., 2003). Darren noted that they were finding it hard to survive just by catching fish; the venture 

was an experiment, an attempt to diversify the company. He also argues that the project was driven by 

a wider concern that New Zealanders were ‘missing out’ and that they were entitled to high quality 

reasonably priced fish (Barclay 2003). Diversification and expansion up the commodity chain enables 

Guards to internalise the transaction costs and get a better price for its product by selling direct to 

consumers, thus avoiding the wholesale market: 

It’s shown me enough to say “hey just start thinking about do you want all your eggs in the 
catching the fish or do you want to be thinking about selling it as well”… and you need to be 
able to control the product from the sea to the dinner table. It’s what it’s all about and its 
one thing I’ve learnt, instead of every one else clipping the ticket as it goes through if we can 
clip the ticket the whole way it makes a difference. 

Guard pers comm., 2003 

A challenge for the fish shop is ensuring continuity and range of supply. While the shop is 

supplied primarily from Guards vessels and Talley’s factory, Darren is looking to expand the supply 

base but feels that the ‘political’ nature of the fishing community constrains this. The lack of 

processors has created an oligopsony that constrains fishermen from moving into either retail or 

processing and ties fishermen to specific processors. Fellow fishermen are reluctant to shift away from 

established processor relationships. Basically fishermen are price takers and Darren has decided that if 

he can’t beat them then he’ll join them (fish mongers): 

 

DG – I’ve learnt a lot of their [fish buyers’] tricks and how it works and um if you can’t beat 
‘em join ‘em. 
ER – So that’s prompted the fish shop and are you looking at expanding the shop? 
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DG – Yeah definitely. It’s our only growth potential really. We’ve got options on extending 
the shop and some deals with some supermarkets and I could grow that as well. 

Guard pers comm., 2003 

Another strategy has involved promoting the company and the family name in the wider 

industry. In part, Darren feels that success will also depend on some sort of alliance with a bigger 

company that is focused on quality and long term plans in the fishery (Guard pers comm., 2003). This 

is driven by his belief that both the wider industry organisations and the Ministry would prefer to deal 

with fewer players. To achieve this will require not only a demonstration of success – the fish shop - 

but also a higher profile that demonstrates a commitment to the fishery. Darren has done this through 

an involvement and chairmanship of the Nelson Inshore Fishermen’s Association, as a Director on the 

Challenger Finfish Company and by self-promotion: 

I’ve been doing a lot of self-promoting of our name, hence the seafood article [Barclay 2003] 
and that so I get our name out there. So all of a sudden we’re a little bit of an entity even 
though we’re nothing real [big], we’re just history and a name. If a big boy decided to do the 
dirty on us someone out there would listen. 

Guard pers comm., 2003 

Continued rationalisation of actors also presents opportunities. The decline in the number of 

operators and the recent decline in hoki quota may present Guards with an opportunity. The larger 

vessels will suffer diseconomies of scale and it may prove more efficient for smaller boats – Guards 

boats – to fish for smaller tonnages: 

We don’t actually own hoki quota, we fish it and that might be an opening for us as the big 
boats need huge tonnage and they might not bother for 500 or 1 000 tonnes and that’s quite 
good for us. So that could be a niche that we could step into. 

Guard pers. comm., 2003 

Guards Fisheries experience under the QMS has been mixed.63 Quota ownership and the 

behaviour of larger fishing companies have stymied small owner-operators. They lack the capital to 

purchase substantial amounts of quota and, as Chapter Four demonstrated, the number of sales has 

declined and lease arrangements have increased. This is compounded by larger firms’ preference for 

dealing with large parcels of quota, and the ways in which large firms purchase quota and then lease it 

back to independent fishermen, who carry the risks and the costs of fishing. It appears that the QMS 

in its present form, with its murky aggregation constraints, may be better suited to large deep-sea 

commercial fisheries rather than small coastal fisheries. Guards have responded by changing the ways 

in which it does business. The solution has been to model itself on Sealord and extract more value by 

controlling the product from the seafloor to the dining table. But the scale of operations is very 

different and the ability to draw down on other resources and to invest in new competencies is 

significantly different. The barriers to entry are quite high and much harder to break down. 

                                                 
63 As of November 2005 Darren Guard remains the only Guard involved in the family business. The rest of the 
family have retired from fishing and the seafood industry. The retail shop in Nelson is still supplied by Guards 
Fisheries but is no longer owned by the Guard family. Recognising that retail  is the way of the future, Darren 
has expanded retail effort and opened two shops in Auckland (Botany Downs and Silverdale). This has required  
hat  three vessels move to Auckland to service the retail shops (Guard pers comm., 2005) 
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Solander and heading overseas  
Solander Fisheries was founded in 1981 by Charles Hufflett. Formerly managing director of 

Sealord, Hufflet had been responsible for the development of markets and processing for less-

preferred species. In 1980 he was locked out of the company and dismissed. Johnson and Hayworth 

(2004 p.292) recount how, through “legal piracy”, Hufflet acquired the Sealord II and formed Solander 

Fisheries. The company owns approximately 1.2 percent of the national quota and employs 

approximately 100 people in New Zealand and 220 in Fiji. Solander considers itself one of the few 

small companies remaining in the New Zealand seafood industry (Hufflett pers comm., 2003).  

By the time the company was founded, in 1981, most of the deep-water fisheries had been 

staked out by larger companies. There was little chance of establishing a catch history and receiving 

quota. Initially, Solander responded to this challenge by revisiting the strategies of NZSP. Solander 

began by targeting species that were either undesirable and had a low value and by targeting species 

that were yet to be brought into the QMS. Like Sanford, it has focused on fishing rather than 

processing:  

We came in a little late to get catch history. Most companies had established positions by 
then so we concentrated on non-quota and non-interest species like bluefin tuna and squid 
because that was the only way we could get access… 

And later: 

So we’ve basically grown in looking for property rights more than anything else. We don’t 
have a big factory… we will be getting a substantial bluefin quota when it comes in 2004 and 
we have large holdings of white wharehou and southern blue whiting and squid. Species 
which other companies were not particularly interested in investing in…. 
Well we haven’t made lots of money because we are in a quota building situation, particularly 
with bluefin tuna. We operate essentially at a loss in bluefin for the last few years with the 
exchange rate and poor prices in Japan. So I don’t think we shine as a successful company 
outwardly but our position has been purely about getting quota and securing property 
rights… we’ve been fishing for a position and we have done quite well. 

Hufflett pers. comm., 2003 

This strategy has proved successful, but as more species come into the QMS there are fewer 

new species in which property rights can be secured and there are fewer opportunities to secure 

property rights. 

As quota has been cut, Solander have faced a number of local challenges. Reduction in 

available quota has led Solander to reduce its fleet in New Zealand. Until 2003 they had three vessels 

operating. This was reduced to one and in October 2004 the Daniel Solander was tied up with little 

chance of it fishing in New Zealand waters again. Citing economic pressures Hufflett felt this was an 

inevitable consequence of the high New Zealand dollar, levies, fuel and general operating costs which 

had led to income from the vessel being halved over the last three years (Nichols 2004a). Hufflett also 

identifies other problems that smaller fishing companies face. First, when designing a fishing plan and 

seeking security, Solander, like Guards, is stymied by the cost of quota. Hufflett believes that the cost 

of quota is too high and that when purchased the return is too low; the only solution is to lease it but 



CHAPTER FIVE: COMPETITIVE FIRM BEHAVIOUR 

 

189 

this does not guarantee security and he is reluctant to become what he feels is a tenant fishing 

company. The only way forward is to purchase quota and aggregate it with the quota he already owns: 

The quota price is too high. We haven’t got the money to pay (say) $100 000 a tonne 
additionally for blue fin quota. The whole price of quota is ridiculous at the moment. To my 
mind you can’t make a profit at the current price, you are best to lease it… 

And later: 

So where does Solander go? We are just going to wait and see what’s happening with quota 
prices. I mean we can’t buy more quota because the price is unworkable unless we mix it 
with some quota we’ve got. For example, in the case of bluefin our group will have about 50-
60 tonnes. We need another 10-15 tonnes to make a fishing plan. But we can’t because the 
cost is too high. Whether the price will come down I don’t know. The price may stay up 
because of rarity or scarcity in which case we’ll have to go to the banks and borrow money 
for it. We can’t make money out of it but by aggregating it with our quota you might be able 
to. 

Hufflett pers. comm., 2003 

Both Ackroyd and Walshe (2003) and Hersoug (2002a) note there has been a shift in the 

burden of compliance costs from large operators to medium and small operators such as Solander (and 

Guards). Solander and other small firms (Anonymous Nelson fisherman 2 pers comm., 2003; Guard 

pers comm., 2003) struggle as they lack the economies of scale to absorb the transaction costs involved 

in negotiating the paper work and they often lack the financial strength and capacity to cover costs 

during periods of low cash flow: 

The compliance regime here is draconian and highly risky and quite frightening. The costs to 
our business in the last two years is horrendous… and of course we are a family operation – 
I’ve got one son involved and another I’d like involved – that’s if we continue to exist. 
There’s a question mark as to whether, with the huge compliance costs and the risks, 
whether small operators can exist. 

Hufflett pers. comm., 2003 

These costs make it uncertain as to whether small companies such as Solander can continue to 

survive although Charles suspects they can because they are better at managing the bottom line costs 

of fishing through small family-type organisations. He maintains that expectations of efficiency have 

shifted from processing to emphasising the fishing side of production. It is here that Solander may be 

able to position itself, although the reluctance to be a contract fishing company may stop Solander 

from expanding through this strategy: 

The efficiencies have gone into processing. I think it will come back to fishermen. Fishing at 
sea, fishing to quota if you only have so many fish the next thing will be about catching it the 
most efficiently. So you may well see a return to privately operated vessels. I wouldn’t be at 
all surprised to see more of the larger companies go out and look for people to contract fish 
for them. Now that’s not what I wish to do [contract fish]. I don’t want to be a tenant 
fisherman. 

Hufflett pers. comm., 2003 

Rationalisation of the industry and the decline in small boats highlighted in Chapter Four 

(Tables 4.3 and 4.4) has made it harder to find crews. Because the industry is not a ‘buzz’ industry as 

Charles notes: 
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It’s a very difficult industry. And it’s about getting people to go to sea. To get people to sea 
in New Zealand you’ve got to pay them 2.5 times what they would get doing the same job on 
shore. So if you pay an unskilled factory worker $300 a week then at sea you’d probably get 
$1000 a week. Otherwise you might as well stay on shore and be at home with mum every 
night. That’s just a fact of life among the seafood industry… 
You’ve also got to have a culture, where wives and girlfriends can accept absences of six 
weeks or so. This is one of the sad things about the breaking down of the West Coast fishing 
community. They used to be the suppliers of the crews. You used to start on a small boat, 
then go on to a Sealord vessel, then when you had your money you went and bought your 
own vessel and went back into it and that’s not now happening. 

Hufflett pers. comm., 2003 

Solander has responded to the increased costs of quota, compliance and labour in three ways. 

Locally, it has decided not to process fish. It has joint venture arrangements for southern blue whiting 

and the partner processes some fish on board as surimi; the rest is headed-and-gutted and frozen for 

reprocessing in China, where labour is cheaper. It has also responded to costs in New Zealand by 

developing fishing in the Pacific. Solander has fishing interests in Fiji, and until recently the Solomon 

Islands and Kiribati, that target high-value low-volume fish. Fiji accounts for over 40 percent of 

turnover in Solander. Solander have had to adapt to local regulations: 

ER – Your operations in Fiji, are they joint ventures? 
Charles Hufflett – They were initially 100 percent ours and then the Fijian government 
required us to have 50 percent local shareholding if we were to continue to hold our fishing 
licences, which are annually renewed. So we are 70 percent now and we will see ourselves 
moving down to 50 percent as we bring indigenous Fijians in as shareholders.  

Hufflett pers. comm., 2003 

Solander has developed a long term relationship in order to sell product into the Japanese 

market. Solander deals with the same fish broker it dealt with when it began trading. These 

connections have been made easier with internet connections that enable the fish broker to receive 

daily catch records and for Solander to receive updates concerning the market. In addition these 

ongoing dialogues are reinforced by regular face-to-face meetings: 

CH – For our tuna we have a one man office in Tokyo. He’s a person we have been involved 
with for years. He has one very small office in Tsukiji [Tokyo Fish Market] that does our 
tuna and our Fiji operation. For the trawling operation we have a strong Japanese 
connection… 
ER – how do you maintain those connections in Japan? 
CH – We used to go out there [Japan] but less now because of the internet. He gets daily 
catch reports, we get daily market reports and staff from here go to Japan three to four times 
a year. In a company like ours they are very close… I mean in the fishing business there only 
a few fish brokers. In the [United] States there are five main brokers and buyers and 
everyone knows them. In Tokyo they all went to the same school, Tokyo University, so it’s 
quite a network. 
ER – So to get into Japan you’ve got to maintain those relationships.  
CH – Yes, yes you do. 

Hufflett pers. comm., 2003 

It is these ongoing connections into overseas markets and the web of relationships that the 

Japanese buyer has with other buyers that have enabled Solander to maintain a competitive edge over 

larger companies with more product. 
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Like other companies in the sector, Solander may shift into aquaculture. However, Charles has 

very specific reasons for not developing interests in either of New Zealand’s two key aquaculture 

species – mussels and salmon. Both have become commodity products and face increasing 

competition from new producers in South America, and as with fishing, the operating costs in New 

Zealand are considered to be too high. Any aquaculture venture Solander enters into will have to be 

high value and most likely not in New Zealand (Hufflett pers comm., 2003). 

As with Guards, so Solander’s experience under the QMS has been mixed. It differs from 

Guards in that it operates in the migratory bluefin tuna fishery as well as targeting deep-water species. 

Unlike many other companies it had little or no opportunity to secure catch history in the key 

deepwater species. To secure property rights it has had to target species that were less appealing to the 

larger companies. In addition it has developed extensive interests in the Pacific. These interests are 

primarily about gaining access to fish resources before property rights reform is introduced, although 

like the larger companies it is not above exploiting a fishery (in the case of the Solomon’s and Kiribati) 

and then moving on. Solander has endeavoured to keep costs down and does this through not adding 

value in New Zealand. All processing is done either on board joint venture vessels or in China. Like 

Guards, Solander faces the burden of compliance costs that it feels increasingly impinge directly on 

smaller companies that cannot utilise economies of scale to manage multiple fishing plans. Moreover, 

these compliance costs and the costs of labour preclude Solander expanding into aquaculture. Solander 

has responded to the costs of quota and compliance by carving a niche out in species that the larger 

companies consider less desirable, by securing fishing rights in other places beyond the purview of the 

QMS and by maintaining deep, ongoing and personal linkages with a broker in Japan in order to 

extract maximum value from its bluefin tuna catch.  

Conclusion 
Both firms face similar problems of access to quota and the challenge of securing a return with 

increasing labour, compliance and quota costs. They have gone about meeting this challenge in two 

different ways. Guards has modelled itself on Sealord to a certain extent and worked on extracting a 

premium through fresh fish sales and controlling the fish it catches from seafloor to dining table. But 

Guards’ capabilities and its ability to market a product are very different from those of Sealord. 

Moreover, in a competitive local market both Guards and Solander face a number of barriers to entry 

that may prove difficult to negotiate. Solander has responded by avoiding the costs of processing by 

shipping product to China for reprocessing by its joint venture partners, by securing property rights in 

non-quota and less desirable (low value) species and by taking its knowledge of bluefin tuna fishing 

into other fisheries and allying this with its long term relationship with a Japanese broker to secure 

greater returns. 

It appears to be tougher for small firms to remain in fishing as independents. Up to the 

introduction of the QMS, investment in fisheries had largely been driven by the government. Now that 
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industry has more independence and responsibility in framing the directions for investment small 

firms, have had to respond in new and different ways. In part this is a function of responding not only 

to the regulatory framework, but also to the actions of larger firms. These two firms illustrate that 

small firms bear the cost of the QMS more directly than larger firms, in part because larger firms pass 

on the costs and risks of fishing by leasing quota out, and in part because they do not have the 

economies of scale to spread the costs of compliance across a number of fisheries. Both informants 

feel that their firm and family-type organisations fish ‘better’ or ‘more efficiently’ than the larger firms 

and continued reduction in quota, while constraining them, also presents an opportunity as larger firms 

suffer diseconomies of scale. This ability to fish smaller tonnages of quota more efficiently may give 

them an edge in a situation where the fixed costs of larger vessels preclude companies such as Sealord 

and Sanford fishing quota themselves. Although the reluctance of large companies to sell as opposed 

to lease quota and a similar reluctance of these two firms to become tenant or contract fishing 

companies makes for a dilemma. 

Conclusion 

As with previous re-regulation of fisheries discussed in Chapter Three, so the QMS has fuelled 

new rounds of investment. The removal of part-time fishermen and the allocation of property rights 

with a commensurate security of tenure allowed some firms, but not all, to invest in fisheries. But the 

QMS also restricted access to fish and forced firms to rationalise effort. The outcome is various 

strategies designed to continue to grow enterprises and keep profits high. Furthermore, as a part of the 

political project that is the QMS, industry has had more independence in framing directions for 

investment. However, these co-opted firms have not passively accepted change – they have found new 

scales of activity and responded in a number of competitive ways. Small firms have been squeezed as 

TACC has declined, as costs of compliance have increased and as large firms enter the quota market. 

They have had to develop new skills and ways of extracting value through such strategies as increased 

efficiency, through the unpaid labour and knowledge of familial relationships and through their 

intimate knowledge of some specialist markets. Large firms have the advantage of economies of scale 

and scope, and consequently they have a bigger repertoire of opportunities. Added to the efficiencies 

that small firms seek it is easier for them to diversify and to fish overseas.  

Some of these activities have centred on new technologies, seeking increased efficiencies of 

labour and an increased casualisation of the labour force. The QMS has resulted in a displacement of 

enterprise energy away from fishing and into quota amalgamation and ownership either through 

takeovers (as in the case of Sanford and Suminovich), or buyouts in the case of Talley’s and Amaltal. 

Fishing companies have moved into retailing and developing ways of ‘value fishing’ (Clapp 1998 

p.140). Value fishing has meant that companies have developed further processing and mechanisms 

for adding value through developing new and innovative products that make use of more elements of 
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the fish caught. Sealord has developed new products as well as complete meals ready-to-eat. Value 

fishing also includes extracting the premium for freshness. To this end firms have developed their own 

retail links. For example, Sanford has invested in the Auckland fish market. Efforts to capture this 

premium are not limited to just large firms – Guards has expanded into retail and has opened up a fish 

shop. However the challenge of guaranteeing supply in a mixed catch inshore fishery has led to them 

having to learn new skills as well as negotiate with other fishermen and fish processors in the area for 

product. At an international scale Sealord has endeavoured to develop a global seafood brand. This 

brand makes it possible for Sealord to trade on the positive environmental aspects of New Zealand 

fisheries regardless of where the fish is caught. 

Chapter Four demonstrated that the industry is receiving clear signals concerning the nature of 

fish stocks. This chapter has looked at how firms have responded to those signals. It seems clear that 

while wider New Zealand may be unaware of the status of fish stocks and the impacts that this will 

have, firms have responded remarkably quickly to changes in quota and to access to fisheries 

resources. There has been significant rationalisation in recent years (2003-2004). Firms have either 

retired capital or effort from the fishery or sought to secure enough quota to guarantee themselves 

access to fish. These efforts to secure quota unfairly favour larger firms with the capital wherewithal to 

purchase quota even when cash flow is constrained.  

Firms have responded by developing interests beyond the purview of the QMS. Both Sanford 

and Sealord have used the security of quota to develop interests in overseas fisheries. It is ironic that 

the development of New Zealand fishing has led to that which was most heavily criticised in the 1960s 

and 1970s – the development of our own distant water fleet. Fishing beyond New Zealand waters 

represents a tension between two, at times, contradictory behaviours. First, both Sanford and Sealord 

have demonstrated a tendency to exploit poorly regulated fisheries, exploiting fisheries in Chile, 

Namibia and to a certain extent Tasmania, extracting as much value as quickly as possible then moving 

on. Second, entering fisheries before rigorous property-rights reform is introduced gives these firms an 

edge in that once reform is introduced they already have a working knowledge of how ITQ works. 

This alternative ‘respectable’ narrative presumes that firms leave because the expected property rights 

reform has not occurred and the costs of competing with other fishing firms with cheaper labour is 

too high.  

In the local context, larger firms have shifted effort into aquaculture. This has a number of 

advantages. First, as James Anderson (2002) notes there is the appeal of increased control of 

production, costs and a certainty of production. While mussels and salmon are both commodity 

products, they both have a degree of certainty that capture fisheries do not. Second, by entering 

aquaculture before rights reform is introduced, fishing companies can lay claim to large areas of 

productive aquaculture space. Third, at a pragmatic level, by having an interest in both camps (fishing 

and aquaculture) firms such as Sealord, Sanford and Talley’s are able to minimize the erosion of their 

fishing property rights by spatial allocation of marine farms. 
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The culture of enterprises also shapes investment strategies. The firms discussed in this 

chapter tend to continue to do what they know. There is a historical specificity to firm behaviour and 

the strategies adopted. Thus, Solander’s decision to target non-quota and specifically non-interest 

species harks back to Charles Hufflett’s experience with New Zealand Sea Products and the early days 

of Sealord. Although Sanford has dabbled in fish markets, it has largely concentrated on selling 

comparatively unprocessed fish product to secondary producers who add value. Its focus is primarily 

on catching and selling fish rather than adding value through complex production processes. So the 

QMS can displace activity into other (and not necessarily sustainable) activities. As discussed above the 

exploitative behaviour that some companies had previously undertaken in New Zealand has been 

displaced to foreign fisheries with weak regulatory frameworks (Chile, Argentina and Namibia). 

However, it has also led to respectable behaviour as firms seek to maintain economic returns beyond 

the short term. 

Thus far the discussion has been limited to competitive behaviour. In doing so it presumes 

that fishing is a zero sum game in which a New Zealand company’s success comes at the expense of 

other fishing companies and smaller independent fishing firms. In order to be a successful fishing 

company another somewhere must fail. However, in Chapter Two it was argued that New Zealand 

fishing companies are bound together in a community of common fate. Basically, the industry includes 

a concentration of established firms that have survived in the industry as opposed to new entrants. 

Firms were viewed as operating within webs of reciprocity, with both traded and un-traded 

interdependencies. These compete/cooperate relationships are constantly shifting as market conditions 

change and firms internalise and externalise transactions.  

If firms in fishing can not make enough from fishing they develop a range of extractive 

strategies, such as shifting activities beyond the EEZ and beyond fisheries altogether to capture value 

elsewhere which devalues community/regional capital, then what is the future of fisheries in New 

Zealand. This is a social question and it brings to the fore the concern that firms individualised 

behaviour may not sum to sustainability. However, firms collective behaviour counters the tendencies 

and trends of individual behaviour. So Chapter Six examines firm cooperation and collaboration. It is 

about the ways firms set cooperative goals and shape the debates that surround research, investment 

and management to achieve goals that favour fishing companies to the potential detriment of other 

stakeholders and the fishery. 

 

 



 

Chapter Six 

The Power of We:  

Collective behaviour in the New Zealand 

fishing sector 

To progress co-management strategies it is necessary for you as an industry to begin to develop effective 
associations of users to assume the duties and responsibilities associated with property right. My challenge 
to you is to continue to develop such associations so I can work with you to advance further the 
management models currently available to us and thus ensure a healthy future for your industry. I believe 
the development of such associations will be critical to moving to the next stage of fisheries management 
and will also create economic efficiencies for the industry. 

 

John Luxton, Minister of Fisheries Speech to 
the New Zealand seafood Industry 

Conference 1997 

Introduction 

The quote above lays out the challenge for New Zealand fishing companies and the 

expectations that the then Minister of Fisheries, John Luxton, had of developing collective behaviour 

in the fishing sector. The expectation was for the industry to work with government to collectively 

manage fisheries. In order to build effective associations the enterprises would have to work together – 

something that is anathema to the atomised, profit maximising behaviour expected by market 

fundamentalists. This chapter addresses whether New Zealand companies developed effective 

associations of users, and if they did what kind were they and do they contribute to sustainable 

fisheries and the development of the industry? 

This chapter examines collective behaviour, discussed in Chapter Two, in the commercial 

fishing sector. Collective behaviour, be it collaborative, cooperative, or collusionary is a valid strategy 

for enterprises looking to maximise profits. By exploring such behaviours the discussion is extended 

beyond the individual marketised behaviours examined in Chapter Five. Cooperative strategies are 

built around both arms-length and non-arms-lengths transactions. Following Mourdoukoutas (1999), 

enterprises in the fishing sector are conceived as sharing a common fate and are bound together 

through complex interdependent relationships in which they often simultaneously compete and 

cooperate at different levels. It is these collective behaviours in the fishing sector that are the focus of 

this chapter. 
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Discussed in Chapter Two, collective behaviour can occur among a number of actors, within 

the entities themselves or a region, or across regional, national or international boundaries. This 

interaction may occur among firms in the private sector, between the private sector and local or 

national public sector organisations, and/or among other types of agents – iwi, environmental NGOs 

or trade organisations. Additionally, collective behaviour may be adopted to enhance the 

competitiveness of a firm. Finally, these collective moments may last a long or short time depending 

on many social economic, political, and in the case of fisheries, environmental factors (Polenske 2004).  

Coase (1960) argued that incentives exist for private agents to bargain with each other to avoid 

the inefficiencies that earlier economists had identified as externalities. The Coasian argument suggests 

that economic actors who stand to gain by solving an externality have an incentive to bargain for 

contracts that are mutually beneficial (Townsend 2002). Cheung (1970) proposes that externalities are 

more than just external transaction costs, rather they also are the results of situations where a complete 

contract cannot be negotiated due to the costs of contracting. Townsend (1995; 1998; 2002) argues 

that corporate management and collective bargaining by commercial stakeholders can reduce 

overcapacity. Sceptics argue that the high costs of negotiating and enforcing the bargain when the 

number of actors is large and heterogeneous preclude agreement. Others point to the obstacles that 

government has erected to prevent the formation of private contracts in fisheries (Johnson and 

Libecap 1982 p.1019). Johnson and Libecap maintain that both publicly imposed costs (legislation and 

compliance costs) and private transactions costs have prevented such contracts between commercial 

stakeholders. Collective behaviour and the ways in which firms are operating in new ways and in new 

spaces mean that the actual boundary of the firm is changing. Social relations between actors in 

enterprises extend beyond market transactions to active involvement in fisheries management 

decisions; research and administration means that firms’ power now extends beyond the simple 

commodity chain. 

In New Zealand, property rights reform and the QMS were expected to result in fishing 

enterprises taking greater responsibility for the management of fisheries to which they had access. 

Shallard (1996) maintains that under the QMS a more united fishing industry would take responsibility 

for its share of management of New Zealand fisheries and there would be cooperative approaches to 

management between Government and industry. Fishing enterprises would be directly involved in 

decision-making in co-management structures in which both fishermen and the State shared 

management responsibilities. In addition, the regulatory regime through the 1996 Act and subsequent 

1998-99 amendments provided mechanisms for commercial fishermen to take an increasingly active 

role in fisheries management as well as the governance structures that ensure the integrity and 

transparency of decision making. 

Collective behaviour can extend beyond involvement in fisheries management and regulation 

to other facets of aqua-commodity production and distribution. As individual firms begin to work 

together in ensuring resource sustainability and negotiating with the State concerning stock 
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management, barriers that hinder inter-firm cooperation may be broken down. Cooperation parallel to, 

and entwined with, market coordination and hierarchical (intra-firm) coordination may occur. 

Networked, trust-based relationships that stimulate knowledge transfer, learning and innovation are 

driven, in part, by cooperation and may involve reciprocal agreements, cooperation based on custom, 

cooperation sustained by reputation, cooperation provoked by competition, and cooperation driven by 

trust.64 Companies may well invest collectively in research on new fisheries, labour and training, make 

efforts to reduce cost and add value by collectively making both new products and new markets. They 

may maximise profits by aligning their production to maximise profits in global fish markets. These are 

common practices in many of New Zealand’s other export industries which have cooperatives and 

producer boards (see for example Curtis 1999; Roche et al. 1999; McKenna 2000 inter alia). 

There is a plethora of organisations in the New Zealand fishing industry catering to the 

interests of different commercial stakeholders. This chapter examines collective firm behaviour at three 

levels. First, collective behaviour under the auspices of regional development is examined. At this level, 

collective behaviour is situated within regional development initiatives. The Nelson Marlborough 

Seafood Cluster (NMSFC) is examined to reveal cooperative behaviour and inter-firm relations beyond 

the sub-contracting and long term quota leasing arrangements outlined in Chapter Five. Furthermore, 

the NMSFC is a meaningful and necessary configuration of work practices that is actively made and 

remade by key actors. It imbues notions of identity and self in the industry that may extend beyond the 

region in which it is embedded. It represents efforts by firms to make links with local and central 

government that yield greater gains. But the NMSFC is also a mechanism through which central 

government mobilises regional and community aspirations in which firms are ‘enmeshed’. In this 

narrative collective firm behaviour is also a part of broader political projects focused on economic 

growth and regional development in Nelson and economic growth within the wider New Zealand 

fishing industry. 

Second, collective behaviour is appraised at the level of the Commercial Stakeholder 

Organisation (CSO).65 CSOs usually, but not always, centre on quota management area, specific species 

or stock. These predominately quota-owner controlled organisations play an increasing role in fisheries 

management and fisheries research. Driven by the privatisation of management responsibilities within 

a rhetoric of devolution to approved service delivery organisations, CSOs take on responsibility for 

managing the commercial fishery in which members own quota (Yandle 2003).  

Three different CSOs are examined. The first is the Challenger Scallop Enhancement 

Company (Challenger) is considered by many to be the showcase of co-management (or self-

management) in New Zealand fisheries (Arbuckle and Metzger 2000; Harte 2001; Hersoug 2002a). 

Challenger has undertaken a number of tasks beyond negotiation of TACC with the Ministry. It 

                                                 
64 Ettlinger (2003), Winder (2001) and Zucker (1986) demonstrate that trust should not be presumed to be 
homogeneous and that it is built through a number of complex and often inter-related mechanisms. 
65 The term ‘stakeholder organisation’ is used because that is the term used in New Zealand, although a more 
accurate term would be quota owner associations.  
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provides evidence that firms will cooperate in ways that move beyond the market within an 

institutional apparatus related to the market. Challenger has developed a number of functions with 

other local stakeholders that extend beyond co-management with the State. The second CSO examined 

is the Hoki Fisheries Management Company (HFMC). The HFMC demonstrates that firms are able to 

implement common strategies in order to improve both the image of the industry and the price of the 

product they sell. The third is the New Zealand Rock Lobster Industry Council (NZRLIC) which 

differs from the other two CSOs in that the rock lobster fishery has remained a comparatively small 

scale fishery with some 450 quota holders and with an active fleet of approximately 320 vessels 

(NRLMG 2004). Through their umbrella organisation NZRLIC, the nine rock lobster CSOs have 

successfully engaged with the State and have a hands-on role in research and development. 

The third level analyses the actions of the industry service organisation, the New Zealand 

Seafood Industry Council (SeaFIC). SeaFIC has taken over a number of the functions of the now 

defunct Fishing Industry Board and is the premier fishing industry organisation. It is an umbrella 

organisation for the CSOs and focuses on business policy and science, market access, information, 

product quality and industry training. The structure of the New Zealand industry, dominated by large 

scale fishing companies, rather than the small scale harvesters of co-management literature, means that 

large operators, through SeaFIC, are partnering with the national government rather than with local 

governments. The fishing sector is structured and has been restructured, not by the actions of firms or 

the State alone, but by complex, dynamic and ongoing interactions between the two sets of 

institutions, some of which are played out through the relationships between SeaFIC and the Ministry. 

As the premier industry organisation SeaFIC plays an important role in shaping the debates concerning 

fisheries sustainability and profitability through lobbying, by developing and shaping the rhetoric 

surrounding fisheries and by defining relationships with the Ministry of Fisheries. 

The collective behaviour explored in this chapter demonstrates the ways in which the 

boundary of the firm and its role is changing. No longer are firms charged with making as much 

money as possible. Profit maximisation may be the focus of firm activity but there are many ways to 

fillet a fish. An outcome of this collective behaviour and the ways in which firms are operating in new 

ways and in new spaces means that the actual boundary of the firm is changing. Through collective 

behaviour, the boundary of seafood firms becomes blurred as key actors in them take up roles that 

extend beyond the ‘simple’ act of fishing, processing and selling seafood in order to negotiate 

sustainability and profitability. The aim of this chapter is to examine the role of these collective 

behaviours in developing sustainability of fisheries and the profitability and economic performance of 

companies. 
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The Nelson Seafood Cluster 

New Zealand’s smallest unitary authority, Nelson, is home to approximately 45 300 people 

and is similar in population to the neighbouring Tasman District – 45 800 (Statistics New Zealand 

2004). Part of the Nelson urban area is actually in Tasman, and the rapid growth of this part of the city 

means that the city as a whole is actually growing considerably faster than the Nelson City figure 

suggests. Sharman (2004) notes that Nelson is often conflated with the Tasman District because of the 

proximity of the main centres (Nelson and Richmond respectively). The region also includes the towns 

of Motueka and Collingwood and numerous small communities with beach launched vessels. 

Furthermore, as Chapter Five demonstrated, the adjacent Marlborough District, with approximately  

40 000 people, has a significant marine farming and processing industry (Table 4.8). For the purposes 

of this discussion the Nelson region includes Tasman District (Map 6.1) but acknowledges the 

importance of the Marlborough industry to the Nelson Marlborough Seafood Cluster, as its title 

implies. 

Map 6.1: Nelson City and Tasman and Marlborough Districts 

 

Derived from New Zealand Topo Database, 
Crown copyright reserved. 

The Nelson economy performed relatively well during the 1990s. Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) increased by 15 percent compared to 13 percent for New Zealand. Employment growth was 

not as strong, increasing by five percent from 1996-2002 (Nelson-Tasman Steering Committee 2002).66 

The Nelson economy is characterised by a strong and diversified export sector. Many of these exports 

                                                 
66 Hereafter referred to as the NTSC. 
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are derived from the natural resource assets of the region and are processed in the region’s thriving 

primary sectors of the economy. GDP in primary production increased by 20 percent between 1996 

and 2002. Primary production and processing respectively accounted for 21 percent and 10 percent of 

total regional employment. While export sector GDP has increased the level of employment in this 

sector actually fell by seven percent (NTSC 2002). This implies both increased labour productivity and 

product innovation. 

Although the region has increased output and begun to move to higher value products, the 

NTSC (2002 p.12) maintains that changes in the economic environment have been driven by factors 

external to the region. These changes include strong world demand for exports, firm commodity prices 

and an extremely favourable exchange rate.  

However, employment growth has largely been driven by internal demand as businesses and 

services focused on the region expanded to service an increased population. Nelson-Tasman’s 

population has grown by seven percent (approximately 6 400 people) and guest arrivals have increased 

by 33 percent compared with three percent and nine percent respectively for New Zealand. Overall the 

region’s economy has grown substantially between 1996 and 2004. 

Figure 6.1: Relationship between Nelson Tasman driver industries 

Farming

Seafood

Tourism/Arts

Forestry

Eng/IT

 

Source: NTSC 2002 p.26 

The NTSC identified farming, forestry, engineering and information technology, tourism and 

arts, and seafood as five key driver industries that are largely focused exports derived from natural 



CHAPTER SIX: COLLECTIVE BEHAVIOUR 
 

 

201 

resource assets (Figure 6.1).67 These industries draw heavily on the region’s local resources and 

compete in ways that threaten economic sustainability. For example, farm run-off into estuaries and 

Tasman Bay poses significant risks for aquaculture and fisheries. Greater levels of value-added reduce 

demands on the environment (NTSC 2004 p.34). Higher value-added also demands increased skills 

and specialisation by labour and these industries are starting to compete with each other to secure 

labour. Aware of these challenges, and recognising that the region rather than the nation is the level at 

which global competitiveness is determined, the NTSC through an Economic Development Agency 

has fostered cluster organisations to deal with these issues and to promote development. 

The structure of the Nelson Seafood Cluster 
Benner (2003) proposes that the ability of firms, industries and regions to continually translate 

information and knowledge into viable new products, services and production processes in the face of 

constantly changing technology and market conditions is at the core of competitive success in the 

contemporary economy. Economic learning is dependent on the ability of individuals to learn, and one 

mechanism for fostering this learning in the seafood industry is the Nelson Marlborough Seafood 

Cluster (NMSFC). The NMSFC is an example of what Mourdoukoutas (1999) views as a community 

of common fate and both Tsai (2002) and Khanna et al. (1998) refers to as ‘coopetition’. Coopetition 

refers to simultaneously cooperative and competitive behaviour. The cooperative aspect is the 

collective use of shared knowledge to pursue common benefits. The competitive aspects refers to the 

ways in which this shared knowledge is used to achieve private benefits and outperform others within 

the cluster (Tsai 2002 p.180). The cluster reflects the capacity of larger firms to organise collective 

behaviour and at a more fundamental level the capacity and commitment of these companies to absorb 

the skills of others. 

Chapter Four demonstrated the Nelson-Tasman’s importance as a region for the fishing 

industry (Table 4.8). Likewise the industry is a significant driver for the regional economy (Figure 6.1). 

Nelson boasts the largest fishing port in Australasia (Nelson City Council 2005). It caters for a diverse 

range of shellfish, inshore and deepwater fishing fleets. The deep-water fishing fleets of two of New 

Zealand’s largest fishing companies, Sealord and Amaltal, are based at Port Nelson, and Talley’s 

Fisheries is based at Motueka. Numerous smaller ports in Tasman and Golden bays host small inshore 

vessels (Map 6.1). In total, fishing enterprises with Nelson interests hold approximately half of New 

Zealand’s available quota (Nelson City Council 2005). The industry and its supply chain are a 

significant economic contributor and employer in the Nelson-Tasman region accounting for between 

$230 and $451 million in local GDP and more than 2 123 FTE jobs.68 The NTSC (2002) contends that 

the size, potential, growing complexity and sophistication of the seafood industry make it of the 

                                                 
67 To scale in terms of Full Time Equivalent Employment 
68 Gross Domestic Product is taken from the McDermott Fairgray estimate published in 2000 (New Zealand 
Seafood Industry Council 2000). Employment figures are calculated from the New Zealand census data supplied 
by Statistics New Zealand. 
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utmost importance for the region and for regional growth. Moreover, it is an industry whose success is 

predicated on principles of sustainability and added-value. Yet, for the most part, the Nelson 

community is largely unaware of the contribution of the seafood industry to the local economy in 

terms of providing better jobs and higher incomes (Trengrove pers comm., 2003). Thus the NMSFC 

largely frames its own agenda.  

The 1991 ‘Porter Project’ identified Nelson as one of the few clusters operating in New 

Zealand (Robins pers comm., 2003).69 Since then the Nelson cluster has continued to develop. Frater et 

al. (1998) identified several factors that contributed to the Nelson fishing cluster’s development. 

Nelson has a favourable geographic location. Adjacent to the Cook Strait, the port provides ready 

access to both the East and West coasts, fisheries in Tasman and Golden Bays as well as Cook Strait. 

To fish these seas requires larger vessels and longer fishing voyages and investment in port facilities 

and services. The establishment of the 200 mile limit and the introduction of the QMS were 

considered to give greater certainty to the economic value of fishing activities. However this was by no 

means limited to the Nelson region. The growth of fisheries enhancement activities such as 

Challenger’s scallop enhancement programme built upon the cooperation of quota owners in 

developing and enhancing the fishery. The rapid growth of aquaculture activities, specifically mussel 

and salmon farming, and associated specialist processing facilities provided further impetus for the 

cluster. Finally, transformation of the activity base of the Nelson fishing industry including the shift 

from chartered vessels to Nelson registered vessels, the shift from onshore to onboard processing, and 

the introduction of user-pays in fishery management have, according to Frater et al. (1998), contributed 

to the cluster’s growth.  

The Nelson-Tasman cluster is a diverse and high performing agglomeration of seafood related 

business activities with some highly specialised areas of knowledge that have since proven to be 

exportable – for example deep-sea fishing skills, fisheries management and fisheries research. Frater et 

al. (1998) demonstrate the growing complexity and depth of the cluster, but little has changed since 

then. The core activities of the seafood cluster are aquaculture, inshore and deep-water fishing, and 

seafood processing which provide the basis for a number of activities (Figure 6.2). Traditional servicing 

activities are shown to the right of core activities. Some of these activities have now become 

sufficiently specialised to generate their own export activities and cluster organisations to foster 

growth. For example the marine engineering cluster was formed in 2002 to bid for large tenders that 

no single operator could handle (Johnson pers comm., 2003). New intellectual property and 

management activities have developed as the QMS has evolved. The devolution of responsibilities to 

                                                 
69 In 1990 an extensive and rigorous examination of New Zealand’s economy using a bottom-up approach to 
assess competitive advantage was undertaken(Crocombe et al. 1991). The ‘Upgrading New Zealand’s Competitive 
Advantage’ project became known as the Porter Project because of the methodology and intellectual capital that 
business economist Michael Porter brought to the project. It examined the determinants of national competitive 
advantage and was extremely influential in shaping neoliberal government policy toward industry growth and the 
economy throughout the early 1990s. 
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CSOs and user-pays policies led to a growing fisheries management and fisheries research (including 

stock assessment) industry. These knowledge intensive activities such as legal and business services, 

fisheries research and fisheries consultancy have developed to the point where they are a source of 

exports from the regional cluster as these same services are demanded in other property-rights fisheries 

elsewhere in New Zealand and overseas.  

Figure 6.2: The Nelson-Tasman Seafood Cluster 

 

Processors

In-Shore
Fishing

Aquaculture

Seafood
Management

Services

SEAFOODS

Servicing
other
Fleets

Seafood
Traders

Fisheries
Research

Food
Research

Fisheries
School Ship

Brokers

Naval
Architects

Finance

Shipping
Services

Cold
Storage

Port
Nelson

Packaging

Water &
Effluent

Food
Processing
Equipment

Vessel
Charters

Marine
Equipment

Bunkering
Providoring

Slipways
& Layup

Boat
Builders

Marine
Research

Legal & Business
Services

Fisheries
Consultants

Deep-sea
Fishing

Marine
Engineers

Fisheries/Quota
Management

 

Business and Economic Research Limited 
1998 p.52. 

The Nelson Marlborough Seafood Cluster 
Cluster based economic activity is neither an anonymous nor a passive process. Clusters are 

not only the physical manifestation of successful industrial agglomeration. The term cluster also refers 

to the strategic initiatives of a number of organisations. As outlined in Chapter Two, maintaining a 

cluster and a cluster organisation is considered to require leadership and some sort of internally 

coherent organisation that continues to drive development and growth. These cluster groups may be 

formed as an offshoot of a regional economic development agency, as an endogenous strategy 

implemented by individuals or, more commonly, as a means by which industrial growth is promoted 

by industry actors often sponsored by government and sometimes in active partnership with 

government agencies (Sharman 2004). 
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The Porter Project recommended the formation of a seafood cluster organisation in Nelson. 

Largely driven by the New Zealand Trade Development Board, this was tasked with accelerating the 

growth and development of the infrastructure of the cluster (Robins pers comm., 2003). Cluster 

membership was largely focused on core fishing companies. Frater et al. (1998) hold that the 

centralised management framework of fisheries from Wellington and strong national organisations 

established in Wellington led to the initial cluster organisation not being as successful at fostering 

growth as expected. Peter Robins, Cluster Facilitator of the most recent iteration of the seafood cluster 

organisation, attributes the failure of two previous attempts to members failing to understand the 

agenda and lacking critical engagement with the Government of the day (Robins pers comm., 2003). 

In 2001 the cluster organisation was restarted. The NMSFC works to promote the success of 

the seafood industry in Nelson. In 2002 Peter Robins described the NMSFC Steering groups role as 

helping those in the seafood industry work together to deal with industry needs and innovations, and 

identify new areas of expansion (Clark 2002). Members of the cluster organisation (the cluster steering 

group) include Sealord, Talley’s, TOKM, the Cawthorn Institute, Crop and Food Research Institute, 

NIWA, the Universities of Canterbury and Otago, Nelson Marlborough Institute of Technology 

(NMIT), Nelson City Council, Marlborough District Council, Tasman District Council, Port Nelson 

Ltd and the New Zealand Council of Trades Unions. The cluster organisation also has the ability to 

bring an individual’s (or enterprise’s) expertise into the cluster through various sub-committees. The 

basic questions it addresses are how to make the cluster perform better and how to ensure continued 

growth and development of the cluster: 

In the case of the Nelson one this was probably one of the two or three most advanced 
[clusters] in New Zealand without anyone having done anything formally about it – apart 
from the usual economic pressures which exist. So what we had to do with this one was 
rather different from many of the others which were starting from zero or pretty close to 
zero. We already had a very large, established and internationally competitive structure. The 
question was, “how do you make it perform even better?” What levers could you apply to 
make things move along faster and create more advantage for the people involved and as far 
as the Government was concerned – the nation as a whole and possibly - if you look at it 
altruistically – the world as a whole. 

Robins pers comm., 2003 

The cluster organisation aims to provide demonstrable advantages to those actively involved 

in it. These advantages include access to skilled labour, new products and research expertise. The 

cluster organisation is focused on securing advantages for specific firms and institutions. Furthermore, 

the cluster organisation is a mechanism for garnering control of resources including labour. The key 

phrase is “creating more advantage for the people involved”. Any advantage that accrues to those 

firms outside the cluster is secondary. 

The NMSFC differs from the earlier version described by Frater et al. (1998). More institutions 

are involved now, including the local territorial authorities as well as many enterprises, research 

institutions, education providers and labour organisations. The initial success of the cluster is in part 

due to the support of key government departments such as the Prime Minister’s Office and Economic 
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Development Agencies. But success requires not only strong engagement by local educators but also 

key actors in funding agencies at a national level: 

It [the cluster] needed a really strong engagement from not just local researchers, local 
education people but the national people. The people in Wellington, the ones at the top who 
are keen, who believe in the process and are prepared to do whatever it takes to make it 
work… 
But what’s happened on this occasion is that it was set up with the very active personal 
involvement by the heads of two major government organisations who come over to Nelson 
to chase things along personally on a regular basis, linked with the top people in the industry, 
linked with some new people at the Polytech here [NMIT]. There was a change of 
management and a change of the board which was, frankly, extraordinarily positive…. Now 
if it hadn’t had the support of all those people and a new Chief Executive here and a new 
Chairman here, if it hadn’t had the support of the Chairman of the Cawthorn Institute, if it 
hadn’t had the damn good new guy at Crop & Food Research plus the active involvement of 
the two Chief Executives [at] Talley’s and Sealord. And some very positive reactions from 
TOKM we’d be in some difficulties. 

And later: 

We had so much of the critical mass of the industry based here; there was nowhere else that 
in NZ that it made any sense doing it. The financial concentration, the economics, the 
proportion of the local population in the industry, the different varieties of things going on, 
the number of research institutions already here, 200 marine scientists in Nelson – incredible! 
I couldn’t believe it. That’s the stats. Nowhere else in New Zealand’s got that. 
So there were all things that said it had to be led from here. But at the same time you had to 
work with national organisations. 

Robins pers comm., 2003 

The quotes above demonstrate that the current cluster organisation is aware of the short-comings of 

previous attempts and the necessity of having local industry involved as well as having those who were 

able to speak for the respective firms, research facilities and education institutions. 

The steering committee began by addressing what they believed was missing in Nelson and 

examining other ‘successful’ fisheries and fishing regions internationally. Peter Robins readily accepts 

that they have been influenced by the ways in which Norwegian and Danish regions had responded to 

the challenge of developing a competitive fishing industry and fish processing sector by focusing on 

education, research and training: 

Peter Robins (PR) – We said “OK – small population – same as ours – um – how did they 
do it?” Hell of a lot of focus on training and education. Hell of a lot of focus on research. I 
think you sum that up as education, training and research. Wham! Wham! Wham! 
Eugene Rees (ER) – So that’s where you see the cluster being at its strongest? Developing 
the links? 
PR – Yes. Perhaps not 100 percent of it, but that’s the focus. There are other things. That’s 
education, training and research, those things all linked together and a really strong backing 
from the powers that be and an understanding of why you are doing it. 

Robins pers comm., 2003 

The steering group has set up three focus groups to target specifically employment, education 

and research. Below these three committees are a number of subgroups that address individual projects 

such as the Seafood Innovation Hub and research consortia. Lastly, there are a number of ad hoc 

groups formed to deal with issues on a more informal basis (Robins pers comm., 2003). 

It is presumed that education and training institutions have to play an active role in the cluster 

for this strategy to be successful. The quote below demonstrates that success is not only predicated on 
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having local tertiary education institutes involved, but also a critical engagement at a national level 

through involvement by the Government through the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) and 

TradeNZ and the involvement of the Universities of Canterbury and Otago which also enables links 

with overseas institutions and educators and researchers: 

PR – We had some extraordinary enthusiasm particularly from Andy West and the Tertiary 
Education Commission. He saw… the [cluster]… as an example of how an industry could 
get its act together. And of course when you have a budget of $2 million… 
ER – You can splash a lot of money round to get the result you want? 
PR – You know, a few million in this direction makes a lot of difference and in symbolic 
terms it wouldn’t be noticed in the total budget, it doesn’t make a lot of difference. So 
obviously it’s not as simple as that but the very fact he [Andy West] was there and he was 
able to steer us into directions, to organize ourselves so that when they started releasing the 
funding we were more likely to get a chunk of it. That was the starting point. We also had a 
very enthusiastic reaction from IndustryNZ, or whatever they are called now, and they were 
here to see it and they recognized this could be an example for everyone else. We had a head 
of Department of Labour who was also very interested – for reasons of creating 
employment, raising average income, useful technology, better training and better… on 
changing the image of the industry making it new trainee friendly or something like that. 

Robins pers comm., 2003 

The cluster organisation counts a number of successes. Chief among these is the notion of a 

‘talking shop’ that has brought a wide range of views together. Peter notes that by having senior people 

involved in the talk shop decisions can be made. Perhaps more importantly those who sit at the table 

have a mandate to be able to carry the decision through at their particular institution, organisation or 

enterprise: 

But the fact is we have these mechanisms that get people together and make them talk. You 
find the Mayors talking with Maori or the education people talking with the researchers and 
the researchers talking with everyone. So these opportunities are all at the senior level so they 
all have overviews and the ability to make moves and change things if they feel it’s worth it. 
The cluster’s as much about the informal links as anything else. 

Robins pers comm., 2003 

The ability to grow the talk shop is also a result of the QMS and the formation of quota owner 

associations. Robins readily acknowledges that inter-firm networking and maintaining the links 

necessary for continued cluster growth and development have been aided by the QMS and its ability to 

break down barriers to communication:  

They’ve been getting together on every conceivable level on a regular basis ever since I’ve 
been involved in the industry. It’s gone to a higher level now. Because all the Quota 
Associations now have Quota Management Companies – hoki, squid – there’s dozens of 
them and I think there’s seven or eight headquartered here. But that means they get together. 
They are already linked in other companies. They have to cooperate. So these people are 
meeting all the time. The social links of the finfish side or the wild fishery side of the 
industry are very strong. 

And later: 

The QMS has completely changed the face of the industry. It was one of the most brilliant 
ideas. In fact people didn’t realize how brilliant that was, giving people property rights. It just 
creates a security to invest. But it also meant people could be far more open because the 
secrecy thing was obvious but now you don’t need to. Well, people are still looking for new 
places [and the] possibility of finding a new resource which they can get some advantage in 
but there’s less and less of that. 

Robins pers comm., 2003 
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This success also extends to maintaining connections with other clusters in the region 

including the Aquaculture Equipment Cluster, Canterbury-Nelson Nutraceuticals Cluster and the 

Nelson Marine Engineering Cluster. Links with the first two are maintained through NMSFC members 

having financial and employment links within the clusters. Moreover, there are informal links of 

business elites through organisations such as Rotary which build what Zucker (1986 p.61) refers to as 

“characteristic-based trust” through formal societal structures tied to the character of the person and 

social similarity.70 In this case membership of Rotary confers “free trust” as dialogue is undertaken 

with a number of background understandings held in common: 

Well the Marine Engineering cluster, the chairman sits on our meetings. Peter Johnson. I've 
known him for a long time. I'm a member of the Rotary Club here and it's intriguing, the 
Cawthorn chief executive is a member, the new Fishing School head is a member, Peter 
Johnson is a member, and the facilitator of our cluster is a member. It's all by complete 
coincidence. But you know another example of the other links that can happen. [Like] 
getting social interaction because you see each other every week at the Rotary meeting. 

Robins pers comm., 2003 

There is a formal position within the cluster for the Marine Engineering Cluster. Chairman 

Peter Johnson observes that most of the focus is on building capacity through education, training and 

information technologies. Thus far all he has been offered is information on what the Marine 

Engineering Cluster is up to and project projections. However, he sees his value in the NMSFC in 

being a little more grounded and pragmatic in the decision making: 

I know Peter Robins and he said to me before I got involved in the cluster… he said “we 
want you on the committee because we want someone who’s real on there”. I’m still trying 
to think what that means. A lot of the people are scientists perhaps, and so I know that’s part 
of it. But maybe the engineering cluster talks about more real things perhaps. You know we 
make things. 

And later: 

I don’t know, I’m sure it’s competitive, but to me at the level we’re at [the Marine 
Engineering Cluster] it’s far more aggressive out there and if you don’t survive you die. 
You’ve got to go out and give it. 

Johnson pers comm., 2003 

Having Peter Johnson involved may also be recognition of the success of the Engineering 

Cluster. In a situation where the marine engineering industry generally is constrained the cluster has 

focused on marketing itself as a collective and obtaining business that can be dispersed amongst a 

number of companies with differing expertise (Johnson pers comm., 2003). 

At a more tangible level the cluster organisation has successfully instigated a regional funding 

initiative for a seafood centre of excellence (the Seafood Innovation Hub). This hub will be located on 

a Port Nelson reclamation. It is funded through a $1.5 million New Zealand Trade and Enterprise 

major regional funding initiative, a $500 000 industry contribution and other financial arrangements 

(Nichols 2005). The Hub was to initially provide seafood-related education, research and business 

                                                 
70 Rotary is an organization of business and professional leaders who provide humanitarian services, encourage 
high ethical standards, and help build goodwill in communities. Rotary club membership represents a cross-
section of the community's business and professional men and women (http://www.rotary.org.nz/information). 
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facilities. The first stage of building will include a seafood museum, library, lecture theatre and office 

space. The hub demonstrates the ability of the cluster to target national government funding under the 

auspices of regional development. 

The cluster organisation is trying to secure labour in an increasingly competitive market within 

the region. It aims to do this by developing education and training links with NMIT, with the SITO 

and the Canterbury and Otago universities. The aim is to develop a range of programmes at certificate, 

diploma, degree and post graduate level covering the complete spectrum of the seafood industry. This 

is designed to meet the challenge of a tightening labour market and to ensure that in Nelson the 

seafood industry becomes an employer of first choice rather than one of last resort. By increasing 

training and getting someone else to pay for it, the industry increases product quality, increases the 

uptake of innovation and new technology, builds the capacity of the workforce to undertake new roles 

and functions and, finally, increases regulatory compliance. Moreover, by establishing education links 

with tertiary institutions the potential for research projects that benefit both the industry and more 

specifically those firms in the cluster is increased. 

The cluster has successfully engaged with embedded CSOs such as those involved in the 

Challenger group. In part this is because of the involvement of large quota holders in the cluster but it 

is also a willingness on the part of the CSO executive and management to be involved. For Challenger 

the benefits lie in the development of connections between firms and the social interaction that the 

cluster develops: 

As much in its ability to get people together and generate value out of giving people an 
opportunity to innovate and share resources or pool them and provide a focus for training, 
which is where it tends to be going at the moment but I see that as a temporary or 
transitional thing. I really like the idea that there’s a forum where a fisherman who has an 
idea about his gear can get alongside an engineer and a little bit of research provider and look 
at ways of improving what they are doing. 

And later: 

On this occasion it’s largely driven out of the tertiary education sector. But I see that as 
providing a basis. I’m very, very encouraged to see that recently it’s… starting to find 
projects for Masters and PhD students and that’s a logical step forward and I think that is 
very good. But it’s still in its formative stages. Of course it’s a cluster in name only if you feel 
that it should be operating 100 percent as a tight knit fully mature cluster. It’s not but it will 
get there. 

Mincher pers comm., 2003 

The Cluster has been positive for key large operators such as Sealord, Talley’s and Amaltal. 

Simply by having a cluster organisation and its centre of excellence the profile of the industry is raised 

in the community. But for these players the NMSFC is quite clearly about securing labour and 

scientific resources. As with the Challenger, so Talley’s recognise the potential knowledges that can be 

created by having industry operators meeting regularly: 
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I’ve spoken to X with regard to ongoing tertiary qualifications and getting technology in. The 
cluster will be important for Nelson’s future. Nelson is essentially made up of a whole host 
of people involved in the Industry but there’s nothing concentrated. They are all there but 
with a cluster you’ll be able to throw things together. You’ll never get away from commercial 
reality of business. But when we combine to put up courses people in the community start to 
realize that this Industry is important. 

Sanders-Loder pers comm., 2003 

Sealord also recognise the value of the cluster. Like Talley’s it sees that the cluster has 

galvanised the industry behind a single initiative. Sealord sees the cluster as benefiting it through two 

ways. This initiative has enabled Sealord through the cluster to tap into various academic research, 

training and skill development resources that can address the labour shortage in an increasingly highly 

skilled fishing sector: 

Along with Talley’s we’re the primary commercial funders to this point and we have 
contributed a lot of expertise and people to the venture so far. 
I think it’s galvanised the Nelson fishing industry behind a single initiative. To get ourselves 
organized in a more effective way. Which galvanising any part of the Industry is a pretty big 
achievement… And it’s also figured out how to tap into the various academic and 
government and funding and training resources so I think it’s got half a chance of success. 

McKay pers comm., 2003 

However, Sealord is more concerned with the social and intellectual infrastructure rather than the 

physical manifestation of the cluster through its ‘centre of excellence’:  

I’m not so interested personally, nor is Sealord as a company, in having us all domiciled 
down on the wharf in a flash new building. That to me isn’t the big idea The big idea is a 
network of educational training skill, development enterprises working in conjunction with 
commercial fishing operations to provide real hands’ on credible skill development that 
creates a work force of the future, leaders in the industry, leaders who know a lot about the 
fishing business. 

McKay pers comm., 2003 

The cluster has been less successful for smaller companies and independent fishermen. The 

general perception is that the NMSFC is designed for the ‘Corporates’. Charles Hufflett, of Solander, is 

of the opinion, that while it’s a good thing, he believes it needs to be targeted at a middle management 

level rather than the executive level it is currently at, in part because of the perception that the cluster is 

largely focused on deep-water fishing and the big players, but also because to be involved takes up time 

that many of these smaller operators are already spending on administration, hunting for quota to 

cover ramped deemed values, and fishing. 

Conclusion 
Local level relations persist and are nested in a seafood cluster in the Nelson/Marlborough 

region. The NMSFC represents cooperation under the auspices of regional development and regional 

development initiatives. The cluster also demonstrates that fisheries and fisheries development are, in 

this case, part of wider political projects focused on economic growth. On another level it’s about the 

local seafood sector negotiating the new spaces of after-neoliberalism that the seafood sector finds 

itself having to compete in. The cluster is a mechanism for securing advantages in labour markets 

through providing training initiatives, although this has been stymied by the lack of TEC funding. It is 
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about securing funding for university researchers and securing growth and regional development for 

councils. It is also about maintaining and fostering links with research, training and education, all 

equally important for the industry and the region. All of these goals are increasingly framed in such a 

way as to appeal not only to industry but to those organisations (usually State organisations) that are 

capable of funding these sorts of initiatives. In one sense NMSFC is about building trust (for the 

cluster itself and between enterprises) and presenting a solid front. It is about building innovation and 

research and development in a highly competitive and at times combative industry. 

A success of the NMSFC is that it has strengthened the regional agglomeration of fishing and 

fish processing industries by developing a community of association in which key actors in the fishing 

and processing sector of Nelson are able to interact. Peter Robins succinctly summed up the successes 

as “the talk shop”, building trust and the centre of excellence (the Hub) which now appears to be 

slowed in its progress. The NMSFC thickens skein of practised relationships that constitute the cluster 

in its social manifestation. Nevertheless, recent developments such as the move to greater levels of 

New Zealand investment overseas may undermine Nelson’s seafood cluster. While the NMSFC is 

viewed positively by large fishing companies it appears that the cluster and what it does has little 

purchase with smaller firms and secondary processors who feel excluded from the cluster. To this end 

the NMSFC has improved the profitability and performance of some companies in the Nelson region, 

but not necessarily the sustainability of fish stocks. It has enabled companies such as Sealord, Talley’s 

and Amaltal to fix training and research facilities in place. It has the potential to build value through 

cooperative action: marketing, branding Nelson seafood and so forth, but has yet to achieve this and 

probably will not due to the nature of varied fish enterprises and spatial conflicts. Moreover, this 

economic well-being and growth is largely driven by government investment.  

Commercial Stakeholder Organisations  

There is a growing school of thought that argues that property rights distributed by market-

based regulation, such as ITQs, are key to the development of successful co-management and self-

management regimes (see for example Pinkerton 1994; Hersoug and Rånes 1997; Squires et al. 1998; 

Bess and Harte 2000; Hughey et al. 2000 inter alia).71 Berkes et al. (1991 p.12) hold that co-management 

involves the “sharing of power and responsibility between government and local resource users”. 

Furthermore, ITQs can lead to the formation of sole ownership corporations or collectives (Scott 

1986b; 1986a; 1989; 1993). Townsend (1995; 2002) maintains that, utilising corporate self-governance, 

local fishermen are able to devise and to administer regulatory institutions that are, in his view, 

superior to externally (government) imposed regulation. Yandle (2003) posits that co-management 

structures which actively involve fishermen in decision making rather than in the more usual advisory 

                                                 
71 This should in no way preclude collective or community ownership under res commune leading to complex co-
management regimes that include fishermen and regulatory institutions (St Martin 2001). 
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role would be a natural extension of property rights as fishermen seek to preserve the value of the 

resource.  

Often what is referred to as co-management is actually self-management (Hughey et al. 2000) 

and where it is co-management this is often between commercial stakeholders (usually rights-holders) 

and the State rather than between multiple stakeholders. Hughey et al. (2000) contend that self-

management differs in that key decisions are taken by the users themselves (in this case usually 

commercial users), even if they are still constrained by an overarching legal and policy framework. 

Thus co-management is a continuum of classifications from self-management through to advisory 

management (Hughey et al. 2000 p.122). Notwithstanding the rise of co-management and ‘community 

management’, too often the commercial sector appropriates the terms ‘community’ and ‘co-

management’ for what is essentially a partnership between local business and the State in an 

increasingly privately regulated system (Mansfield 2004b). 

Associated with property rights the State expects fishing enterprises to accept new, and in 

some cases unexpected and unwelcome, responsibilities. Under enabling legislation like the Fisheries 

Act 1996 and its 1999 amendments, stakeholder management does not replace the QMS but rather 

supplements it. In principle co-management could be extended to all user-groups, but the Ministry 

views commercial operators organised through CSOs to be in the best position to promote the 

development of more long-term harvesting plans that integrate the interests of other stakeholders 

(Yandle 2003). CSOs are another layer of institutions to which the Ministry can devolve management 

responsibilities. Generally, stakeholder organisations carry out routine management activities, including 

research and monitoring, while the Ministry retains the role of setting management standards, 

enforcement and auditing of stakeholder activities (Yandle 2003). 

New Zealand co-management regimes are primarily focused on industrialised fisheries and 

differ from those overseas in that they have not developed from existing community management 

regimes (Yandle 2003). The commercial stakeholder organisations involved in New Zealand’s co-

management regime are comparatively new and typically focused on extracting value from fisheries as 

opposed to social or environmental concerns. 

 Challenger Scallop Enhancement Company: the histor y of the future of 
fisheries management?  

Challenger is portrayed in the academic literature by a number of authors as a successful 

stakeholder organisation (Arbuckle 2000; Arbuckle and Drummond 2000; Harte 2000a; 2001; Hersoug 

2002a; Townsend 2002) and as the future of fisheries management in New Zealand (Arbuckle and 

Metzger 2000). Challenger is considered to be the exemplar of co-management in New Zealand, 

although it is more akin to Hughey et al’s (2000) description of self-management as quota owners 

decide on their own operating system within the framework established through the legislation. It is 

self-managed, self-funded and, largely, self-compliant. 
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Challenger and the co-management arrangements are a response to fishery collapse. 

Commercial dredging for scallops began in Tasman Bay in 1959. Fishing effort steadily increased and 

peaked in 1975 with 200 vessels catching 1 250 tonnes of meat (Annala et al. 2002). By 1981 the fishery 

had collapsed and was closed (Table 6.1). When the fishery reopened in 1983 only 48 licences were 

issued and each vessel was assigned an equal share of the quota. Ongoing management of the fishery 

has involved rotational fishing (commercial fishermen are allowed into specific areas each year) and 

enhancement of natural stock through the distribution of juvenile spat in areas that are fished or have 

low scallop densities. Up to 1994 this enhancement was funded through a voluntary levy on all catch 

landed and was carried out on an ad-hoc basis as vessels became available (Arbuckle and Metzger 

2000). In 1994 Challenger took over this role and in 1996 it assumed de facto responsibility for setting 

quota.72 The Ministry set a ceiling of 720 tonnes for TACC; although actual tonnage harvested is 

generally much lower (see Table 6.1). In 1999 the responsibility for managing this fishery was devolved 

to Challenger. It ensures compliance with closures through civil contracts which establish penalties for 

breaches of the management regime. In this narrative co-management could be considered as an 

afterthought, and as Clapp (1998 p.141) predicts, it involves a move towards agro-ecosystems and 

Anderson’s (2003) extensive aquaculturalism. 

Table 6.1 Reported Landings of Scallops in Nelson/Marlborough (SCA7) 

Year Catch TACC Year Catch TACC
1970 80 - 1987-88 219 -
1971 215 - 1988-89 222 -
1972 236 - 1989-90 205 -
1973 321 - 1990-91 240 -
1974 636 - 1991-92 672 -
1975 1246 - 1992-93 710 -
1976 547 - 1993-94 805 1100
1977 575 - 1994-95 850 850
1978 167 - 1995-96 521 720
1979 104 - 1996-97 231 720
1980 41 - 1997-98 298 720
1981 0 - 1998-99 547 720
1982 0 - 1999-00 676 720
1983-84 225 - 2000-01 336 720
1984-85 367 - 2001-02 716 720
1985-86 245 - 2002-03 469 720
1986-87 355 - 2003-04 199 720  

Source: Annala et al. 2002 p. 491 and Ministry 
of Fisheries 2005 

Challenger was established in 1994 and consists of approximately 35 quota owners, including 

commercial fishermen and six processors (Mincher pers comm., 2003). Challenger is an unlisted public 

company and operates under the Companies Act. As of 2004 all quota holders were members of 

Challenger. Business is conducted through a Board of Directors consisting of ten members, elected 

every three years, and largely reflecting the shareholding interests (Hersoug 2002). Any one holding 

                                                 
72 As of 2005 the Southern Scallop fishery is the only fishery exempt from the normal TACC setting process. 
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more than ten percent of quota may automatically appoint one director (Arbuckle 2000). Currently 

quota owned by one company owns 35 percent of the voting rights, and all remaining individual 

shareholders hold four percent or less of the vote, although eight iwi organisations control 23 percent 

between them. Quota trades for approximately $60 000 a tonne and the fishery generates revenues of 

about $20 million per annum (Townsend 2002). 

Challenger operates as a cost centre and quota owners fund the company’s activities through a 

levy on landed scallops. These activities have expanded from providing enhancement services to 

becoming actively involved in research, monitoring and devolved management of the fishery. 

Approximately 40 percent of Challenger’s budget is allocated to enhancement (Mincher pers comm., 

2003). The rest of Challenger’s budget is allocated towards management, compliance and research. For 

example, Challenger has commissioned research on seeding techniques and has increased the seeded 

survival rate. Challenger’s main focus of research is the annual abundance survey which Harte (2000b) 

claims has become three times more accurate since Challenger took over this role. Challenger also 

monitors water quality and algal events and has developed a more intense monitoring programme to 

assess productivity on the seafloor and the water column. Challenger has established a recreational 

advisory group (at its own expense) whose proposals for quota reduction, size reduction and increased 

recreational bag limits were accepted by the Minister of Fisheries. Moreover, Challenger has closed 

some areas to commercial fishermen permanently to provide better access to recreational fishers. 

Challenger’s Chief Executive, Russell Mincher, recognises that they “do not have a mortgage on 

knowledge” but that Challenger’s function is to translate as much of that knowledge as possible into 

usable practice in today’s environment (Mincher pers comm., 2003). 

Challenger represents an example of Townsend’s (1995) corporate self-governance. Only 

quota owners may own shares in the company and both voting rights and levies are exercised in 

proportion to quota ownership. Challenger is recognised as the legitimate voice of quota owners by 

MFish and SeaFIC. The Board employs staff who implement and enforce management options 

determined by the Board. The Board has both input and output controls available to manage the 

fishery and currently these options include ITQs (essentially the government’s fisheries policy), 

closures and gear restrictions. Hughey et al. (2000 p.124) note that the motivating factors are largely 

economic and that social and ethical aspects are largely irrelevant. Russell Mincher (pers comm., 2003) 

acknowledges that he is answerable to the Board and ultimately the shareholders – the owners of 

quota, not the fishermen, the processors nor the recreational fishers. However by negotiating with 

recreational fishers, for example, the industry is able to reduce conflicts with them. In part this is also a 

reflection of the commercial sector’s awareness of the political power that recreational fishers and iwi 

can exert. Moreover by including recreational and iwi fishers in the management process, if not the 

decision-making process, Challenger is able to shape the debate and head off conflict before it occurs. 

As Mincher observes with regard to commercial fishermen and recreational fisher tensions during low 

productivity years: 
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You’ve got to remember that we [Challenger] are in the middle helping to manage those 
processes through. So they tend not to flare up. There’s an awful lot of trust built up 
between ourselves and our shareholders. So they tend to, most of the time, let us manage 
those sorts of interactions... …we work pretty hard to make sure that in the long term those 
relationships [between recreational fishers and commercial fishermen] are in good stead. 

Mincher pers comm., 2003 

Challenger’s success can be attributed to four factors. First, the historical collapse and 

subsequent closure of the fishery looms large in the collective memory of quota owners. Second, 

initiating a seeding programme and actively involving fishermen at the outset gave fishermen 

ownership of the fishery. Third, recovery has been built on the back of enhancement, first by the 

Ministry and later by the fishermen themselves and this has lead to long term collaborative 

relationships being built between quota owners: 

I think Challenger Scallops has been very, very lucky because it came out of a time when the 
fishery was in crisis. The fishery had closed. It had collapsed. Now its been built on the back 
of enhancement, which was a Government initiative originally, which was transferred across 
to the fishermen – the owners of quota… …they have a shared goal and vision of getting the 
fishery back on spec and running. So they grew up through that with the Ministry looking to 
help them combine and act together. There’s been a lot of cooperative sort of capital built. 

Mincher pers comm., 2003 

Fourth, there are only 35 shareholders. There are just not that many people with whom to 

negotiate. Furthermore, the nature of the fishery – six processors and approximately 50 vessels located 

in Tasman and Golden Bay, and the Marlborough Sounds – means that it is easier to get everyone in 

the same room at the same time to discuss issues concerning the fishery. These factors have lead to 

local ownership of grounded management. This fishery is shaped by commercial stakeholders who 

have successfully negotiated with other stakeholders. Whether this negotiation is inclusive of multiple 

stakeholders or amounts to merely the ‘buying off’ of recreational and iwi fishers' interests is open to 

debate. 

Challenger’s Board and staff face a number of challenges. First, there are limitations to wealth 

generation in the fishery. Fishermen are constrained by the amount of fish they can produce and the 

costs of production. There is not a lot to be gained by shifting to marine farming of scallops (Mincher 

pers comm., 2003). Challenger’s efforts in the fishery are largely focused on the supply and 

management side of the fishery. It has no mandate and is not encouraged by processor shareholders to 

investigate the marketing side of the fishery, although smaller quota holders and some fishermen are 

keen for this to be explored. One response to growing or adding value that Challenger is exploring is 

the quality of product that is harvested. By increasing the number of high quality scallops produced the 

benefits are expected to flow back to quota owners. Challenger is also making attempts to become the 

first dredge shell fishery to gain Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certification (Mincher pers comm., 

2003). This certification would enable a premium to be charged and could be achieved through 

adjusting fishing techniques as opposed to altering the product – something that Challenger has 

previously mandated through compliance programmes. Second, the distancing of quota holders from 

the nuts and bolts of fishing may also prove a problem. Quota tends to be not so much corporately 
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owned, as increasingly owned by people less directly involved in the fishery. The outcome is a decline 

in local knowledge within the company. Furthermore, as quota owners become separated from the 

process of production the potential for the sense of place and belonging to the fishery diminishes, 

leading to a commensurate decline in any sense of loss from previous experiences of resource collapse 

and any sense of caring for the fishery. Third, despite negotiating successfully with other fishing 

stakeholders, Challenger has struggled to reach agreement with marine farming interests over the 

spatial allocation of farms vis-à-vis scallop spat collection sites. Mincher attributes this initially to the 

intransigence of Tasman District Council and subsequently to speculators in the marine farming 

industry: 

There have been some things that have cost our shareholders an awful lot of money. Like 
the ongoing business of marine farming applications in Tasman Bay. That’s cost the industry 
and the marine farming industry probably $10 million over the space of three years…. 
…Even with that, much as it’s played up as a contest between the marine farming industry 
and the capture fishing industry, the real issue here is that Challenger on behalf of the fishers 
in Golden and Tasman Bays got together with the marine farmers before that and said to 
Tasman District Council “here’s how you can provide for everyone” and Tasman District 
Council said they didn’t like the plan as it would put marine farms too close to shore, 
Basically so “No”. And that’s triggered a cascade of problems that led us down the path of 
having to appeal… It would have been nice to find a better way to deal with it but I am not 
convinced there was any alternative. In the end speculators got involved in the marine 
farming end. 

Mincher pers comm., 2003 

Added to this is Challenger’s perception that marine farmers are unable to control 

membership effectively. Initial agreements in the Marlborough Sounds collapsed as marine farming 

space declined and new aquaculture entrants applied for space. Russell believes that until marine 

farmers have a closed system that defines and limits property rights and provides identifiable parties to 

negotiate with, the relations between scallop fishermen and marine farmers will remain fraught, flawed 

and subsequently litigious (Mincher pers comm., 2003). 

In conclusion, Challenger is a quota stakeholder response and specific series of actions to 

address biological sustainability before economic sustainability but the pay off has been substantial. 

Challenger is a key CSO because of the ways in which enterprises have collectively inserted themselves 

into a number of different elements of the management of and research on the fishery. Moreover, its 

visible success at negotiating with the Ministry and reconciling recreational and other fishing 

stakeholder interests in the fishery has led to a number of commercial fishermen in the area 

establishing other management companies, including Challenger Dredge Oyster Fishery Management 

Company in 1997, and, more recently, Challenger Fin Fisheries Management Company in 2000. 

Whether these organisations will have the same success as Challenger in reconciling different user 

groups is open to question. But, through the Challenger group, commercial stakeholders from a 

number of fisheries (although not aquaculture) have coordinated their interests and reduced user 

conflicts and the transaction costs of fishing and fisheries management. 
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Under the Challenger group local owners of fishing rights to scallops have secured a dominant 

voice in the management of the fishery and related research. They may be acting as good stewards of 

the resource, given their sense of responsibility for the local scallop fishery. Certainly, they can now set 

the rules and regulations and to a certain extent control who is involved in the fishery. Their project 

seems to be marked by mutual learning, mutual understanding and ownership of local knowledge. 

Challenger is an example of fishing enterprises extending their activities beyond the physical 

production and processing of goods to the setting of resource management goals and to the shaping of 

debates concerning the management of fisheries. In part, this has been achievable because of the small 

number of quota owners, their grounding in the local community, and the sedentary nature of the 

fishery. Together, the enhancement programme and quota allocation mean that the Southern scallop 

fishery is conducted as a ranching operation (Anderson, J. 2002). The corporate governance structure 

blurs the boundary between individual stakeholder views and those of the Board because voting 

structure is predicated on quota shares. The evidence from Challenger supports the contention of the 

rights-based reformers that an expected outcome of property rights is that stakeholders will 

acknowledge the responsibilities that go with their rights. In assuming the responsibilities Challenger 

has forged a new space of governance in which environmental outcomes and fisheries management 

expectations are shaped through civil legally binding contracts that ensure individual fishermen meet 

collective quota owner expectations. Curiously, Challenger is a response to fisheries stock collapse and 

not simply the reallocation of property rights. 

The Hoki Fishery Management Company  
The HFMC was established in 1997 to represent the collective interests of the owners of hoki, 

ling, hake, silver warehou and southern blue whiting quota. As of April 2001 there were 43 

shareholders (HFMC 2005). The shareholders meet twice a year, and elect a Board of Directors. The 

four largest shareholders (Sealord, Amaltal, Sanford and Independent Fisheries) control two thirds of 

the total quota.73 Total budget for the company is approximately $600 000, of which less than a third is 

financed through an industry wide levy. The rest is funded through specific levies for specific projects 

(Hersoug 2002a p.176). The hoki fishery and its bycatch contribute approximately 60 percent of New 

Zealand’s total commercial catch by volume and contributed about $308 million in export receipts in 

2002 (New Zealand Seafood Industry Council 2002a). 

The HFMC is an example of Hughey et al‘s (2000) advisory co-management. The Government 

facilitates most aspects of management and sets the rules and consults with the HFMC, amongst other 

stakeholders. The Ministry sets TACC and is responsible for monitoring compliance of the fisheries 

management regime. There is also an industry-run observer programme, contracted out to an 

independent organisation, that monitors both catch and vessel behaviour in the Cook Strait and on the 

                                                 
73 Companies controlling more than five percent of the total quota automatically earn the right to appoint one 
director. 
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Chatham Rise where there are some management issues the industry considers require further 

monitoring. 

The HFMC is an example of enterprises renegotiating spaces of governmentality and ways of 

doing fisheries. The companies involved in the hoki fishery have gained access to new spaces of 

governing and were forced to adopt new practices. The HFMC is a response to the rise of third food 

regimes and a growing clamour for organic certification because of concerns over health, the 

environment and sustainability by consumers manifest in ‘ethical consumption’ and efforts to make 

visible the realities of food production (Winter 2003; 2004). Such concerns can lead to re-regulation of 

the fishing sector. The HFMC is a response to this challenge. Its chief strategy has been to adopt 

Marine Stewardship Council certification. 

The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) is a supra-national NGO that promotes sustainable 

fisheries management worldwide (Constance and Bonanno 1999; Peacey 2000; Roheim 2002; 2003). 

This contested organisational form combines transnational regulatory, economic and environmental 

actors following free market strategies and seeking to create a stable market and a stable fish harvest. 

Fisheries that meet MSC standards are certified and receive an eco-label that identifies products as 

being from a sustainable fishery. The MSC endeavours to use consumer purchasing power and market 

mechanism in the form of price premiums to generate change and promote environmentally 

responsible stewardship of fisheries through eco-labelling. It uses a product label to reward 

environmentally responsible fishery management and practices. Consumers, concerned about over-

fishing and its environmental and social consequences, will increasingly be able to choose seafood 

products that have been independently assessed against the MSC standard and labelled to prove it. The 

rationale is that if consumers buy fish products from firms that back sustainable methods then they 

will be helping to restock the world’s depleted fisheries. 

Though operating independently since 1999, the MSC was first established by Unilever and 

World Wildlife Fund in 1997. Unilever has committed to use only MSC labelled goods by 2005 

(Unilever 2002). As of 2004 the MSC certifies four percent of the world’s wild fisheries (Brown 2004). 

Currently the only fishery in New Zealand to have an MSC label is hoki and all the major fishing 

companies that fish for hoki are registered. Quota owners have been successful in implementing a 

common strategy to improve the image and price of their product through MSC certification. 

Environmental trademarks and endorsements for hoki were contested within the industry 

(McKay 2003) and this is reflected in the different narratives as to why hoki fishermen sought MSC 

certification. First, certification can be constructed as driven solely by New Zealand producers in an 

effort to differentiate their product in global commodity markets and garner greater returns. Through 

certification, producers are able to relocalise the provenance of hoki in the context of environment and 

build upon the positive narratives that surround fisheries in New Zealand as well as construct a ‘Brand 

New Zealand’ that piggy-backs on the ‘clean green environmentally pristine’ image of New Zealand. 

MSC certification enables New Zealand producers to reconnect food to the process of fishing and its 
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environmental outcomes for consumers, notwithstanding hoki being fabricated and reconstituted into 

other products beyond New Zealand. Moreover, the hoki industry saw a competitive advantage in 

being the first large scale fishery to be certified (McKay pers comm., 2003). Alternatively, MSC 

certification is a response to the hoki industry’s customers and the demands that consumers are placing 

on these retailers. In this version of events producers and fishermen are responding to consumer 

demands as opposed to reshaping consumer expectations: 

What I would say is that MSC is driven by our customers who were under increasing focus 
and pressure by their consumers. They [consumers] wanted to be sure that the products they 
were buying or eating were products that had been harvested, captured, caught in an 
environmentally responsible way. That’s going on across a lot of industries. Consumers are 
making lots of demands, which is fine.  

McKay pers comm., 2003 

A third version subscribed to by several informants is that while certification has benefited the 

hoki industry and HFMC members in that they are able to secure greater returns (see Roheim 2002 

p.98), it was driven by larger hoki quota holders and the MSC itself. Prior to hoki certification the MSC 

had certified small often spatially specific fisheries such as the Thames herring fishery and the Burry 

Inlet cockle fishery and was in need of a large scale whitefish fishery to validate its eco-label and “get 

runs on the board” (Thomas pers comm., 2003). For practical reasons cod was not a starter. 

Furthermore, by going through the process of certifying hoki the MSC set in place the practices and 

systems necessary for certifying a large scale trawl fishery: 

New fisheries coming into the certification have a much more streamlined process as a result 
[of hoki]. They’ve got all the problems ironed out, the fishery is certified for five years. 
Whereas for hoki, we’ve been going for two and a half years and we still haven’t got the 
appeal process sorted out. The whole process, hoki has sort of been the guinea pig to allow 
MSC to sort out its processes and get everything sorted out because they didn’t really have a 
functioning process in place when they certified the hoki fishery. 

Cade pers comm., 2003 

The benefit to HFMC members of collective behaviour is the small price premium that they 

get in the European market as well as the market relations that are formed. Such gains may be 

undermined as concerns surrounding quality emerge. Furthermore, as large scale fisheries such as 

Alaskan pollack are certified, the premium will be eroded. Both Sealord and Sanford, however, remain 

convinced of the efficacy of the label and its long-term benefits. They contend that it has secured 

business with some very important customers and given them a label that they can attach to their 

global export brand:  

It’s made us more aware and responsive to environmental concerns because we have a label 
out there that we’ve stuck our brand on. If you like, making a public statement as to your 
commitment is probably a good thing if you’re going to live by it. 

McKay pers comm., 2003 

Certification reflects long-term strategic thinking by key actors in the HFMC. The long-term 

benefits of MSC certification come in brand recognition and the opportunities that future pollack 

certification presents. The investment in branding of New Zealand hoki by companies such as 

Unilever and Youngs Bluecrest demonstrates a long term commitment to New Zealand hoki by these 
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retailers (Sanford annual report 2003). Once certified there is an opportunity to penetrate the larger 

United States market, where 50 percent of hoki is sold, on the back of certified pollack as consumers 

start to recognise the eco-label. 

Nonetheless, certification may prove to be a double edged sword. Now that the fishery is 

certified the premium received for the eco-label may be eroded by continued expectations concerning 

environmental standards: 

I’ve always said that now we’re in we have a tiger by the tail. You can’t let go, if you let go 
the thing will turn around and savage you. Once you’re in you can’t let go. The stewardship 
council is always going to raise the bar on you, is always going to put more to deal with 
environmental issues and you have to weigh up the cost of operating in the fishery 

Cade pers comm., 2003 

In its efforts to achieve self-management the HFMC may be exchanging the discipline and 

management of the New Zealand Government for a new moral economy with continued discipline 

and regulation by a transnational regulatory body who define what (or who) is good and what is bad, 

and disciplining those that do not conform to the accepted definitions of good and bad.  

Certification has local anti-political effects (Barry 2002). It stifles potential spaces of 

contestation and places limits on debate and confrontation. Sceptics have argued that the MSC 

excludes or marginalises important stakeholders (Constance and Bonanno 1999). Certification may also 

be construed as a strategy by the HFMC to limit and stymie debate on the environmental effects of 

fishing. It lends weight to industry claims of sustainable fishing practice and provides the opportunity 

to silence debate by pointing to internationally recognised environmental standards. Even this potential 

benefit of certification for the industry may prove to be short lived. The Royal Forest and Bird 

Protection Society of New Zealand has challenged certification on the grounds that the hoki fishery 

failed to comply with the MSC principles of certification (Marine Stewardship Council 2002). Concerns 

include the damage to fragile benthic communities and non-target fish species, and seabird and 

mammal bycatch. The appeal was rejected by the MSC on the grounds that subsequent to certification 

the HFMC has implemented or intends to implement a number of corrective actions. Despite very real 

concerns over the status of the stock and recent commercial catch reductions (see Figure 4.8), the 

MSC continues to certify the fishery. 

Hoki fishermen introduced a voluntary code of practice that provides for observers on vessels 

as well as rules on where to fish. The HFMC has weak powers. It has tried to shift the fishery from 

targeting smaller undersized (juvenile) stocks to more optimal sizes (Hersoug 2002a p.177). They are, 

however, largely reliant on the Government to enforce compliance. There is no civil contract between 

the HFMC and its member companies to ensure compliance with HFMC requirements. Thus, when a 

Vela Fishing Limited vessel was caught fishing in an area previously designated under the code of 

practice as important for juvenile hoki, it took the shaming mechanism of a public outing and a threat 

of Ministerial closure of the fishery for Vela to withdraw. 
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Hoki is a commodity product. Unlike the owners of Challenger, the HFMC shareholders, the 

quota owners, have found little common ground in the catching and processing of fish. The leading 

companies have followed different strategies when it comes to processing and selling their product. In 

part this is due to the quiddity of family-founded fishing enterprises in New Zealand: 

We’ve got guys who have fundamentally grown businesses. They’ve grown up, and most are 
Eastern Europeans right, Greeks, Yugoslavs. There are a few others but they are all family 
businesses. They have come up; it’s a very patriarchal group. The business plan is “where I’m 
going”. But if you look… each person would be moving in different directions and they all 
believe that theirs is the correct way. 

Cade pers comm., 2003 

Each individual company has charted its own course with respect to the commodity. Most of 

the larger processors have carved out distinct niches in global markets (Hazlett pers comm., 2003). 

HFMC shareholders have traditionally followed their own path in marketing and product 

development. Doug McKay observes that the industry is immature in terms of its ability to align 

around a cohesive industry strategy. Despite hoki fishermen successfully aligning themselves with an 

environmental standard, quality marketing remains a challenge: 

Quality is highly variable by vessel. This is very interesting to me. We are all in the same hoki 
boat, but I have to say it hasn’t translated into uniform adoption of quality standards. Once a 
consumer has had a bad experience with hoki he won’t go back. They’ll go to cod or 
haddock or pollack. So we are all in the same boat, all the hoki producers. I’m as reliant on 
Sanford to do the right thing with quality as I am for my vessels. 

McKay pers comm., 2003 

The industry received a timely reminder from Volker Kuntzsch, German-based buying 

director of Unilever subsidiary Frozen Fish International, early in 2003, when he noted that quality had 

become such an issue that New Zealand hoki could no longer be sold in the Netherlands. At that time 

Richard Cade, Chief Executive of the HFMC, noted that marketing was each individual company’s 

responsibility but that the HFMC would probably address the issue as well (Chapple 2003). Kuntzsch’ 

visit was organised by Sealord and led to significant improvements across the industry: 

We wanted the industry to get the message. We’d been talking to various players and frankly 
we [the industry] had people with different positions on quality. It was a little loose, frankly. 
Having that guy [Kuntzsch] come down knowing there was a bit of danger in that because 
when you throw shit some of it sticks. We were implicated along with everyone else. But 
with the positives and negatives we’d be better off if someone tells it like it was. Quality has 
lifted significantly across the hoki industry, but a couple of companies have been de-listed 
from customers for a year. 

McKay pers comm., 2003 

In conclusion, the HFMC has attempted to alter the consumer perceptions of its end product 

in terms of the sustainable resource management practices behind it, by altering collective behaviour at 

the fishing end of the commodity chain. Chiefly, under the direction of larger shareholders, the HFMC 

has inserted itself into the regulatory and environmental debate through MSC certification. In this way 

it has appropriated environmental meanings for commercial ends. MSC certification reflects the 

contradictory trends of resistance to mass food trends and globalisation by commercial interests as well 
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as the large transnational retailers seeking market segmentation in order to extract more rents from a 

commodity product. 

MSC certification is the beginning of collective behaviour in marketing and allows individual 

companies to leverage value and profitability off collective firm behaviour. However, it is not without 

its risks and challenges. Individual fishing companies are reconstituted as governable global subjects 

(Busch and Bain 2004) that are now beholden to a public global organisation with disciplinary powers 

that extend beyond local sites of production and local market places. Equally, the behaviour of 

individual enterprises may undermine the collective good generated by the eco-label. As Shane Jones, 

retiring Chairman of Sealord, observed, “there are elements in the industry who exist at the margin 

who don’t suffer the costs if they thumb their noses at environmental anxieties” (quoted in Fox 2005). 

Individual firms within the HFMC still face the challenge of marketing a quality product collectively. 

The patriarchal nature of many of the firms and the atomised behaviour that is part of the industry 

culture will make it difficult for firms to meet this challenge, despite the initial the success of the MSC 

certification and the increasingly corporatised nature of the larger quota holders. More recently,  

New Zealand hoki has failed in the competitive United Kingdom market and the price premium 

expected for eco-labelled hoki has failed to materialise (Parker 2005). Competition between 

supermarkets in the United Kingdom is very strong, and tends to focus on iconic products and brands. 

Cod is one such product. Price competition on cod fish fingers drove the prices on the shelves down 

so that they appeared to shoppers at the same level as the hoki. By 2004, in some supermarkets, cod 

fish fingers were actually cheaper than the more sustainable hoki option, making a mockery of 

suggestions that cod stocks might be in danger. Stiff competition on the price of cod fish fingers 

between supermarkets made hoki seem less and less attractive for price-conscious shoppers. This, 

coupled with taste preferences and concerns over ‘oily’ hoki meant that, as of mid-2005, Unilever is no 

longer selling any hoki products to retailers in the UK (Porritt and Goodman 2005).74 

The New Zealand Rock Lobster Industry Council and i ndustry-led research  
The New Zealand rock lobster fishery is widespread, extending from Stewart Island in the 

south to Northland in the north and east to the Chatham Islands. The main fishing areas are the north 

and east coasts of the North Island, the east, south and south west coasts of the South Island and the 

Chatham Islands. The rock lobster fishery has been and still continues to be an important domestic 

fishery in terms of the number of vessels and the fishermen employed and the value of landings and 

exports (Annala 1983). In 2002 the rock lobster fishery contributed $128 million in export revenue 

                                                 
74 In the United Kingdom consumers are moving further away from fish ‘enthusiasm’ and towards fish 
‘toleration’. Sales of fresh fish are in long term decline, being replaced by frozen and processed fish products. At 
the same time, speciality fishmongers are disappearing from high streets, being replaced by supermarkets where 
the range of fish species is sometimes narrower. The whole business of eating fish is becoming less fishy. 
Increasingly consumers usually avoid fresh or oily fish such as hoki in favour of  bland whitefish, preferably 
covered in sauce, battered or bread-crumbed, and will soak it in salt and vinegar at the first opportunity (Porritt 
and Goodman 2005 p.17-18). 
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from 2 589.9 tonnes caught, the great majority of which was exported live, primarily to Asia. It is the 

third largest export earner, next only to hoki and mussels (New Zealand Seafood Industry Council 

2002a). The TACC available to the industry has declined. The TACC in 2002-3 was 71 percent of that 

available in 1990. As quota has declined fishermen are catching more of the available TACC. The 

percentage of harvesting right exercised has increased from 77 percent to 97 percent in the same time 

(Table 6.2).75 

Table 6.2 Reported commercial catch for rock lobster 1990-2003 

Year Catch TACC % Caught
1990-91 2907.5 3793 77%
1991-92 3020.9 3503 86%
1992-93 2630.0 3202 82%
1993-94 2746.3 2912 94%
1994-95 2621.4 2912 90%
1995-96 2548.5 2912 88%
1996-97 2690.5 2953 91%
1997-98 2584.1 2844 91%
1998-99 2726.0 2926 93%
1999-00 2748.6 2849 96%
2000-01 2795.9 2849 98%
2001-02 2593.2 2684 97%
2002-03 2589.9 2684 97%  

Derived from Annala et al. 2003 

The number of vessels has declined steadily over time, probably as a function of declining 

TACC. In 2000-2001 there were about 486 quota owners and an estimated 365 vessels fishing for rock 

lobster. By 2003-2004 this had declined to about 459 quota owners and approximately 320 vessels, a 

decline of five percent and 13 percent respectively (NRLMG 2001-04). This indicates a rationalisation 

of effort over time. About 50 percent of TACC is held by corporations or processors and there is a 

strong lease-dependence by rock lobster fishermen in most of the management areas (Donohue and 

Barker 2000). However the rock lobster fishery has remained a comparatively small scale fishery with a 

number of beach launched vessels with crews of two. 

Through NZRLIC, local quota owners, companies and commercial rock lobster fishermen 

have inserted themselves into the management process and are performing a number of research and 

management tasks that have previously been the domain of the Ministry. By utilising bottom-up 

provision of detailed catch data individual fishermen operating collectively are able to provide a 

detailed ongoing assessment of the stock status from which they can negotiate on issues of resource 

management. 

There are nine commercial stakeholder organisations operating, one for each of the rock 

lobster management areas of New Zealand. These CSOs have taken different forms. Some operate as 

                                                 
75 TACC totals exclude CRA 10 as TACC = 0.1 tonnes; Catch excludes CRA 10 and catch outside the EEZ. 
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loose coalitions, others are incorporated societies and at least one has set up a formal company. Some 

of these regional CSOs are more effective and more actively involved in fisheries management than 

others (Sykes pers comm., 2003). Each regional group or CRAMAC draws membership and a majority 

mandate from fishing and non-fishing quota owners, quota holders, permit holders, processors and 

exporters (Harte 2000b; 2001; Hersoug 2002a; Sharp and Jeffs 2004).76 These CRAMACs are the 

operating foundation of rock lobster industry activities. All nine CRAMACs hold a majority mandate 

of rock lobster quota holders.  

NZRLIC is an umbrella organisation. Each CRAMAC has an appointed representative on the 

NZRLIC board of directors. NZRLIC’s Chairman is elected by the board and has oversight of 

NZRLIC operations. Each of the nine CRAMACs contribute a share of the NZRLIC operational 

budget in proportion to the TACC for the region (New Zealand Seafood Industry Council 2005). 

Based in Wellington, NZRLIC provides a range of technical, administrative, research, science and 

management services. In 1997 NZRLIC became an accredited research provider to the Ministry and 

has successfully tendered for a number of stock assessment contracts. Additional funding comes 

through levies on catch. 

The most important relationship for the NZRLIC is the multi-stakeholder National Rock 

Lobster Management Group (NRLMG).77 The NRLMG is a cooperative stakeholder group supported 

by and participated in by the NZRLIC as representatives of the commercial fishing sector. This multi-

stakeholder organisation comprises representatives from the industry, MFish, TOKM, recreational 

fishers and environmental organisations. It has enabled the industry to maintain an informed and 

interactive role in managing and choosing research directions for lobster resources (Harte 2001; 

Hersoug 2002a). As Daryl Sykes, Executive Officer of NZRLIC observes: 

The reality is all the data is provided by the catching sector… so we rely on those who catch 
[rock lobster] to fill in data. We now pay log book participants for the amount of data they 
provide. We also charter research vessels. In shared fisheries and in the context of cost 
recovery, there is a need to change the general expectation of industry continuing as a 
voluntary research service provider. The full cost of stock monitoring and data collection 
needs to be acknowledged by fisheries managers and by all stakeholders. The industry 
response to this change is encouraging. If industry stock monitoring is professionally done 
the data can be peer reviewed and benchmarked against observer data sets. 

And later: 

It’s certainly a bottom up process. At the first level it’s driven by industry data, the 
compulsory catch and effort reporting data. Secondly there is the voluntary and/or 
contracted: vessel log books which record fecundity data, size data, tag and release data, and 
data on stock movements. Thirdly there is observer stock monitoring on board commercial 
vessels. All these initiatives are encouraged by scientists contracted to the industry – Paul 
Starr for example – and all of them feed into the annual stock assessment processes that 
inform TAC and sustainability decisions for the stocks. 

Sykes pers comm., 2003 

                                                 
76 Derived from the Quota Management System designation for rock lobster, CRA, and Management Area 
Council. 
77 Hersoug (2002a) incorrectly describes the NRLMG as an offshoot of the NZRLIC. 
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The NRLMG forms the basis of the Minister’s statutory obligations to consult with 

stakeholders. It is perceived as the “model for multi-sector management of fisheries in New Zealand” 

(NRLMG 2004 p.14) and is recognised as the primary source of advice to the Minister on all matters 

pertaining to the fishery. In 2004 the group met eight times to discuss and debate the status of rock 

lobster fisheries and management issues. The annual report is a comprehensive statement on harvest 

strategies, stock assessments, research issues and recommendations for all management areas. The 

management group also advises regional multi-stakeholder groups that have come together to work 

out local harvest strategies in various QMAs. 

There is a two-fold engagement with the fishery. First, despite limited financial resources and 

leadership CRAMACs have been able to introduce a number of research initiatives of their own 

choosing which can be linked to wider research programmes (Hersoug 2002a). For instance, the 

logbook programme is supported by individual fishermen who measure and record all rock lobsters in 

four designated pots each fishing day. Since 1995 CRA2 Rock Lobster Company has used a 

comprehensive vessel logbook programme, tag and release programmes and intensive catch sampling. 

These data are used for the CRA2 stock assessment. The CRA5 industry members use logbooks and 

through their CSO have fostered ongoing dialogue with amateur fishers and iwi. The fishery utilises tag 

and release projects and Dive clubs in the region actively report recapture information. The CRA8 

industry has developed and implemented codes of practice in relation to use and disposal of fishing 

gear and refuse, and is a founding member of the Guardians of Fiordland Fisheries (NRLMG 2001-04) 

which developed the Fiordland Marine Conservation strategy adopted by the Ministry in 2003 

(Ministry of Fisheries 2003a). Local research into local sustainability of the resource has been driven by 

local fishermen: 

Don’t overrate what we have done, much of it is based on the goodwill and the trust of the 
individuals, there’s not always a formal structure or contractual arrangement in place. With 
the introduction of annual catch entitlement (ACE) the property rights/stewardship concept 
has become an important issue. There has been a rapid transition from quota-
owner/operator fishermen to a community of contract harvesters. Short term commitments 
and aspirations cost us efficiency gains and innovation opportunities in terms of terms of 
technologies and fisheries management responses compared to we used to have under the 
original owner-operator regime. 

Sykes pers comm., 2003 

Second, RLIC engages with wider industry and fishery issues and passes on the information 

garnered from local experiences. It is able to link local actions and recommendations to NRLMG 

advice to the Minister. In the CRA3 fishery the NRLMG recommended a substantial reduction of 

catch in 2005. A shelving arrangement is to be administered by NZRLIC and lodged with Fishserve. 

Regional administrative and support staff are contracted and supervised by NZRLIC on the behalf of 

the industry. RLIC and Trophia Research have implemented a web-based tag and release system that 
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enables timelier reporting of tagged rock lobster.78 Successful local programmes have also been 

adopted by the wider industry. In 1993 CRA3 commercial stakeholders in partnership with recreational 

fishers and iwi developed a management scheme to address a number of local problems including 

declining commercial catch, incidental mortality of sub legal-sized lobsters, theft and predation from 

commercial pots (Breen and Kendrick 1997). A suite of measures was introduced to reduce 

commercial catch so that the stock could recover. Strategies include shifting the fishing season to 

winter, thus garnering a higher price, and reducing the minimum size of lobsters caught which results 

in a higher unit price. These moves would mitigate the negative impacts of reduced TACC, reduce 

illegal catch and reduce handling mortality. The management proposal was highly successful. Breen 

and Kendrick (1997 p.1109) demonstrate that fishermen were catching more product, spending less to 

catch it and receiving a higher price and that this was reflected in the trading price of quota. The 

outcome was an industry wide shift in effort to winter that runs counter to fishing conditions but reaps 

a greater return by not competing with the Western Australian fishery in the Asian market (Sharp and 

Jeffs 2004). 

In conclusion, collective behaviour in the rock lobster industry has largely been focused on 

research and the regulatory framework that shapes individual rock lobster fisheries. Hersoug (2002a) 

contends that local initiatives and centrally directed participation produce better outcomes locally. 

While they may make the link between science and the day-to-day experience of commercial fishermen 

stronger, it is debatable whether the fishery has improved as quota has declined steadily. Fishermen 

have inserted themselves into science and research projects that in many other countries are the sole 

responsibility of the State. They play an active role in defining sustainability through the collection of 

data and through the two positions on the NRLMG. Individual fishermen are able to negotiate 

profitability collectively by shifting effort to winter and a shorter season that precedes the larger 

Australian fisheries. Whether this is a collective innovation, as Sharp and Jeff (2004) contend, is 

debateable as this appears to be more of a case of market driven behaviour that has only altered the 

time of fishing and not the nature of it. There are no signs here of a collective response to over-fishing 

before the collapse of stocks. 

Conclusion: CSOs 
The actions of CSOs demonstrate that the notion of a single strand commodity chain fails to 

adequately convey the richness of the web of relationships around fishing. In reality fishermen and 

fishing companies strive to insert themselves into regulation, science, research and into organisations 

related to consumption. Through CSOs fishing enterprises are able to develop power in the aqua-

commodity chain and to shape the debate on fishing, fisheries management and at times the very 

notion of what constitutes sustainability itself. 

                                                 
78See http://tagtracker.trophia.co.nz/ which provides on-line updates and maps of tagged and released rock 
lobster movements. 
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CSOs are institutions in which quota owners negotiate sustainability. The three CSOs 

examined actively insert fishermen into research and management processes. They foster inter-firm 

relationships that enable continued collective behaviour. Through CSOs fishermen undertake research, 

manage fisheries and lobby for terms that may be more favourable for them. Inter-firm cooperative 

behaviour does not extend forward towards processing, distributing, marketing or retailing. Rather, 

enterprises extend collective behaviour into the web of relationships that surround fishing and blur the 

boundaries between research, management and the commercial expectations of the fishery. Firms 

appear to be extracting greater returns and increasing productivity by altering the debate, rather than 

through any collective movement to add value to fisheries products. 

CSOs could be viewed as being politically efficient but in fact they are anti-political. CSOs are 

limited to quota owners so should not be conflated with commercial fishermen organisations and 

communities that appear in much of the anthropological and sociological literature as all participants 

are not necessarily on an equal footing. Those quota owners with the largest share have the greatest 

say. CSOs should be construed as new spaces of governing that are not necessarily democratic, 

egalitarian or fair. CSOs are about collective behaviour but only in certain ways and only by certain 

companies and operators. Furthermore, the CSOs operate in that space of ‘after-neoliberal practice’ 

that is concerned with making the economy work more efficiently while maintaining existing 

structures. By co-opting other actors and stakeholders into the process under the auspices of 

cooperative or collaborative institutions CSOs are able to shape and/or silence debate concerning 

sustainability. In this sense they are distinctly after-neoliberal in that they are wrapped into more 

collaborative local processes. The three CSOs represent ‘industry as a governing space’ and form a part 

of the regulatory practice of the new economic era of after-neoliberalisation (Lewis 2001; Larner et al. 

2005). Importantly, these CSOs form part of the shifting power base from the nation state toward 

industry. As each CSO renegotiates the nature of co-management (Challenger), the environment 

(HFMC) and how research is done and by whom (NZRLIC), they engage new spaces of governance 

that re-centre the ‘industry as a governmental space’. But the prompts for these behaviours are not 

necessarily signals from the stock, rather they are matter of responding to company imperatives, MFish 

objectives and Crown expectations of the ways in which the wider economy is governed and to a lesser 

extent responses after stocks have collapsed. 

The New Zealand Seafood Industry Council (SeaFIC) 

The premier industry organisation in New Zealand is SeaFIC. It plays an important role in 

shaping the debates concerning fisheries sustainability and profitability through lobbying, developing 

and shaping the rhetoric surrounding fisheries and defining the relationship that fishing enterprises 

have with the Ministry of Fisheries and other stakeholders. It is tasked with representing the industry 
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as a whole and concentrates on business policy, market access and information, product quality and 

industry training. SeaFIC provides a strong, capable, analytical voice on behalf of the industry. 

In 1997 SeaFIC assumed most of the functions of the New Zealand Fishing Industry Board 

(FIB) under an agency agreement. It is largely funded through a commodity levy based on quota.79 The 

old FIB previously represented all sectors of commercial fishing (fishermen, vessel owners, processors, 

exporters and retailers). The new organisation, however, is completely dominated by quota owners 

through the CSOs. The result is a separation of rights holders from rights users within the wider 

industry organisation. SeaFIC’s board largely reflects the economic significance of each fishery 

(Hersoug 2002a). However, because most CSOs are dominated by large quota owners due to the CSO 

voting structure, these larger quota owners dominate SeaFIC. 

Owen Symmans, SeaFIC Chief Executive, maintains that SeaFIC represents the ‘public good’ 

of the industry (Symmans pers comm., 2003). The constitution of SeaFIC describes its role as “to 

provide stakeholders in the seafood industry in New Zealand with generic services relating to the 

promotion of their interests and the seafood industry in New Zealand with technical services relating 

to that industry” (New Zealand Seafood Industry Council 2002b p.5). SeaFIC’s primary role has been 

to promote the development of the New Zealand seafood industry and to act as an interface between 

the industry and the government. These generic services are organised around four main areas of 

activity: trade (including international policy) and information; training; science and research; and 

policy. There is a fair amount of liaison between the separate units. SeaFIC, in the words of its Chief 

Executive, is concerned with shaping the wider environment that quota owners operate in: 

The ideal is to represent the quota owners in terms of providing them with an environment 
which enables them to best get on and do their commercial business. So there’s a whole lot 
of areas that they’ll compete against each other – we don’t go anywhere near that. But it’s 
about creating the sort of political and economic environment whereby they can go and 
make a profit. 

Symmans pers comm., 2003 

SeaFIC facilitates both the internationalisation of New Zealand fishing by lobbying for 

security of fishing access as well as collective access to markets for New Zealand exporters. 

Nonetheless, the quote above also demonstrates that SeaFIC’s purview does not extend to the 

collective marketing of New Zealand seafood products. SeaFIC addresses international trade and 

issues by attending a number of World Trade Organisation meetings. SeaFIC favours increased trade 

liberalisation for seafood exports. It lobbies strongly, in conjunction with the New Zealand 

Government, for the removal of market restrictions, tariffs and subsidies for competing fishing 

sectors. SeaFIC estimates these subsidies along with increasing non-tariff technical barriers cost 

                                                 
79 Section 22 of the Fishing Industry Board Act 1963 permitted the Fishing Industry Board (FIB) to appoint an 
agent to conduct its activities. This agreement expired on 31 March 2001. However, pending the final 
implementation of the Fisheries Act 1996, the Minister again rolled over his approval of the FIB’s Agency 
Agreement with the SeaFIC till 31 March 2002. The Minister agreed to an extension while SeaFIC developed its 
own funding arrangements. In order to effect these changes, legislation was introduced as part of the Fisheries 
(Remedial Issues) Act (No. 102). This final implementation of the Fisheries Act 1996 led to formal closure of the 
FIB in 2002 (New Zealand Fishing Industry Board 2001 p.5). 
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seafood exporters $106 million annually. SeaFIC points to a 35 percent reduction of tariffs during the 

Uruguay round of negotiations as an outcome of its continued lobbying (MacFarlane pers comm., 

2003). In effect SeaFIC works to make it possible for companies to sell New Zealand product 

overseas, but does not directly address how it is sold. The New Zealand government liaises with other 

fishing nations with an interest in managing wild resources sustainably, as well as managing access to 

migratory species, and SeaFIC represents the industry’s position in regional fisheries negotiations. 

The policy group ensures that the industry maintains a role in shaping local, central and 

international legislation that affects the industry. SeaFIC is responsible for anticipating and responding 

to changes in the industry’s operating environment. SeaFIC’s policy group supports the seafood 

industry by giving it strategic policy advice in key areas. The policy group ensures active participation in 

such key areas as fisheries services and conservation services, cost-recovery and sustainability 

measures. It also ensures the industry’s voice is heard in the various consultation processes run by 

central and local government. Recent work includes submissions on aquaculture law reform, marine 

protected areas, and on reforming recreational fishing legislation.80  

The policy unit has grappled with Fisheries Plans. These Fisheries Plans are an attempt by 

MFish to find a lasting solution to conflicts between user groups (Hersoug 2002a). They reflect what 

Bridge and Jonas (2002) view as a reworking of governance regimes driven by the neoliberal reforms in 

fisheries and the sustained societal questioning of how resources are appropriated and the associated 

costs to the environment. They are an attempt to empower local stakeholders to come up with local 

solutions and deal directly with competing interests and to regulate solutions between users through 

civil contracts as opposed to government regulation (Drummond and Wyatt 2002). Implicitly, they are 

also a recognition that the Ministry is facing capacity problems and does not have the ability to solve 

the increasing number of user group conflicts in the increasingly complex fisheries environment 

(Hersoug 2002a). Basically stakeholders have to sort out more of their problems themselves. 

The problem for SeaFIC is that the Ministry expects stakeholders to develop and lead the 

implementation of fisheries plans. The challenge with this is three-fold. First many environmental and 

recreational groups distrust the industry and feel that any organisation will suffer from industry 

capture. Second, the industry has to bear the cost of organising and facilitating these meetings with 

groups which are basically attempting to constrain the industry. As Bruce Chapman, a SeaFIC policy 

analyst observes: 

I think that there has been a lack of guidance [from MFish] in the transition [to plans], also 
there are other concerns – there is a cost to taking over management responsibility with no 
short term benefits or gain. Especially when fishers are still paying compliance fees and cost 
recovery fees. Nevertheless there are various things going on…. 

 

                                                 
80 Submissions do not evolve in isolation. SeaFIC analyses and develops a response to a Ministry discussion 
document, it then distributes the draft to the appropriate CSOs and there is analysis at a workshop in which 
CSOs are brought into discuss the submission. Comments are taken on board then the submission is redrafted 
and sent out to the CSOs before another workshop. The submission document is redrafted and sent out to CSOs 
for any final comments before it is submitted to the Ministry (Symmans 2003). 
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And later:  

Just because you develop a fisheries plan, does not mean it will necessarily be approved by 
MFish. It’s in the consciousness of the fishing company as a means to get some action. But 
in most cases it’s a background thing… you could say that [fisheries] plans have a role in 
formalising the process. 

Chapman pers comm., 2003 

Three, issues of representation arise because there are so many non-commercial stakeholders 

leading to questions of who exactly is a stakeholder and what role should they play and which 

organisation should the industry recognise? As another SeaFIC policy analyst notes: 

Fisheries plans have been left in some sort of vacuum. Who are the other people in terms of 
mandates, resources, incentives etcetera. Who do we talk to and why do we talk to them? 
Why would you do it? There’s more opportunity to do things that are in our control.  

Gibbs pers comm., 2003 

The science unit provides the seafood industry with credible contestable independent research 

and independent advice. This enables the industry to participate in research planning processes. Stock 

assessment and related fisheries research remain key foci for the science unit. The science unit makes 

industry-led research accessible and affordable by designing industry managed data collection systems 

and by providing expert services and advice. This proactive approach to research and its coordination 

through SeaFIC enables enterprises to undertake more complex and longer term projects. It also 

allows the industry to address capacity fragmentation. Along with other SeaFIC units, the science unit 

emphasises developing capacity within the seafood industry for science services and coordinating the 

activities of commercial stakeholders.  

While some commercial stakeholders view research as a cost, most now recognise it as an 

opportunity for an increased role in fisheries management (Massey and Rees 2004b). Industry research 

can be construed as another mechanism for commercial stakeholders to secure control of the resource. 

For instance, proprietary rights to research data, and withholding data from those not formally 

involved in stock assessment, give the industry an advantage in decision making forums.  

Harte (2001) maintains that the industry’s desire to be involved in the delivery of fisheries 

research is driven by a desire to direct research spending, the opportunity to introduce alternative stock 

assessment models and to better control the costs of research. The industry’s involvement is also 

motivated by vested property rights interests and a desire to shape what research gets done and by 

whom. By marketising research and purchasing scientific advice, the industry potentially co-opts 

science. Scientists may be less likely to produce conclusions that directly criticise the industry if they 

are contracted under private arrangements. Moreover, as knowledge is purchased, scientists no longer 

have ownership of knowledge and may be unaware of how research is represented to the public. 

Lastly, the physical location of SeaFIC and the relationship between many of the key players 

from SeaFIC, the Ministry of Fisheries and the wider fisheries consultancy industry is important for 

the success of SeaFIC. Located in Wellington, SeaFIC is at the centre of the wider policy and political 
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environment that shapes fisheries. Proximity to the regulatory and political decision-making centre 

means that face-to-face relationships are ongoing and constantly reinforced: 

Wellington’s a foreign place for many people, and an understanding of the government 
process is very important. Where we do a lot of our stuff is here in Wellington which is quite 
foreign to them [fishermen]. 

And later: 

But for an organisation like this we have to have good process, good people who understand 
their game in terms of developing policy – you’ve got to involve people so their views can be 
heard and incorporated. We take a leadership role because we hopefully know what’s going 
on in Wellington and how best to address an issue.  

Symmans pers comm., 2003 

Many of the key policy and science actors know each other quite well. Some of them have 

been working and fighting with each other for years. They form a sub-community based on long 

association with each other, shared experience and the fisheries themselves. This sub-community is 

fluid: there are few barriers within the institutions of the commercial fishing sector. While this may 

constitute elements of industry capture (Clapp 1998), the revolving door between Government and 

industry (and some NGOs) means that there is potential for the sharing of resource-centred values 

across the sector. However it is also a function of the limited pool of professional scientists, policy 

analysts and administrators that it is possible to draw on.  

SeaFIC faces several challenges. First, regardless of the shared resource values, at times the 

relationship with the Crown is adversarial: 

I mean we can have difficult relationship with the Ministry… There’s a lot of dialogue at a 
lot levels, but actually we need to build that relationship so we can work in partnership rather 
than in isolation as quite often we are at the moment.  

Symmans pers comm., 2003 

Apart from the obvious distinction between commercial interests and the wider 

responsibilities of the Ministry, the perception is that the Ministry has been unclear in its expectations 

of the industry. For example, with regards to Fisheries Plans, Symmans (pers comm., 2003) notes “one 

of the frustrations we have is trying to get agreement with the Ministry of Fisheries in terms of what 

the criteria are going to be and what the framework is that they are going to accept”. Second, SeaFIC’s 

federal nature and the large number of CSOs may limit collective behaviour. While most CSOs are 

dominated by larger quota owners there is the potential for partisan CSOs to stymie collective action. 

Furthermore, the dominance of quota owners, and the emergence of contract fishers lead to positions 

that may be contradictory as resource owners and resource users have differing expectations of the role 

of SeaFIC. 

In summary, quota owners have built an extremely effective organisation. It is doing what the 

industry is bidding it do which is Government interface and legislative involvement. SeaFIC has scaled 

up the political voice of the fishing industry. SeaFIC focuses on shaping the debate surrounding 

fisheries management. It is the collective face of the fishing industry and plays an important role in 

liaising between fishing companies and the wider expectations of government. SeaFIC enables 
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companies, especially the larger companies, to express a view or position without necessarily having to 

admit that it is their position. SeaFIC views its own role as providing an environment that fosters the 

fishing industry. Despite the clear opportunities to be actively involved in marketing it does not do so 

directly. Instead, what it does is try to shape regulatory environments, both local and international, to 

better favour its members. 

In a more policy driven fisheries management regime, a key question becomes ‘who gets to 

decide what counts as evidence and knowledge’ and thus to decide the appropriate range of research 

questions in stock assessment and surrounding fisheries management. SeaFIC strives to shape what 

constitutes as evidence through its science unit and how those questions get explored and examined 

through its policy unit. Furthermore, it strives to influence how those sustainability and management 

questions are developed at both national and international levels. As such it has dragooned sustainable 

utilisation into a commercial framework that renders marine management amenable only to those 

quota owners who wish to maintain the status quo. Because of its commercial nature and dominance 

by quota owner focus, the sorts of questions that get asked by SeaFIC are about securing growth for 

those stakeholders with a vested commercial interest and not necessarily any environmental concerns. 

Conclusion  

This chapter set out the collective behaviour of fishing enterprises as they attempt to 

continually negotiate sustainable management and profitability. Through collective behaviour, the 

boundary of seafood firms becomes blurred as key actors in them take up roles that extend beyond the 

‘simple’ act of fishing, processing and selling seafood. Collective behaviour in fisheries is not always 

democratic and may even be collusionary in nature. This chapter addressed the ways in which firms 

have worked together to negotiate sustainability and profitability within the QMS and through a number 

of industry-governed spaces. 

There is evidence of polycentric, multilevel collective behaviour. Collective behaviour occurs 

at a number of scales and in a number of places. Some enterprises are able to participate in cooperative 

behaviour in many ways in their own right due to their size. Others are dependent on umbrella 

organisations to do so. Generally larger firms and companies such as Sealord, Sanford and Talley’s are 

able to absorb the costs of involvement at the local cluster, CSO and SeaFIC levels. Smaller 

companies, independent and contract fishermen find this harder to achieve because of the costs of 

involvement in terms of time and money. In addition, the voting system and structure of CSOs 

privilege larger quota owners over those with less quota and generally exclude contract fishermen thus 

precluding the involvement of small companies and independent fishermen. 

Local issues remain important to New Zealand’s major fishing companies. The development 

of a seafood cluster in the Nelson/Marlborough region reveals just how significant activity at the local 

level has been. The NMSFC is an example of collective behaviour under the auspices of regional 
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development initiatives. The NMSFC differs from more traditional clusters in that it is not so much 

about gaining access to new markets or being able to bid collectively for sales as it is about securing 

access to labour, new technologies and research. The cluster enables enterprises to secure resources 

necessary for continued fishing and processing in Nelson. Firms have secured advantages in the labour 

market through links to NMIT and the development of training courses specifically geared toward the 

firms in Nelson. Through direct involvement with science and academic institutions, firms in the 

cluster are able to get access to new and innovative ways of ‘doing fisheries’. The NMSFC is only 

about securing competitive advantage for those firms which are large enough to participate. As such its 

purchase with smaller companies and independent fishermen is uncertain. Furthermore, recent 

developments such as the move to greater levels of New Zealand investment overseas may undermine 

Nelson’s seafood cluster as large fishing enterprises shift their activities away from New Zealand. 

CSOs are an expected outcome of the QMS. Centred on a particular stock, quota area or 

species, these organisations represent the commercial rights-holders. With rights come responsibilities, 

and fishermen, and more specifically quota owners, have begun to take more responsibility in the 

management of fisheries. CSOs have placed individual fishermen collectively into research and 

management processes to varying degrees. Prior to the QMS the State endeavoured to impose 

panoptic order down on fisheries. But now capital organised as CSOs, and masquerading under a 

rhetoric of ‘free market’ and ‘user pays-user says’, seeks to make similar impositions on the State, and 

through the State on fisheries management. CSOs are neither egalitarian nor democratic and generally 

only represent quota owners. There is a potential for CSOs to represent the rights holders and not the 

rights users. In renegotiating the role of commercial stakeholders and playing a larger role in 

‘sustainable’ management CSOs govern the debate and can co-opt others into their position. CSOs 

renegotiate the nature of what co-management means (Challenger), how the environment is perceived 

(HFMC), and how research is done and by whom (NZRLIC). They engage new spaces of governance 

that re-centre the ‘industry as a governmental space’. CSOs and the roles they take on represent one 

element of the shift toward industry governing how resources are used. 

SeaFIC represents the public interests of the industry. It is the interface for the wider industry 

and the Ministry of Fisheries. SeaFIC is built around the commercial stakeholder organisations. Its 

federal nature brings a wide range of CSOs together. Structurally it is owned by these CSOs and the 

shareholders (quota owners) therein. Because CSOs are largely dominated by large quota holders, 

SeaFIC reflects the expectations of those quota owners. SeaFIC has constructed an in-house capability 

that enables the industry to provide cogent positions on national and international fisheries policy that 

are informed by the lived experience of fishing companies, its own scientific research and its 

professional policy analysts. Through its four units (policy, science, training and international trade) it 

attempts to foster a positive environment for its members. Participating in debates on fisheries and 

providing contestable science for the commercial sector enables firms to directly challenge the state 

and state legislation. 
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Firms have utilised collective behaviour to reinforce and remake the fishery management 

debate into one that better suits them. Collective behaviour, specifically cooperative behaviour, but 

also some collaborative behaviour, in conjunction with regulatory change and the QMS, allows the 

fishing industry to not only participate actively in fisheries management but also to renegotiate and 

constrain the debate on fisheries management (Massey and Rees 2004b; 2004a). Fishing enterprises are 

successful at lobbying, researching and inserting themselves into wider oceans and fisheries debates in 

New Zealand. The value of science to the industry arises from its potential to close political debates by 

translating them into authoritarian technical terms that exclude other stakeholders from the debate 

(Weeks 1995). By marketising research and purchasing scientific advice the industry potentially co-opts 

science. Scientists may be less likely to produce conclusions that directly criticise the industry if they 

are subject to contracts. Moreover as knowledge is purchased scientists no longer have ownership of 

knowledge and may be unaware of how research is represented to the public. The responsibilisation of 

fisheries asset owners was an expected outcome of the 1996 Act and subsequent amendments. 

However, the level of debate and the ways in which fishing companies have not only engaged with the 

responsibility of fishing management, but also moved collective behaviour beyond simple fisheries 

management to include research (contesting and doing it themselves) was unexpected. 

Thus far, the challenge of working beyond the simple production of fisheries to working 

together in marketing and developing a collective fisheries identity appears to be a collective 

movement too far. The mandate given to these collective organisations precludes any shift towards 

developing concerted marketing efforts, value-added activities or other profit maximising activities. 

The entrepreneurial nature of fishing companies makes it very hard for them to deal with the wider 

picture as it were and cooperate beyond the here and now. However, as rationalisation occurs and 

quota shifts to fewer larger companies, the CSOs and continued face-to-face contacts should break 

down barriers to cooperation. In this sense the QMS should be seen as facilitating cooperation. 

Just as sustainability and sustainability discourses have become a part of the strategy of 

maximising individual companies’ returns (Chapter Five) so, through the institutions discussed in this 

chapter, fishing enterprises have collectively rephrased the discourse of sustainable utilisation within a 

commercial framework. A new governmentality is being formed in which, through commercial 

organisations, fishing enterprises’ underlying motives and subjectivities are played out in fisheries 

management (Massey and Rees 2004b; 2004a). This governmentality transforms stakeholders into 

subjects bound within a commercial discourse. CSO and SeaFIC interpretations of sustainability and 

their increased role in the research, science and management of fisheries renders marine management 

in New Zealand amenable only to those who have an interest in preserving the rhetoric that endorses 

the commercial status quo. In part this has been made possible because both the 1986 Fisheries 

Amendment Act and the 1996 Act have, through cost recovery and a user pays–user says ethos 

allowed for, but not demanded, resource management of the marine environment to be passed onto 

CSOs, who have a specific focus on extractive value. Sections 8 and 9 of the Fisheries Act 1996 
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provide a working definition of sustainability and the conditions for ensuring the sustainable harvest of 

fisheries resources (see Figure 6.3). This ambiguity of the term ‘utilisation’ (conserving, enhancing, 

using and developing) is essential to commercial stakeholders’ narrow interpretation of sustainable 

management as it clarifies the meaning of sustainable utilisation without defining it (Massey and Rees 

2004b). 

Figure 6.3: Purpose and principles of the Fisheries Act 1996 

PA R T  II: PU R PO SE A N D  PR IN C IPLES 

8. Purpose – (1 ) the purpose of the A ct is to provide for the utilisation of fisheries 
resources w hile ensuring sustainability. 

 (2) In  th is A ct – 
  “Ensuring sustainability”  m eans- 
 (a)  M aintain ing the potential of fisheries resources to m eet the 

reasonable foreseeable needs of future generations; and  
 (b) A voiding, rem edying, o r m itigating any adverse effects o f fishing 

on the aquatic env ironm ent: 
   “U tilisation” m eans conserving, using, enhancing and developing 

fisheries resources to  enable people to prov ide fo r their social, econom ic and 
cultural w ell being. 

9. E nvironm ental p rincip les – A ll persons exercising or perform ing functions, duties, or 
pow ers under th is A ct, in relation to  the utilisation of fisheries resources or ensuring 
sustainability, shall take into account the fo llow ing env ironm ental princip les: 
 (a) A ssociated or dependent species should be m aintained above a 

level that ensures their long term  viability. . 
 (b) B io logical d iversity of the aquatic environm ent should be 

m aintained. 
 (c) H abitat of particular sign ificance for fisheries should be protected. 
10. In form ation  princip les  – A ll persons exercising or perform ing functions, duties, or 
pow ers under th is A ct, in relation to  the utilisation of fisheries resources or ensuring 
sustainability, shall take into account the fo llow ing inform ation princip les: 
 (a) D ecisions should be based on the best available in form ation: 
 (b) D ecision m akers should consider any uncertainty in  the 

inform ation available in any case: 
 (c) D ecision m akers should be cautious w hen information is uncertain, 

unreliable or inadequate: 
The absence of, o r any uncertain ty in, inform ation should not be used as a reason fo r 
postponing or failing to take any m easure to  achieve the purpose o f th is A ct.  

Source: Fisheries Act 1996 

Organisations, such as the NMSFC, CSOs and SeaFIC, which facilitate this collective 

behaviour should also reflect Larner’s (2003 p.510) third phase of neoliberalism or what is increasingly 

referred to as ‘after neoliberalism’ (Larner et al. 2005). They are part of the ethos of ‘partnership’ in 

economic and social policy. Within a rhetoric of devolution, they are focused on privatisation of 

management responsibilities. These organisations should also be construed as mechanisms for 

governing the industry and fishermen. In setting up the rules and fostering self regulation – but only 

on the State’s terms – the practice of self regulation becomes what Larner et al. (2005) would refer to as 

a space of after neoliberal practice. In this sense they are more than just the manifestation of a 

contested capitalist agenda but are also an assemblage of rationalities, strategies, technologies and 

techniques that allow government to continue, albeit at a distance (Larner et al. 2005 p.5). Industry is 

increasingly dominating the spaces of governing and as a consequence governing the spaces of 

industry. 
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 Figure 6.4: A heuristic tool for situating the role of NMSFC, Commercial stakeholder 
Organisations and SeaFIC  

 

Source: Author 

CSOs, the NMSFC and SeaFIC all negotiate after-neoliberal spaces (Figure 6.4). Firms 

cooperate through these institutional apparatuses that are related to the market but are not necessarily 

of the market. These organisations are not only cooperative or collaborative but also co-opt firms and 

institutions into taking roles and responsibilities that they had never intended. In doing so they 

intersect with some spaces but not necessarily others. Each of the CSOs examined in this chapter is 

centred on negotiating the environment and the Crown’s expectations of it. CSOs negotiate the space 

between the State, fisheries and the environment. Challenger and RLIC are also negotiating spaces in 

society as they come to terms with other non-commercial stakeholders (especially recreational fishers) 

and their expectations of how the respective scallop and rock lobster fisheries should be managed. The 

HFMC and its commitment to MSC certification situates hoki within the ‘Brand New Zealand’ ethos 

and the associated blandishments of a clean and green environment, as if by purchasing hoki blocks 

consumers are able to somehow share in conserving environmental values. Through SeaFIC, firms can 

operate in many contexts. It negotiates and lobbies extensively overseas and works hard to place  
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New Zealand fishing concerns on an international stage. By touting the successes of the QMS in 

international forums, it aids in constructing what can be construed as a sustainable fisheries imaginary, 

itself a product of the single species stock assessments that SeaFIC’s scientist help to produce, and the 

regulatory framework that its policy analysts lobby so hard to shape and inform (Massey and Rees 

2004a). 

Collective behaviour, specifically inter-firm cooperative behaviour under the auspices of the 

NMSFC, CSOs and SeaFIC, has, in conjunction with regulatory change and the QMS, enabled the 

fishing industry to renegotiate the debate on marine management in New Zealand. The Crown’s 

decision to shift away from directly managing and regulating fisheries has provided the opportunity for 

the fishing industry to reorganise aspects of management to better suit its needs. This does not mean 

that top down regulation is obsolete. In fact, such regulation continues to form the basis from which 

the CSOs and SeaFIC operate. Collectively fishing enterprises have successfully extended their role 

into management, research and stock assessment. This has enabled them to contest, challenge and, at 

times, stymie alternative views of the marine environment. It has also led to new ways of doing 

fisheries management which are increasingly marketised. Thus far it appears that while collective 

behaviours are framed in a rhetoric of sustainability and preservation of fish stocks they are largely 

geared towards securing profitability and improving economic performance for those firms involved. 

Profitability and ways of adding and growing value that are not shaped by sustainability debates still 

remain the purview of individual firms and fishermen as they have failed to develop extensive 

connections with each other at the market and consumer end of production. 

The following chapter concludes the thesis. It synthesises the discussions of Chapters Four, 

Five and Six within the broad theoretical framework of Chapter Two in order to address the research 

objectives contained in Chapter One. In addition observations are made concerning the process of 

research, the validity of the theoretical framework and avenues for further research within this area for 

geographers.  

  



 

Chapter Seven  

A sustainable fisheries oasis? 

The herring is a lucky fish,  
From all disease inured. 

Should he be ill when caught at sea;  
Immediately – he’s cured! 

Spike Milligan 1963 

Introduction 

In 1986 New Zealand established the world’s largest ITQ regime under the QMS in response 

to perceived crises of overcapacity and over-fishing in the inshore fisheries and fears of impending 

crisis in deep-water fisheries. Since then some 15 countries have followed New Zealand’s lead. In 2002 

Alastair MacFarlane (2002 p.4) wrote “New Zealand will be among a very small number of developed 

country fisheries with stable and sustainable fisheries harvests – a sustainable fisheries oasis”. But what 

sort of oasis is it? Internationally, much analysis has been focused on the QMS itself; the ‘nuts and 

bolts’ of property rights reform and the scientific outcomes for fish stocks have been studied, and yet 

changes to fisheries and aqua-commodity production which have been made possible by the QMS have 

passed largely unheralded. This thesis contributes to geographic enquiry by addressing this gap. What is 

more, much research on the New Zealand fishing industry is, as Hersoug (2002a p.1) acknowledges, 

predicated on cursory research by academics beyond New Zealand who are secure in the knowledge 

that few can check the details. This thesis has moved enquiry beyond the simple debates and equity 

concerns that surround the implementation of the QMS and property rights in fisheries to explore how 

firms have gone about securing growth when operating in the New Zealand fishing sector. In addition, 

the more prosaic enquiry into firm growth acts as a lens through which it is possible to unpack debates 

surrounding labour, capital and the environment. 

This thesis began with a discussion on fisheries, firms and New Zealand with the distinct 

focus on how nature-society-economy relationships shape resource appropriation. The New Zealand 

context is significant because changes in fisheries management and subsequent property rights reform 

occur not at some liminal or transitional juncture in history but within a modern late capitalist country 

– with all its inherent contradictions, struggles and debates. Furthermore, I maintain that in New 

Zealand discussion about sustainability and sustainable development has moved beyond a discussion 

about biophysical processes to a collaborative effort to rethink relationships between environment, 

economy, and society (Bess and Harte 2000; Bridge and Jonas 2002; Hassanein 2003; Le Heron et al. 

2004 inter alia). 
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I have advanced both a general argument and a specific argument. The general argument is 

that the core concerns and approaches of economic geography are directly relevant to research on 

resource allocation in a modern capitalist economy. Economic geography as method and approach 

rests on understandings of both the scales and places of production and the plethora of organisational 

possibilities. Such an understanding demands a fuller appreciation of the ways and means in which 

resources are appropriated and how this appropriation is debated as societies continue to negotiate 

environment-economy-society relationships. 

Economic geography’s practitioners ground their research in tangible spaces and places. The 

specific argument is that analysing the QMS and ITQs through a lens of economic geography and 

firm-centred understandings, a socialised political economy perspective as it were, reveals that the 

QMS is far more complex in terms of its outcomes and operations than is recognised or accepted by 

resource economists and those espousing marketised rights-based reform of resource management and 

allocation. In addition, as more is known about the firms that operate in the New Zealand fishing 

sector, then the opportunities to refine or develop the QMS and avoid the resource tragedies that 

occur elsewhere may present themselves. I argue that in order to understand the regulatory system and 

the ways in which fisheries are managed in New Zealand it is essential to understand the behaviour of 

the key actor – the firm – in New Zealand fisheries. 

This thesis focuses on the actions of organisational entrepreneurs, that is firms, and their 

relationships with each other and the strategies actors pursue to secure ‘sustainable growth’ since the 

introduction of QMS in 1986. Who are they, how do they operate and what are the results (if any) so 

far for fisheries? In this thesis I have examined some of the challenges facing fishing communities and 

particularly Nelson-Tasman, but the focus of enquiry has been on the commercial fishing sector. 

Attention has been paid to Maori fishers and the large recreational fishing sector only where their 

interests intersect with those of the commercial sector. 

This thesis provides a corrective to the success rhetoric that surrounds the QMS and ITQ. 

The dynamic nature of QMS and the placing of socialised firms at the centre of the enquiry, with their 

myriad connections, negotiations and contestations are essential to understanding what is happening 

and why it is happening in New Zealand fisheries. 

Findings 

This thesis began some 230 pages ago with the question: what strategies do firms undertake to 

secure ‘sustainable growth’ in the New Zealand seafood industry? Allied with this, and at a more 

fundamental level, how should we conceive of the firm or enterprise in New Zealand’s fishing sector? 

By addressing how firms go about securing sustainable growth it is also possible to examine how firms 

negotiate the constraints of their past performance and contributions to sustainability. Investigating the 

strategies that fishing enterprises employ to grow is more than just the collection of empirical data and 
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a comparison of strategies. In examining how these firms act three interrelated questions were 

proposed: what is happening in New Zealand commercial fisheries, why is it happening and how 

should it be judged?  

In this thesis I made three relevant and interconnected contributions. First, fisheries 

management is explored through the role that commercial fishing enterprises play in resource 

utilisation, management and allocation as well as the ways in which these enterprises organise 

production in New Zealand. Fisheries managers negotiate the tensions between economic and 

environmental policy, enterprise expectations and community wants and desires. This necessitates a 

shift away from the under-socialised view of economic life favoured by many resource economists. 

Second, by focusing on production and positioning fishing enterprises as integrated within complex 

socio-economic networks that extend beyond the ‘simple act’ of fishing, it is possible to explore the 

micro-foundations of economic activity as well as generate, in a reflexive manner, theoretical insights 

concerning the multi-scalar dimensions and nature of economic relations in fisheries. Third, the thesis 

contributes to the emerging empirical knowledge and theoretical assessment of the role of enterprises 

operating in fisheries and fisheries management. 

Chapter One set out three questions: what is happening, and why and how it should be 

judged? Each of these questions requires a relevant methodology. Attention has to be paid to local, 

regional, national and international scales. Borrowing from Yeung (2003) and framed by pragmatism 

(Cutchin 1999; Hassanein 2003), a process-based methodological framework employing 

complementary methodological practices and triangulation, is employed to examine New Zealand 

fisheries across a number of scales. Moving beyond the asocial but not privileging the lived experience 

of fishermen, fishing company executives, fisheries management consultants, CSO staff, environmental 

organisations or Ministry officials required a mix of qualitative and quantitative approaches. Forty 

subjects were interviewed throughout the fishing sector in Nelson, Marlborough, Wellington and 

Auckland. Informal ongoing conversations with many of the interview subjects, amongst others, in a 

number of fora (conferences, workshops, and industry conferences, wharves and dockside) also 

enriched the research. 

Fishing enterprises are constrained by resources, by markets and by regulation. Chapter Two 

asked how can we best understand the allocation of fisheries resources and, related to the resource 

allocation debate, how might we best conceive of the commercial seafood sector and the enterprises 

within it? The debate has until recently centred around two epistemological approaches, both grounded 

in Hardin’s (1968) Tragedy of the Commons. Fisheries economists construct these challenges as being 

about property rights and access to resources. There are expectations that firms will behave in very 

specific ways. Neo-classical presumptions surrounding production are brought to the fore. Production 

occurs on a featureless plain and tends to ignore both the heterogeneity of petty commodity 

production and the specificity of place. For fisheries economists, successful resource management 

require markets. Busch (2000) argues that markets subordinate the passions for the interests, as desired 
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social and environmental outcomes are achieved regardless of the motivations or behaviour of 

individual actors. The access to resources and property rights can be interpreted through Clapp’s 

(1998) resource cycle. However, neoclassical models fail to engage with the characteristics of persons 

and things in the marketplace (Barnes 1987; Barnes and Sheppard 1992). For instance, Clapp fails to 

address how the industry is constituted or what form enterprise takes in the resource sector. So while 

his resource cycle is useful to think about resources and how they are acquired, measuring the cycle 

and its predictive utility is questionable. 

Fisheries sociologists and anthropologists portray fisheries not as a homogenous idea, but as 

distinct landscapes with their own effects of place. Sociologists view fisheries as a tension between 

modern and traditional fishing practises (Newell and Ommer 1999), or between traditional 

communities and modern transnational companies (Apostle and Barrett 1992b). In doing so they 

ignore or render indistinct the nature of modern capitalist production and the wider global economy in 

which these communities are placed. These partial accounts of fisheries fail to acknowledge the 

globalised nature of fishing, fish product markets and the internationalisation of fisheries legislation, 

and the subsequent changes these impose upon local fishing places. 

Fisheries management and fishing practices are connected and ‘ordered’ through actual 

activities by individuals acting in local places through institutions, government ministries and 

companies. The firm – the medium through which many of these individuals act – is largely missing 

from fisheries management literature. Placing the firm in fisheries management literature demands an 

interdisciplinary position that goes beyond the different scientific and economic traditions of both 

camps. Lying between these two entrenched epistemologies is an emergent discussion surrounding the 

role of commercial enterprises that use the resource (Arbo and Hersoug 1997; Fløysand and Lindkvist 

2001; Mansfield 2003b; 2004b; McCarthy and Prudham 2004 inter alia). 

Chapter Two moves on to demonstrate how economic geography and a specifically firm-

centred perspective can enrich our understanding of both fisheries and the firms that utilise them. 

Enterprise strategies are examined to develop theoretical expectations of firms and firm behaviour 

(Dicken 2004; Barnes and Hayter 1992; Hayter and Edgington 1992; Britton 1988). The chapter 

concludes that diverse fishing companies can expand out of the fishery, they can expand up and down 

the aqua-commodity chain, they can control the means of production through aquaculture, or they can 

engage actively with the wider regulatory environment and shape the very nature of the debates on 

fisheries science, policy and management – a form of governmentality. Each of these strategies has 

place specific outcomes and wider implications for sustainability, performance and the communities 

that depend on fisheries. 

Chapter Three argues that the fishing industry and the legislation that informs its actions are 

products of both the legislation and the experiences of fishermen who have gone before it as well as 

the ongoing practices of the fishing sector. Prior to the QMS fisheries in New Zealand had witnessed 

patterns of investment, stagnation and then reinvestment. The circumstances and developments 
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leading up to the introduction of the QMS makes it clear that the Crown’s actions in fisheries 

management, and wider marine policy, are not always consistent. Fishing capacity increased as 

regulation changed. Moreover, at every turn the Crown had been an active player wavering between 

fostering economic growth (often at the expense of sustainable fisheries) and restraining and regulating 

fishing companies to make fisheries sustainable. 

In 1986 the QMS was introduced. It was expected to meet four key objectives: stock 

sustainability; industry growth; New Zealandisation and increased industry competitiveness. It was 

intended that it would do this by realigning – or in the lexicon of the time, ‘restructure’ – industry 

through market signals. Restructuring would remove goal satisfiers and leave only the most efficient 

fishermen who extract the maximum value from New Zealand fisheries. The outcome would be a 

competitive, market driven industry that endeavoured to extract maximum value from the resources 

available to it. There would be stock sustainability and resources for future generations. 

The QMS and ITQ are often portrayed as one-off solutions to fisheries crises (Shallard 1996; 

Hersoug 2002a). In such a narrative the QMS is portrayed as a necessary response to fisheries crisis in 

which fisheries managers design the management framework and industry passively accepts change, 

somehow forming markets and operating more efficiently. The reality is much more complex. 

Constant reforms over the past eighteen years make it problematic to discuss the QMS as one system 

with specific and stable features. Through the 1983 Fisheries Act, the 1996 Fisheries Act and 

subsequent Amendments (1998 and 1999), the QMS is intended to simplify fisheries management and 

bring fisheries under one integrated management regime. This complex system is driven in part by the 

nature of the QMS with its responsibilisation of quota-owners who demand exact balancing of costs 

and benefits and managerial accountability of the Ministry. Additionally, the growing awareness of 

competing stakeholders, recognition of Treaty obligations to iwi, and new international agreements 

continue to shape the QMS. New Zealand’s QMS should be viewed as ongoing, contested and 

repeatedly renegotiated by the Crown, iwi and other stakeholders. 

Fisheries reform and the QMS were, and continue to be, part of a wider series of neoliberal 

projects. The QMS, as it was initially conceived, was informed by a set of ideas and an ideology 

appropriated from other places and contexts which were transformed by New Zealanders. New 

Zealand’s QMS is constituted through place specific factors and specific institutions and individuals, 

and the neoliberal free market agenda of fisheries economists. The QMS, as a political project, has 

simultaneously led to the industry being governed in new ways and the industry attempting to govern 

and shape its relationship with fisheries. As the Crown reinserts itself into a series of ongoing market 

relationships, fishing enterprises are expected to govern more aspects of fisheries. New Zealand 

fisheries management reform is ongoing. Reform is varied, fractured and contested as commercial 

stakeholders, the Crown and other stakeholders negotiate the fisheries management regime. New 

spaces for governing industry and new ways of industry governing space, which are analytically and 

politically meaningful, are emerging. 
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Analysts suggest a number of positive outcomes from the market-based approach of the QMS 

(Anderson 1986; Townsend 1995; Grafton 1996; Shallard 1996). The first is economic efficiency and 

higher incomes for fishing enterprises and the fishing industry. They claimed that the QMS would 

result in a modernised fishery, prevent overcapitalisation and eliminate the race to fish. Second, the 

QMS would enable sustainable utilisation through setting a limit on total harvest that can be altered 

annually. Third, the QMS and ITQs would enable better operational decisions and investments by 

fishing enterprises. Fourth, biological sustainability would be achieved as catch limits and sound 

science reduced catch to something approximating Maximum Sustainable Yield.  

Chapter Four reconsiders the claims outlined above using aggregate data and finds that few of 

these claims can be substantiated. Changes in the value and volume of exports, in prices, profits and 

competitiveness, fleet structure prior to, and since, the introduction of the QMS are interpreted. 

Industry-wide statistics on employment and changes in location of employment are examined and 

interpreted. The industry responds to changes in the sustainable status of stocks by buying and selling 

quota. Secondary data is used to interpret the quota market activity as it is a measure of expected future 

profitability. Furthermore, Chapter Four addresses the respatialisation of fisheries and fish processing 

in New Zealand by examining changes in employment numbers and location since the introduction of 

the QMS. 

Since the introduction of quota the value and volume of seafood exports has increased (Figure 

4.1), but in real 2002 terms this has been less than many pundits would have us believe. Producer price 

indices indicate that the industry has increased performance and competitiveness from 1985 to 2002. 

Changes in the indices and competitiveness ratio reveal three distinct periods. A period where profits 

were secured by economies of scale and the restructuring of the industry as excess capacity and foreign 

fishing effort was removed between 1985 and 1988. This was followed by a period of institutional 

learning and uncertainty from 1988 to 1997. The industry broke with this situation in 1997 and since 

then has shown increased competitiveness and profits (Figure 4.3). This is interpreted as a result of 

increased certainty, a better understanding of how the QMS worked by the industry and the ability to 

extract more value from fish resources. 

Marine resource economists maintain that in order to deliver an efficient solution to the 

common pool problem it is critical that fishermen are able to buy and sell quota and that these markets 

convey appropriate price signals (Grafton 1996; Sharp 1997; Batstone and Sharp 1999; Newell et al. 

2002). The QMS has an active quota market through which inefficient fishing enterprises exit the 

market and efficient operators are able to purchase or lease quota to reflect catch. As predicted, since 

the inception of the QMS there has been a rationalisation of quota holders and owners (Figure 4.5). 

The transferable nature of quota, the ability to lease quota (and later Annual Catch Entitlement) and 

the uncertainty surrounding quantity and composition of catch have resulted in an active quota market 

in which prices have increased steadily (Figure 4.4). This may reflect the successful management of fish 

stocks and the perceived value of future returns, but is also a function of capital fixed in vessels and 
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processing plants. However, concentration and a decline in the number of quota holders should not be 

conflated with declines in fishing effort (Connor 2001a). Rather, the only thing it shows is that the 

number of rights holders has decreased. 

 And yet the QMS has resulted in a rationalisation of effort without explicitly regulating fleet 

capacity. It establishes the preconditions for structural change through a market mechanism related to 

the rights to fish. Vessel numbers are one indicator of capacity. There were fewer domestic vessels 

operating in the fishery in 2002 than in 1984 (Tables 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5). Vessel numbers decreased 

substantially in the inshore fishery where TACC reductions were largest. In contrast, the decline in 

deep-water vessels may be evidence of capacity creep and increased specialisation as more effective 

and efficient fishing techniques are employed. The mid-water fleet has remained relatively stable and is 

able to fill a number of roles, shifting fishing effort across a number of species and fishing areas. 

Equally, stability of the mid-water fleet is a function of vertical integration and consolidation as fewer 

firms fish longer with the same vessels (Connor 2001a). While absolute numbers have decreased the 

tonnage in some classes has increased and more than compensates for individual vessels removed in 

smaller classes. Analysis of fleet numbers is made more confusing by the re-flagging or removal of 

foreign vessels and the New Zealandisation of effort in the deepwater fisheries. Legislative removal, 

buybacks and the QMS have led to rationalisation of vessels although arguably not of total catch 

capacity. 

The fishing industry has undergone New Zealandisation. New Zealandisation is multi-layered 

and contested, but is taken as meaning building New Zealand capacity to the point where foreign 

capacity is only employed at the margins. Fishing effort has been ‘New Zealandised’ through the 

removal of foreign vessels and there is a decline in the percentage of total catch taken by charter 

vessels. While numbers have declined, charter vessels continue to play a role in high-volume deep-

water fisheries and the seasonal squid fishery. These charter arrangements enable flexibility and 

efficiency gains as fishing companies are able to adjust capacity without directly impinging on their 

fleet. New Zealandisation of fishing effort is tempered by a history of joint ventures and charter 

arrangements. Data demonstrates that joint venture and charter vessels continue to take much of the 

catch. This may prove to be a challenge for New Zealand fishermen as hoki quota is reduced from 180 

000 to 100 000 tonnes and quota holders seek to maintain returns by using ‘Flag of Convenience’ 

arrangements which circumvent New Zealand labour laws. 

The QMS and ITQs were expected to lead to increased employment in the seafood sector as 

New Zealand firms expanded into deepwater fishing, aquaculture and processing. Full-time equivalent 

employment has increased from 5 600 to 8 100 since the introduction of the QMS. However, summary 

employment statistics in the fishing industry indicate contradictory trends. On the one hand, the 

rationalisation of the fleet led to an initial decline in the number of people employed fishing. The 

removal of foreign vessels, the expansion of deep-sea fishing and the growth in aquaculture have 

allowed the fishing component to remain at worst static and at best have limited growth. The catching 
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sector has become casualised. This casualisation, of what was once a full-time occupation, is in part a 

realignment of the industry in an effort to match working time to production pressure through labour 

flexibility. Casualisation has not extended to the processing sector. Growth in processing employment 

supports the contention that QMS would increase New Zealand processing effort as firms strived to 

increase returns through value added. The industry has grown but the aggregate statistics obscure the 

detail of whether there has been a gendering of production, the nature of work done or when hours 

are worked. While there has been a reduction in numbers employed in fishing (and an expansion in 

numbers employed in processing) this reduction in employment has not come at the expense of a 

reduction in potential or capacity to fish as demonstrated earlier. To this end it can be argued that 

QMS has fostered a more effective and efficient use of labour, but with varied regional labour market 

impacts (Table 4.8). 

New Zealand’s transition to a market-based property rights system may have appeared smooth 

at a national level, but it involved regional dislocation. There is an uneven geography of both 

investment and disinvestment as both fishing and processing companies have rationalised effort. There 

has been a decline in employment in the seafood sector in Northland and Gisborne regions. 

Concentration has led to a clustering of economic benefits in key regions (Nelson, Marlborough and 

Tasman) and to a lesser extent the port centres of the east coast of the South Island (Dunedin, 

Oamarau, Timaru and Christchurch). Re-localisation and restructuring in fisheries dependent areas has 

led to local and, O’Connor (1994) argues, most notably Maori employment impacts in Northland and 

the East Cape of the North Island. Regardless of declining employment, many of these regions still 

exhibit high location quotients and remain dependent on fishing and fish processing for employment 

(Map 4.1). Moreover, in the commercial fishing sector there is a hollowing out of enterprises, with few 

large enterprises, many very small enterprises and few medium-sized enterprises. The QMS has 

realigned the industry and appears to have encouraged the development, expansion and localisation of 

the processing sector. 

Fish stocks were expected to remain productive, but the study of three species suggests mixed 

results to date. The QMS initially controlled the exploitation of the hoki fishery and maintained fishing 

at a high volume (figure 4.8). Nonetheless, recent quota cuts do not bode well for the fishery or the 

firms that depend upon it and they signal a failure to get the TACC set correctly in the past. The QMS 

appears to have constrained the race to fish and the hoki fishery may yet avoid the same near collapse 

that the orange roughy fishery experienced. Following initial overexploitation of the fishery Orange 

roughy TACC has been set at a point where recovery is possible. Initial flaws in data and poor 

knowledge of the species led to overexploitation and spectacular depletion, but subsequent 

management has been better (Figure 4.11). Significantly, both hoki and orange roughy fuelled company 

profits and industry growth as virgin biomass was fished down. It is clear that TACC was set too high 

in both cases. In future the New Zealand industry will have to make do with much smaller quantities 

of both species. This is a cause for concern for deep-water fishing companies which have previously 
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had access to large volumes of low value fish species such as hoki. The QMS, thus far, has preserved 

the fragile inshore species such as snapper (Figure 4.10) and appears to have avoided Clapp’s (1998) 

resource cycle and Hardin’s (1968) Tragedy for at least one deepwater and one inshore fish stock. 

Chapter Five addresses the question of individual firm competitive behaviour and how 

individual enterprises negotiate sustainability and secure growth in this new landscape of fisheries and 

fisheries management described in Chapter Three. The focus of this chapter is the individual firm or 

enterprise, its production and its organisation. Following Clapp (1998), re-regulation of the fisheries 

and the QMS leads to new rounds of investment, but also restricts access to fish, forcing 

rationalisation. In response firms adopt a number of strategies designed to continue to grow 

enterprises and maintain profits. Some of these lead to the displacement of enterprise energy away 

from fishing, but broadly speaking these strategies can be summed up as attempts to grow more 

product and/or grow more value. Enterprises can either get more fish or they can strive to extract 

greater returns from the resources they have. These strategies are primarily shaped by two factors. 

First, the regulatory environment (QMS) blocks them from expanding fishing effort. Second, the 

culture and history of these enterprises shape investment strategies as enterprises tend to do what they 

know and stick to their core competencies. 

Fishing firms have expanded horizontally and sought to amalgamate quota and ownership and 

achieve economies of scale, and, through diversification of quota holdings, economies of scope. 

Enterprises have grown more value developing value-added products and expanding vertically up and 

down the aqua-commodity chain. They have also developed Clapp’s ‘value fishing’ that hinges on rapid 

delivery to distant markets in order to take advantages of the premium that fresh fish receives (Hackett 

et al. 2005). This recognition that freshness receives a greater premium has led some New Zealand 

companies to develop markets in New Zealand and focus on extracting a value without the 

concomitant transport costs of reaching distant markets such as Japan and Europe. Fishing firms have 

also moved beyond the purview of the QMS. Firms have shifted beyond the scope of New Zealand 

fisheries legislation and developed overseas fisheries resources, including international fisheries 

resources that fall outside the scope of national jurisdictions. Moreover, they have invested in 

aquaculture and in developing new products that can be farmed, such as mussels, king salmon and 

oysters. Aquaculture has two benefits. First, it largely lies beyond the QMS and the restrictions on 

catch. Production is largely a function of the space that one controls. Second, aquaculture gives fishing 

companies greater control of the factors of production (Anderson, J. 2002). There is a certainty of 

production; barring major environmental disasters the operator knows how many mussels, salmon or 

oysters will be produced. Products can be supplied to the specifications of individual retailers. Finally, 

aquaculture has a security of rights that thus far has not been eroded in the eyes of rights holders. 

Firms have expanded vertically through the commodity chain. Expanding vertically may be 

construed as both a means of growing more product and growing more value. For companies such as 

Sanford and Sealord vertical integration offers a vista of innovation that extends from catching and 
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processing through to marketing, distribution and retail. By controlling product from ‘seafloor to 

dining table’ the opportunity to develop new and/or by-products from waste materials is enhanced. 

Moreover, by vertically integrating companies such as Sealord are able to garner a greater share of the 

value of the products that are sold to consumers. For smaller companies such as Guards Seafoods, 

vertically integration is about extracting greater value from the limited resources they have. 

In addition, fishing enterprises have inserted themselves into new spaces and are operating at 

different scales. The ability to operate in these new economic spaces is a function of size. Small fishing 

companies and individual fishermen find it harder to operate on bigger stages. Ackroyd and Walshe’s 

(2003) aggregate data demonstrates that most of those exiting from the industry are small ‘independent 

fishermen’. Those that have remained have developed new skills and ways of operating. For example, 

Guard fisheries have developed local retail links that hinge on rapid delivery of fish to its retail shop in 

order to take advantage of the premium for freshness. In one way this is a case of a small firm copying 

the behaviour of larger firms. An advantage of these small firms is that the cost of trying something 

new is not as great and the returns may be higher. Companies such as Guards and Solander do not 

suffer the inertia of large firms that have to trial, test and retest a project before embarking on it. Small 

firms also aligned themselves to larger fish processors through formal and informal economic 

relationships in order to secure access to quota and fish stocks. Whether these power-laden traded and 

untraded interdependencies are equitable and constitute more than a form of ‘sharecropping of quota’ 

by lessees is debateable. However, Ackroyd and Walshe’s (2003) study and anecdotal evidence suggests 

that many independent fishermen are continuing to exit fisheries. 

The QMS has displaced enterprise activity into other spaces and places where they may not be 

sustainable. Sanford and Sealord have developed overseas fisheries. Using skills developed in New 

Zealand deep-water fisheries and tacit knowledge of the practicalities of property rights-based fishing, 

these companies have been able to exploit overseas fisheries in ways that may not prove to be 

sustainable. They have moved quickly through foreign direct investment and joint ventures into 

fisheries that are often poorly regulated and then exited before stricter regulations are introduced. This 

unscrupulous behaviour contrasts markedly with the capacity building, responsible behaviour displayed 

in New Zealand’s EEZ. More recently, Sealord has developed a ‘southern hemisphere strategy’ 

whereby it can supply hoki from a number of fisheries – all marketed under the Sealord label but 

beyond the purview of the QMS.  

While other firms may have moved through the production-consumption system, Talley’s is 

the only large player to diversify beyond the seafood industry. Talley’s have built on the core 

competencies developed as a fish processor to expand into vegetables and dairy processing and more 

recently meat processing. It has built on its core competencies frozen foods and fish processing, and 

its location to expand into vegetable processing and then dairy products. More recently, building on 

the expertise developed in primary product processing, Talley’s has entered the meat processing 

industry and set up a processing plant in Southland. 
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Individual firms respond remarkably quickly to changes in quota and access to fisheries 

resources in New Zealand. Firms have retired capital and effort from fisheries in the form of vessels 

fish processing plants and labour. At the same time they sought to secure quota to guarantee them fish 

for vessels that cannot be retired and throughput for processing facilities that cannot be closed. This is 

much tougher for smaller enterprises that do not have the same level of purchasing and borrowing 

power as larger firms. It appears that two behaviours have emerged for large firms. In the New 

Zealand context these firms strive to build capacity and seek to become respectable, professional 

enterprises that are grounded in communities (Talley’s), have addressed consumer and shareholder 

perceptions of sustainable development (Sanford), and fostered strong links with education and 

research providers (Sealord). In less rigorous regulatory environments they have tended to fall back 

into old habits of racing to fish and exploiting fisheries as quickly as possible. The QMS and ITQ 

appear to have displaced the aggressive growth-oriented activities from New Zealand fisheries to 

aquaculture and to foreign fisheries, especially those regulatory environments that are more lax than 

New Zealand’s. 

Fishing enterprises work together collectively. Fishing enterprises adopt collective behaviour 

in order to secure individual sustainable growth by collectively negotiating sustainability and 

profitability. Collective behaviour is examined at three levels in Chapter Six. Inter-firm cooperative 

behaviour under the auspices of the NMSFC, CSOs and SeaFIC has, in conjunction with regulatory 

change and the QMS, enabled the fishing industry to renegotiate the debate on marine management in 

New Zealand. 

The NMSFC illustrates that local-level relations still remain important in the New Zealand 

industry. The NMSFC is an example of localised cooperative behaviour between fishing companies 

under the auspices of regional development. The NMSFC builds value through cooperative action. It 

should also be considered as an example of firms tying up access to resources other than fish. It is a 

mechanism for reducing the costs of research and development, for garnering advantages in a tight 

local labour market and accessing to technology.  

The NMSFC is largely about big money, big companies and big institutions, in part because 

only big firms, big institutions and local government are able to afford the transaction costs of ongoing 

involvement and appear to have the appropriate network of relationships that facilitate participation. 

The cluster is driven by tertiary education institutes with support and funding by the local Economic 

Development Agency and Trade New Zealand. It is tied to other clusters such as the nutraceuticals 

and marine engineering clusters. Nevertheless, recent developments, such as the move to greater levels 

of New Zealand investment overseas, may undermine Nelson’s seafood cluster.  

The different agendas of the key actors – NMIT, Seafood companies, research institutes and 

the NTSC – has led to an organisation that at times is fractured and contradictory. NMSFC is a 

mechanism for building trust between firms in an industry that is at times obdurate, parochial and 

insular. Rather than trying to attract new buyers and new customers, something that would not rest 
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easily with the fiercely independent fishing companies, the cluster works to develop skills, training, new 

products and innovative practices that add value to products that companies already produce, add 

value through new products and to secure labour. In this sense, for industry, the cluster is a means to 

secure resources: in this case skilled labour, new technologies and product innovations. The cluster is 

also about maintaining security for the region. Hence the focus by the Economic Development 

Agency on employment and NMIT on education. Finally, the cluster is a mechanism for tertiary and 

research institutes to gain access to research funding by providing demonstrably applied research to the 

industry. As such the cluster and its cooperative behaviour are part of broader projects focused on 

economic growth and, for the Crown, regional development and regional growth. 

CSOs are an example of collective behaviour by quota owners. They represent Townsend’s 

(2002) corporate bargaining. Some of them, but not all, represent a privatisation of governance of the 

resource. Through CSOs quota owners strive to insert themselves into regulation, science, research 

and elements of consumption. CSOs are a new space of governing. They co-opt other actors and 

stakeholders into the process of fisheries management under the auspices of collaborative institutions 

such as the NRLMG, but only in the terms of the CSOs. The three CSOs examined all engage in 

sustainability debates and all actively insert rights owners, but not necessarily rights users, into the 

research process. Through CSOs, inter-firm cooperative behaviour is extended into the web of 

management, science and lobbying relationships that surround fisheries. Collective, cooperative 

behaviour that extends beyond the supply side of the industry, while desirable to some actors, is not 

fostered. In the case of the HFMC, MSC certification of hoki relocalised production of a commodity 

product in a cluttered and undifferentiated international market for white fish blocks. But in this case 

the certifying authority focused on shaping the supply side and establishing an ecolabel premium rather 

than any concerted effort to make new markets for New Zealand fish in a collective way.  

In very specific ways CSOs are anti-political. Despite being bound within a rhetoric of co-

management (Harte 2000a; Yandle 2003; Mansfield 2004b) they are limited to quota owners, and 

voting is usually based on percentage of quota owned. They are not democratic, egalitarian or fair. 

They are concerned with collective behaviour but only as it directly relates to the preservation and/or 

enhancement of property rights and their associated value for quota owners. Most quota holders 

acknowledge the importance of quota users and lease holders but ascribe them a lesser role in fisheries 

management decisions. 

In the current policy-driven fisheries management regime the key question is not necessarily 

how many fish are in the sea but who gets to decide what counts as evidence and knowledge, and thus 

the appropriate range of research questions surrounding fisheries management? The premier industry 

organisation, SeaFIC, strives to shape what is constituted evidence and exactly how questions 

concerning stock status and sustainability get explored and examined through its science and policy 

units. SeaFIC has scaled up the political voice of the industry. Regardless of the rhetoric concerning 

sound fisheries management practices and policies, its primary focus is on shaping the debate 
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surrounding sustainable fisheries into one that best suits its members. Furthermore, it strives to 

influence how those sustainability and management questions are developed at both national and 

international levels. 

SeaFIC assumes many of the functions of the now defunct FIB, but is much more 

entrepreneurial in outlook. It is tasked with representing the interests of the industry as a whole. Yet 

because of its structure and funding through a commodity levy based on quota the new organisation is 

dominated by quota owners through the CSOs. The outcome is a further separation of the interests of 

rights holders (quota owners) from those of rights users (fishermen). Through SeaFIC, quota owners, 

particularly large quota owners, are able to directly contest, engage and negotiate on policy and how 

fisheries are managed. In doing so, they have the capacity to reconfigure the ways in which fisheries are 

debated and by whom. 

Discussion 

Throughout this thesis I have argued that by studying firms and how they behave it is possible 

to start asking questions about the QMS and ITQ. Moreover, by exploring one simple question – how 

have firms grown in the New Zealand seafood sector – it is possible to consider the ways in which the 

QMS can be refined or improved in order to ensure sustainable development.  

It is widely held that fisheries worldwide are plagued by tragedies. There are biological crises – 

the signs of serious stock depletion are becoming increasingly obvious (Ludwig et al. 1994; FAO 2004). 

There are ecological crises – apart from the direct ecological impacts of altering the population of 

target species, fisheries also have wider ecosystems impacts (Parliamentary Commissioner for the 

Environment 1999; Dayton et al. 2002). There are economic crises – quite simply, too many boats are 

chasing too few fish, and, much to the chagrin of New Zealand fishing companies, too often these 

boats are heavily subsidised (MacFarlane 2002). Finally, there are social crises, as fisheries have often 

been used as an employer of last resort or to achieve social policy goals (Burrill. and McKay 1987a; 

Arbo and Hersoug 1997; Harris 1998). The QMS and ITQ have been perceived as the answer to these 

crises and the tragedies that pervade fisheries. By studying firms this thesis addresses whether or not 

the QMS and ITQ are the solution to the crises outlined above. Property rights reform in the shape of 

legally formalised transferable private property has been and continues to be pushed by marine 

resource economists and development institutions as a necessary precondition of economic growth, 

social stability, integration into global markets and sustainability. The New Zealand experience of the 

QMS and ITQs makes some of these claims questionable at best. 

National context matters. The New Zealand government responded to the biological crisis 

and imminent economic crisis this could precipitate by introducing a radically different management 

regime. Moreover, regardless of accusations of industry capture the Ministry of Fisheries has distanced 

itself from the industry – it does regulate for fish. New Zealand is a small country and faces are known 
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in a comparatively small industry. Thus while commercial fishing concerns are important they are not 

paramount – fishermen’s votes may count but expectations of government by the wider community 

count more. 

QMS has worked after a fashion. It appears that a ‘pathology of commercial fishing’ has been 

avoided, at least in New Zealand waters. There is still a commercial fishing industry despite initial fears 

for the collapse of inshore fisheries and real pressures in deep-water fisheries. But the fishing industry 

is not the same one that fished prior to the introduction of the QMS. Some companies have survived 

and grown, many other, mostly small independent fishermen, have fallen by the wayside. Arguably the 

re-regulation of fisheries has proven economically equitable as quota markets treat all firms the same 

and only successful firms who are economically efficient will be able to purchase quota. The QMS 

treats all enterprises equally in a purportedly self-regulating market despite the Crown reasserting its 

role by setting the TACC every October 1st. However, the QMS is not necessary equitable. The costs 

of participating in the market are a greater burden for small independent fishermen. Both Ackroyd and 

Walshe (2003) and Hersoug (2002a) demonstrate that compliance costs fall disproportionately on 

smaller operators and those fishermen who lease fish. Interviews with independent fishermen, and 

medium sized companies in Nelson provided evidence of this. Moreover small companies find it much 

harder to use quota as equity with which to borrow against and often lack the knowledge and skills to 

negotiate financial markets. 

The QMS made it possible to reassert Maoridom’s role in fishing. It shifted Maori from being 

involved in fishing (primarily part-time and through labour) to being involved in the business of fishing. 

The rise and rise of Sealord and Ngai Tahu Fisheries is testament to this. Furthermore, once 

aquaculture reform is complete, this may well spark new rounds of investment by iwi in aquaculture 

production that will alter geographies of production once again. Whether iwi choose to enter the 

business of fishing or continue to lease quota to fishing companies remains to be seen. Iwi fishing 

enterprises face a unique dilemma. Cultural and iwi expectations of how resources should be used 

particularly with respect to whether or not fisheries is a mechanism for generating meaningful 

employment opportunities for Maori or whether it is an asset stream that provides a means for 

Maoridom to invest in other opportunities, and notions of kai moana and kaitiakitanga (guardianship) 

cut across and continue to challenge the commercial imperatives to return profits that modern 

capitalist companies demand. 

QMS has made possible a number of actions by fishing companies. Some fishing enterprises 

now have a secure bankable asset which may be borrowed against. For these companies QMS has 

initiated new rounds of investment in technology, investment overseas and outside the QMS including 

aquaculture and new ventures beyond fisheries. This investment was initially stimulated by the removal 

of part-time fishermen (with little or no compensation), the access to deepwater species previously 

fished by overseas companies and by a wider economic environment that encouraged many small 

fishermen to sell quota to larger firms before realising the true value of the asset. For individual 
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independent fishermen who lease quota the QMS has shifted power from fish processors to quota 

owners. In many cases these are now one and the same. In part because fish processors had the 

financial wherewithal to purchase quota, and the ability to exercise power and either coerce or cajole 

small fishermen into selling quota and then leasing it back. 

Furthermore, a number of independent fishermen noted that where quota is leased out by 

large companies or fish processors it is done so with the clear expectation that catch will be sold back 

to, in this case, the processor regardless of better markets elsewhere. The result is that both the costs 

and risks of fishing are passed to rights users rather than rights holders. This coupled with the trend of 

small quota owners to remain in the business of fishing by leasing out quota when they retire rather 

than selling it has led to quota owners being distanced from the human environment relations and day-

to-day practicalities of fishing. As quota is reduced to being just an asset in a ledger book in which the 

returns to rights holders and to rights users are separated there is potential for these two groups to 

have different expectations of returns and the time in which those returns will be made. 

The strategies and behaviours described above are not particularly new or exciting. Clapp 

(1998), Arbo and Hersoug (1997), Fløysand and Lindquist (2001) inter alia all highlight elements of 

these strategies. However, what is new and different is the ways in which firms endeavour to refashion 

the meaning of sustainable utilisation into one that better suits their purposes. 

If there is one feature of marine capture fisheries that sets it apart from other resource 

management systems, it is the level of uncertainty associated with the dynamics and observations of 

fish stocks themselves(Ludwig et al. 1994; Cochrane 2000; Dayton et al. 2002). The continued success 

of New Zealand fisheries will depend on accurate science that reflects the status of fish stocks. We 

have seen what happens when science is not necessarily accurate in the case of orange roughy, and 

there are increasing concerns surrounding the stock levels in the hoki fishery. 

QMS has effectively allowed industry to take a greater role in the provision of fisheries 

science. The industry through SeaFIC and CSOs, and individual companies has invested in science. 

The value of science to the industry is threefold. First, through involvement in the research process, 

industry is able to constrain the debate as to what constitutes science and what can be researched. 

Second, the nature of QMS, single species stock assessment and the perception of fishermen that they 

‘own’ fish stocks makes it almost impossible for fisheries managers to develop an ecosystems-based 

management framework. Third, the value of science to the industry lies in its anti-political capacity to 

silence debate by transforming them from dialogues on whether or not fishing should occur and who 

should do it to authoritarian technical terms that silence those who do not understand the associated 

lexicon. 

The industry should also be cautious of its involvement in science. Harte (2001) quite rightly 

observes that research may be stymied by fishermen’s own lack of capacity and an over-appreciation of 

their own ability to carry out stock and wider fisheries research. However, increased industry-led 

research, contestable funding of fisheries and the nature of user-pays user-says research all raise a 
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number of challenges for the future of fisheries management in New Zealand. Non-commercial 

stakeholders claim that increased industry-led research will focus on extracting greater returns and not 

necessarily on preserving stocks or the ecosystems in which they are embedded. Moreover, industry 

funded research implies that industry may have proprietorial rights over the knowledge generated. 

The industry, and more specifically quota owners, continues to do more of the ‘science’ of 

fishing. The state expects and encourages this much to the chagrin of environmental lobbyists. 

Lobbyists claim that where the industry does do research it is primarily on individual stocks and relates 

directly to each fishery, wider ecosystems impacts are seldom addressed. They are also concerned with 

Industry capture and the ways in which fisheries research is being done by crown research institutes 

that are dependent on the industry for their continued existence. Whether this greater role in science 

and science provision will aid sustainable development is contentious. Moreover, while how science is 

paid for and who does it is essentially a political decision it is a moot point as to whether decisions on 

funding in fisheries management have been open to wide and public debate or whether they like the 

fish that are caught have largely been out of sight. 

The QMS has provided an environment in which fishing enterprises can work together. This 

is the most significant feature of the QMS. The institution of property rights removed the race to fish 

and provided the impetus for firms to self-organise and act in unison to preserve ‘their’ fishing rights 

that extended beyond the parochial, often fractured, organisations that existed prior to the QMS. The 

QMS and the institution of property rights have provided incentives for firms to bargain in order to 

avoid externalities. Firms have responded in ways Townsend (1995, 2002) said that they would. They 

have developed complex arrangements that secure continued access to fishing resources. They have 

also developed relationships that access to labour, resources (other than fish) and innovative research. 

Through collective organisations firms have endeavoured to privatise the science and management of 

fisheries. The challenge to self-governance is that formal organisation by resource owners often faces 

constraints. These constraints include the idiosyncrasies and internal characteristics of individual firms 

and independent fishermen, political constraints placed upon them by the state and the lack of political 

power individual fishing companies have in New Zealand. 

Fishing companies are now bound into communities of common fate where they 

simultaneously compete but recognise the value of cooperating to protect the value of ‘their’ resource. 

The QMS and industry self-organisation has led to new spaces of industry governance and new spaces 

in which firms, through industry organisations, begin to govern fisheries. These new spaces are 

multilevel in nature and extend beyond New Zealand. CSOs and SeaFIC have been empowered 

through the expectations of collective behaviour that the Crown had of the industry (the 1996 Act and 

subsequent 1997, 1998 and 1999 Amendments). 

The Crown, utilising a rhetoric of responsibilities associated with rights, has sought to co-opt 

industry into a new governmentality through which the Government shapes the conduct of the 

industry into “a new form of economic and social rule premised on government at a distance” (Larner 
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et al. 2005 p.3). This emergent governmentality is contested and remade by an industry that does not 

passively accept change. Through civil contracts and a corporate structure, CSOs such as Challenger 

increasingly take on roles that were once the domain of the Crown – science, stock assessment and 

management. In the case of the hoki fishery this private re-regulation of fisheries is shaped through 

civil contracts from beyond New Zealand through standards, contracts and agreements set by the 

Marine Stewardship Council. The construction of new conventions and institutions has led to a shift 

from what is construed as public openly debated regulation to private regulation whereby fishing 

companies are able to reorganise aspects of fisheries to better suit their needs. The result is a 

management, research and stock assessment framework that enables CSOs and SeaFIC to play a 

greater role than may be politically acceptable to other stakeholders including independent fishermen, 

quota lessees, recreational fishers and environmental and community organisations. 

Through collective organisation, individual firms have reshaped what constitutes sustainable 

utilisation of fisheries resources. This emergent corporatised governmentality curbs debate on 

sustainable utilisation through an ongoing homo economicus discourse that includes political and 

ideological projects that is presented as based on objective, natural, technical truisms. Current 

management practice places sustainable management within a commercial vernacular. Thus sustainable 

utilisation refers to a discourse focussed primarily on species specific management, the revenue derived 

from the extractive value of fisheries resources and a corporate auditing/benchmarking system in 

which efficiency is constructed around how much of a single stock is caught and the short term use of 

capital through such data as CPUE statistics. The commercial lexicon surrounding sustainability acts as 

a particular vocabulary of motives through which power is exercised and dissenting alternative 

narratives are silenced. In New Zealand this ideological interpretation of sustainability has, using 

Armstrong’s (2001 p.525) terms, “through authoritative repetition… acquired a patina of facticity 

which tends to conceal the contestable nature of the[ir] interpretation”. Whether the result was and is 

actually scientific or ideological, showing commercial fishing in an unrealistically favourable light, is 

open to debate. Either way it has successfully legitimated the material interests as well as obscured the 

power of fishing enterprises. Thus the expectations of a number of commercial stakeholders, and 

specifically quota owners, now drive interpretations of sustainable management. In one respect this 

should be construed as a mechanism for securing sustainable growth for those companies. By 

obstructing the debate on fisheries resources and how many fish are available or what the 

environmental effects of fishing are they are, after all, able to continue fishing. 

That the QMS and ITQ results in firms’ economic growth is debatable. Yes, firms are adding 

value and seeking to extract more value from the resources they have, be it through value fishing and 

the premium that fresh fish gets in the marketplace. Yes, firms are growing more product through 

aquaculture and through developing new species. However, increased productivity and performance 

has largely been on the back of two deep-water species – hoki and orange roughy. The near-collapse of 

orange roughy and recent substantial quota cuts in the hoki fishery will place pressure on larger fishing 
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companies such as Amaltal, Sealord and Sanford which all have significant fixed capital in the deep-

water fisheries. Moreover, economic growth for those firms still fishing has been at the expense of 

those fishermen who have left the sector. This raises the question of whether or not gifting ownership 

of $1.5 billion worth of fisheries assets to a select few companies for the sake of 8 100 jobs is 

worthwhile.  

To argue that the QMS and ITQ have led to social stability is fallacious. The QMS and ITQ 

were never concerned with the social impacts of reregulation. The QMS is a product of the 1980s 

restructuring and neoliberal reform. The expectations were that, as with many other industries, 

individual fishing companies and fishermen would stand (or fall) on their own merits. The market 

would decide who was the most efficient. However, there was little regard for the impact on 

communities of removing part-time and small independent fishermen or the long term effects on the 

industry and the subsequent skilled labour shortage. 

Context matters. I concur with Steelman and Wallace (2001 p.357) that there may be no single 

regulatory option or policy appropriate for the highly variable and multifaceted world of fisheries. The 

QMS and ITQ may work better in high-volume low-value fisheries such as hoki and squid than it does 

in inshore fisheries. The practical inability for small firms and fishermen to raise capital has led to a 

drift in ownership to fish merchants and large fishing and fish processing companies. Large fishing 

companies controlling quota has led to contract fishing. While this may suit some of the larger quota 

holders it passes the risks and costs of fishing onto small independent fishermen. Moreover, when 

coupled with fixed agreements concerning where and how fish is to be processed the relationships 

smacks of sharecropping and other inequitable relationships. Young fishermen are fishing and diving 

for leased quota that they will never own. Inshore fisheries may need to be fine-tuned so that property 

rights holders and property rights users remain one and the same. After all, fisheries economists argued 

that by giving property rights to fishermen, the fishermen would take better care of the resource then 

when they were just property rights users. The distancing of ownership reduces fish and fishing to a 

simple accounting procedure. In addition, as the fisheries economists and rights reformists gleefully 

observe that which is owned by no one is valueless. Tenant fishermen have different expectations of 

the resource and discounting of the fisheries resource may lead to these contract fishermen exploiting 

resources and then exiting the industry. 

Firms need growth, development and profits. In Chapter One I argued that there was a 

tension between these expectations and sustainability. Large firms have a bigger repertoire of 

opportunities available to grow more product or grow more value. Firms such as Sanford, Sealord and 

Talley’s have secured more quota through purchase, acquisition and merger. There are, however, legal 

limits to aggregation and local horizontal integration. Firms have developed the capacity to process and 

add value – growing more value to varying degrees. New processing technologies have led to new 

products. Automated cutting and slicing machines increase labour efficiency and yield and also open 

up the opportunity to provide specific products for specific markets. Skilled labour presents similar 
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opportunities and the industry has made a concerted effort to develop a skilled labour pool through 

the Seafood Industry Training Organisation. Although semi-processed and unprocessed seafood still 

make up a significant proportion of exports, improvements in technology and air freight linkages have 

seen exporting companies target premium markets with either fresh or chilled product. In addition, 

these companies have moved to develop retail spaces such as the Auckland Fish Market to extract 

more of the rent from fresh fish. Regardless of this, exiting the industry altogether is also a legitimate 

strategy for large firms with Suminovich Fisheries and Amaltal shareholder Amalgamated Marketing 

departing the seafood sector in 2004. 

Sanford, Sealord and Talley’s have all developed extensive aquaculture ventures. Investment 

has been driven by two factors. First, aquaculture investments enable secure access to a raw product 

that is beyond the constraints of the QMS. Second, investment in aquaculture should be construed as 

an outcome of learning by firms. For example, having been caught out by the initial allocation of quota 

Talley’s have ensured that being involved at the outset means that any future allocation of marine 

farming space based on prior use will include them. Sanford and Sealord have fostered international 

relationships and investments at the other end of the production-consumption system. Sanford have 

used these relationships to sell largely semi-processed product, fished, filleted and flogged, to 

intermediate companies who transform the commodity into a number of different products. Sealord 

have followed a different path. They have developed branded value added consumer products for 

international markets in order to establish themselves as a global seafood product company. To 

facilitate this Sealord set up its own extensive marketing and processing operation to tailor New 

Zealand fish to overseas markets and sell locally and regionally specific products and species into these 

markets. While Sanford and Sealord have expanded vertically and horizontally, Talley’s is the only large 

player to diversify beyond the seafood industry. It has built on its core competencies in frozen foods 

and fish processing and its location to expand into first vegetable processing and then dairy products. 

More recently, building on its expertise in primary product processing, Talley’s has taken on the meat 

industry with its razor thin margins and set up its own processing plant in Southland. 

This thesis makes it plain that we should be less inclined to represent fishing companies as 

unscrupulous and conscienceless, and think of them as complex, at times contradictory entities 

containing actors who are situated in complex social, economic and in the case of iwi fishing 

companies cultural relationships. Peter Talley (1999 p.252) has argued that if we are to be serious about 

the business of fishing we need a lot more economic advice and a lot less biological opinion.81 In earlier 

work I have dismissed this claim as a thinly veiled attack on fisheries science and implicitly the Ministry 

of Fisheries (Massey and Rees 2004b; 2004a). Here, rather, I would like to suggest that in one sense 

Talley is correct. The increasingly co-constructed regulatory context has forced firms that fish to 

develop new ways of doing fisheries that extend beyond the ‘simple’ act of fishing. Economic advice, 

                                                 
81 Talley’s emphasis. 



CHAPTER SEVEN: A SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES OASIS? 
 

 

256 

and not just neoclassical modelling, on precisely how new relationships should be formed, what ways in 

which firms should work together and how they should behave in the globalising fish processing and 

fish product markets discussed in Chapter Two (Figure 2.2) may prove essential for the continued 

success of individual firms and the industry as a whole. 

Firms that fish in New Zealand waters face a tension between the constraints of fish resources 

(there are only so many fish in the sea) and the expectations that firms will be competitive, prosperous 

and responsible. Firms have a number of options for securing access to resources (Figure 7.1a). They 

can continue to fish in New Zealand waters, in which case they can fish inshore or in deep-water 

fisheries. Each has its own pros and cons. For instance, the value per unit of fish is higher for inshore 

species but there are less of them. Firms may invest in aquaculture within New Zealand waters. 

Although this has been stymied by ongoing debates concerning access and the aquaculture 

moratorium. Firms may fish overseas. They can fish in international waters or they can fish in another 

country’s EEZ, usually through joint ventures. Each of these activities involves a costs and benefits. 

Generally, the costs have proven to outweigh the benefits for many smaller firms and they have chosen 

to exit the industry. Thus, Talley’s call for economic advice may well centre on educating New Zealand 

fishing firms, specifically smaller firms who lack the economies of scale and scope, as to how they 

might go about moving forward through fishing overseas and how best these relationships may be 

negotiated. 

Firms may continue to be competitive, prosperous and sustainable by changing the locus of 

activities (Figure 7.1b). Such a change of focus may shift firm activities beyond the act of fishing. Firms 

that fish can shift along a continuum between fishing and being completely out of fisheries. For some 

of the firms studied, as core competencies develop, the emphasis shifts to activities further along the 

aqua-commodity chain. For others, they exit fishing and the seafood sector altogether. Shifting 

activities beyond fishing and at the most extreme out of fisheries all together calls into question the 

very nature of what exactly constitutes a fishing company and how we should view New Zealand’s 

fishing industry given that QMS was expected to drive firms into extracting more value from fish 

resources. This drive to extract value results in new competencies and skills, which in turn lead to new 

possibilities. As new possibilities are presented and firms find new opportunities the attraction of 

ishing declines. At its most extreme firms may leave fishing altogether (for example Suminovich 

Fisheries and Amalgamated Marketing). However, for many firms the challenges of sustainable 

development have been resolved through industrialisation. What is clear is that for most of the large 

firms and some small operators (such as Guards) it is fallacious to view them as solely fishing firms 

(Figure 7.1b). Furthermore, as boundaries of the firm change, firms that fish now find themselves 

interacting with other firms in ways that have both intended and unintended consequence. 
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Allied with the challenge of securing access to resources, the ways in which value added is 

constructed and the very nature of the firms involved is the spatiality of production (Figure 7.1c). The 

binary nature of New Zealand fishing has led to the concentration of employment and to a lesser 

extent enterprises in the top of the South Island. Firms can concentrate processing and ports servicing 

of vessels in one site to achieve economies of scale and scope. Moreover, the physical location of Port 

Nelson provides access to both the East and West Coast deep-water fisheries. Coupled with 

diversification into mussel farming and processing, the top of the South Island provides an 

opportunity for large scale operators located there to achieve economies of scale. There is a 

commensurate concentration and industrialisation of fisheries in these regions. Continued 

agglomeration in the top four regions raises questions as to the very nature of fishing and the firms 

that continue to fish beyond these regions. If quota aggregation continues and smaller fishermen fall 

by the wayside, what sort of fishing and by whom will take place in regions such as Northland. 

Moreover, as firms shift away from fishing in New Zealand and extend further along the commodity 

chain (Figure 7.1a and 7.1b), opportunities to shift processing and value-added to spaces beyond New 

Zealand regulation and away from New Zealand labour will be presented.  

Responses to QMS, property rights reform and the neoliberalisations of nature have been 

persistently diverse, and this diversity arises out of the polycentric multi-scalar nature of the New 

Zealand fishing industry. It is this diversity and firm strategies that also have co-constitutive effects on 

the rules and regulations of fishing and fisheries management. 

In summary, prior to the introduction of the QMS the focus of the New Zealand seafood 

industry was largely on catching and processing fish. Little attention was paid to adding value or 

establishing relationships beyond those with wholesalers and distributors overseas. Since the 

introduction of QMS analysis of the industry (Chapter Four) and the five firms discussed in Chapters 

Five and Six demonstrates that most participants have altered their behaviour (Figure 7.2). There have 

been a variety of strategies, some successful and others less so, but all illustrate that in order to remain 

competitive and prosperous firms that fish have had to move beyond the ‘simple’ act of fishing New 

Zealand waters. Firms are moving up, and down, aqua-commodity chains, repositioning and 

reconfiguring themselves as they strive to compete. In addition, these commodity chains operate at 

increasingly extensive geographic scales. That is to say, firms operate in a number of territorially 

defined political-economic systems and scales. For example fishing firms operate in local communities 

(such as Nelson) at regional and national scales (as in the case of companies fishing hoki) and at supra-

national levels (such as Sealord initiating a ‘Southern hemisphere fishery’). Furthermore, operating in 

these interrelated scales of the local, the national and the global firms are subjected to interrelated 

scales of regulation. Following Dicken (1998 p.13), it is the points of intersection between where 

territorially defined political-economic systems and the aqua-commodity chains in ‘real geographic 

spaces’ where specific outcomes occur. 
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Figure 7.2: Re-Conceptualising the New Zealand Fishing Industry 
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Given the ways in which the New Zealand fishing industry has been constituted thus far there are a 

number of possible trajectories. The general consensus is that there are no more significant fish stocks 

to be discovered in New Zealand’s EEZ. If the industry continues to grow it will outgrow the existing 

domestic resource base. Firms will continue to look for opportunities in fisheries beyond New 

Zealand. In doing so they will come into direct competition with subsidised competitors from Europe 

and Asia (particularly Spain and China). Long term success will almost certainly demand a shift in 

behaviour from that previously exhibited overseas. Firms must shift from exploiting overseas fisheries 

and then moving on to the next. Quite simply as property rights reform continues and international 

fishing agreements take shape the opportunity for such unscrupulous behaviour become increasingly 

limited. Firms must start building capacity, behaving responsibly and making along term commitment 

to foreign fisheries. Sealord’s southern hemisphere fisheries policy is a step in the right direction but 

more is needed. 

There will be continued quota aggregation. Recent quota cuts in the hoki fishery will force 

continued rationalisation. In the past year Talley’s have bought out their partner in Amaltal Fishing, 

and Sanford has purchased Suminovich Fisheries. In addition several of major fishing companies, 

Sanford, Sealord and Independent included, have reduced their fishing operations as well as their 

commitment to charter operations. As with the globalisation of fishing so there will be a continued 

globalising of fish processing. Sealord and Solander are leading the way for New Zealand companies 

who catch high-volume low-value species such as hoki, southern blue whiting and ling. The labour 

costs for processing fish in New Zealand and the high New Zealand dollar (relative to our major 

trading partners) continue to act as disincentives for processing high-volume low-value species in New 

Zealand. This will have significant impacts on communities where land based processing of low 

volume species occurs. Quota aggregation will benefit those property owners with the capital and the 

means to borrow. The added benefit of aggregation is that it reduces the number of actors and makes 

possible cooperative behaviour as there is less chance of free-riding. The ability of corporate entities to 

work together and put aside differences based on ethnicity and past grievances means that the industry 

should be able to present a more united front. This united front may actually be able to develop 

markets where New Zealand fisheries as a collective have purchase. Too often it appears that New 

Zealand fishing companies view their opposition as being the next door neighbour. In reality the 

competition is not New Zealanders but international fishing and processing companies. I am not 

advocating a single desk seller but rather a concerted effort to stop undercutting each other. 

Small family firms that own quota will probably remain, but only where they can maintain 

competitive advantage through providing value added to their customers in niche fisheries. Small firms 

may be able to value fish and develop a premium for fresh fish that large companies have a harder time 

achieving due to diseconomies of scale. 

The QMS and ITQ have imposed constraints on fishing enterprises which responded in 

various ways. Arguably, a substantial move towards sustainable management of stocks occurred. This 
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sustainable management of fish stocks has involved both an increased fisheries science effort by the 

state and industry, and restricted TACC. This has had effects. Most notably it displaced the fishing 

firms growth strategies. First, overseas where some less than exemplary firm behaviour confirms the 

need for state regulation missing in other jurisdictions. Second, firms have expanded into aquaculture. 

This shift into aquaculture confirms Clapp’s prediction with regards to the exploitation of wild 

resources and the subsequent replacement by farmed resources. However this local expansion of effort 

into farmed seafood has been constrained by delays with seabed and foreshore legislation. Three, there 

has been cooperation among companies. This cooperation occurs as coopetition and is simultaneously 

cooperative and competitive. The cooperative aspect is the collective use of shared knowledge to 

pursue common benefits. The competitive aspects refer to the ways in which this shared knowledge is 

used to achieve private benefits and outperform others. Quota owners and specifically larger firms 

have organised collective behaviour in order to preserve their property rights, to bid for science and to 

gain access to resources other than fish. However, this cooperation is constrained. Firms still compete 

against each other. There appears to be no collective movement to market New Zealand seafood 

products. Four, as TACC has declined in key stocks there is intense competition for quota. This has 

led to a rationalisation of plant and processing capacity. Five, there have been “discoveries” of new 

stocks. Notwithstanding the importance of these stocks to large fishing companies, these stocks, such 

as southern blue whiting and ling, are not so much new as newly exploited by New Zealand 

companies. 

From all of this it is clear that Clapp's resource cycle model provides only a partial telling of 

the story of fisheries and resource use. Clapp (1998 p.130) argued that all commercially exploited wild 

populations will, sooner or later, pass though a resource cycle of overexpansion followed by 

ecosystems disruption and economic crisis. Furthermore, Clapp (1998 p.138) also notes that “in a 

global economy, resources will continue to be exploited, but briefly and unsustainably”. In New 

Zealand it is clear that prior to QMS fishing went through repeated cycles of boom and bust that were 

driven not only by fishing firms and increased global demand, but also by the state which sent signals 

and provided incentives for firms to expand fishing effort and processing capacity. Thus the co-

contingent nature of firm and government agency is essential to understanding the nature of fisheries 

management and resource use in New Zealand. We return to two important observations made earlier: 

both place and space matter. 

In New Zealand the ITQ and QMS appears to have averted this cycle of boom and bust in 

marine capture fisheries as well as accelerated the transition toward fish farming Regulation clearly 

matters, so government can have agency. Compared with Canadian fisheries policies that centred on 

maintaining a social fishery on the east coast and was constrained by a failure to cooperate with United 

States regulators on the British Columbia coast, New Zealand ones seem to be reasonably effective. 

This raises questions about how inevitable the tragedies are. The research demonstrates that we need 
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to move beyond the groundless universalisms of the Tragedy to one that emphasises the places and 

regions in which fisheries and firms that fish are grounded. 

Avenues for further research 

The New Zealand QMS demonstrates that the motivations constructed by marine resource 

economists and sociologists are questionable. This thesis suggests an expansion of the research agenda 

of what I term aqua-commodity production. It is widely recognised that struggles over resources are 

also about meaning and identity (Peet and Watts 1996). Research in New Zealand fisheries would be 

enriched by examining the ways in which identity is constructed around fishing. The scales of 

production and the ways in which rights holders and rights users are being separated has important 

implications for not only how resources are used but the ways in which commercial fishermen and 

fishing communities construct their own identity and their assertion of resource claims based on 

tradition, custom, identity or race. McCarthy (2002) notes that cultural politics are an important 

element of resource debates with claims of custom, tradition, or rights linked to ethnic and racial 

identity still being regularly invoked in environmental disputes. While I have given some hint of what it 

means to be a fisherman in New Zealand, the ways in which identity is constituted and the ways in 

which fishing communities act to preserve their identity as fishing communities are avenues of research 

that are necessary for our understanding of the QMS, ITQ and how constituted realities of fishing are 

constructed. 

This thesis touched lightly on small independent fishermen and most of the fishermen I 

interviewed owned most, but not all, the quota they fished. The role that contract fishermen play and 

the motivations of these fishermen warrant further investigation. The rising cost of quota and the 

separation of property-right holders and property-right users have implications for how resources are 

perceived and used. As property-right holders become distanced from the resource there is a 

presumption that they are distanced from the fishery and fishing. Without a sense of place and the 

associated sense of loss fisheries, fishing and ecosystems become abstracted into profits and losses in a 

ledger. Moreover, as property-users no longer own the rights (the very backbone of neoliberal fisheries 

management) the pressures of short term gain may out weigh the costs of a long term involvement in 

the fisheries. 

The recent failure of Marine Stewardship Council labelled hoki in the United Kingdom market 

(Porritt and Goodman 2005) raises a number of questions concerning the power of international 

ecolabeling. The perverse situation where large retailers discount the price of a highly endangered 

species (cod) and sell it at a loss to attract customers to their markets has resulted in consumers 

receiving mixed signals from retailers concerning the status of cod stocks. The ways in which large 

retail chains and suppliers have manipulated public perceptions of the environment and what exactly is 
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sustainable demands further investigation. Clearly even if New Zealand is a sustainable fisheries oasis it 

does little for New Zealand producers if they cannot sell their product at a premium. 

It is clear that different companies make different choices among products and markets. While 

I have been fortunate to gain some very insightful interviews it was difficult to gain access to corporate 

strategists (largely because they refused to discuss their business with either myself or the press. The 

market end of the commodity chain is under-developed in this thesis and warrants further enquiry. It 

would be useful to know how New Zealand fish competes in international markets, how it is marketed 

and what market research is being done. 

This thesis has added to our understanding of the ways in which fishing firms and complex 

fisheries-economy-society relationships are negotiated through examining the behaviour of firms in the 

New Zealand seafood sector. It should also be considered as part of the quest for coherent, rational 

and just management of social-ecological systems. Further research is required on how society frames 

fisheries management. For some time fisheries management and resource appropriation has been 

closed from public debate. Research is needed to address what New Zealand as a nation, what 

Maoridom and what fishing companies and communities want from New Zealand fisheries. Moreover, 

this research needs to address who sits at the table, who sets the agenda, who writes the blue print and 

who sets the priorities when decisions are made. All of these will continue to be critical challenges to 

modern successful fisheries in New Zealand. Finally, the relationship of ITQ/QMS to company 

strategies and positioning regarding the regulation of aquaculture warrants further investigation.  

Future research and continued understanding of fisheries in New Zealand and beyond will 

require both an acknowledgement and recognition of the complexity of economies, the complexity of 

communities and the complexity of ecosystems. Future studies will require a trans-disciplinary 

collection of ideas about the types of behaviour exhibited in dynamic systems. 
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Appendix I 
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Tony Hazlett Amaltal Fishing Company 

Ltd. 
Marketing Manager 

Peter Cronin Bounty Cuisine Managing Director 
Bruce Shallard Bruce Shallard and Associates 

(Fisheries Consultant) 
Director  

Chris Helps Challenge Marine Ltd Operations Manager 
Russell Mincher Challenger Group Chief Executive Challenger 

Scallop Enhancement 
Company 

George Clement Clement and Associates Ltd 
Orange Roughy Management 
Group 

Director/ Chief Executive 
Officer 

Cath Wallace ECO 
Victoria University 

Environment and 
Conservation Organisations 

Darren Guard Guards Seafoods Fleet Manager 
Richard Cade Hoki Fishery Management 

Company 
Chief Executive Officer 

Peter Johnson Kernohan Engineering Ltd/ 
Nelson Engineering Cluster 

General Manager 

Anonymous Scientist Ministry of Fisheries  
Jonathan Peacey Ministry of Fisheries Chief Policy Analyst, Policy 

and Treaty Strategy 
Mark Edwards Ministry of Fisheries Manager: Fisheries Policy  
Tim Persen Ministry of Fisheries Senior Policy Analyst, Policy 

and Treaty Strategy 
Suzi Kerr and Jo Hendy Motu Economic and Public 

Policy Research  
Director/Senior Fellow 

Chris Parris Motueka Fisherman Fisherman 
Anonymous Nelson Inshore fin fisherman Fisherman 
Anonymous Nelson Inshore fin fisherman Fisherman 
Anonymous Nelson Inshore fin fisherman Fisherman 
Anonymous Nelson Inshore fin fisherman Fisherman 
Peter Robbins Nelson Marlborough Seafood 

Cluster 
Facilitator 

Sean Trengrove Nelson Marlborough Seafood 
Cluster 

Facilitator 

Bill Uday Nelson Ranger  
Anon  Nelson Rock Lobster 

fishermen 
 

Neil Hodgson Nelson Tasman Economic 
development Agency 

Interim CEO 

Daryl Sykes New Zealand Rock Lobster 
Industry Council 

Executive Officer 

Mike Sullivan  Ocean Law Lawyer 
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Michael Laird Oceanic Foods Managing Director 
Brigit Stephenson  Oceans Policy Secretariat, 

Ministry for the Environment 
Senior Adviser 

Mark Roach  Pursuit Fishing Ltd. Director 
Angus McNeil Sea Dragon Oils Managing Director 
Alastair MacFarlane  SeaFIC General Manager Trade and 

Information 
Bruce Chapman SeaFIC Principal Policy Analyst 
Dan Holland SeaFIC Senior Economist 
Dave Banks SeaFIC Data Programme Manager 
Kevin Stokes SeaFIC Chief Scientist 
Nici Gibbs SeaFIC Policy Manager 
Owen Symmans SeaFIC Chief Executive 
Phillipe Lallemand SeaFIC Economist 
Simon Thomas SeaFIC Communications Manager 
Doug McKay Sealord Group Limited Chief Executive 
Charles Hufflett Solander Fishing Managing Director 
Doug Sanders-Loder Talley’s Seafood Ltd. Quota Manager 
Tim Masters The New Zealand King 

Salmon Company Ltd.  
Operations Manager MacCure 
Division 

Alastair McDonald Westhaven shellfish Ltd Managing Director 

 

Scoping Interviews 

Subject Organisation Managing Director 

John Annala Ministry of Fisheries Manager Science 
Policy 

Stan Crowthers  Ministry of Fisheries Deputy Chief 
Executive 

Nick Wyatt Ministry of Fisheries Policy Analyst 
David Anderson  Sanford Limited Retired General 

Manager  
Martin de Beer  Sanford Limited Pacific Tuna 

Operations Manager 
Kirtsy Woods  Te Ohu Kai Moana Senior Policy Analyst 
Peter Winder Local Government New Zealand Chief Executive 
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Appendix II 

Copies of Consent, Participant Contact, and 
Information Forms  

CEO PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET  

THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF SIX 
YEARS 

Title: The Social and Geographic Organisation of New Zealand Seafood 
enterprises in an International Context." 

Researcher: Eugene B Rees. 

I have been given and have understood an explanation of this research 
project. I have had an opportunity to ask questions and have had them 
answered. 

I consent to having anonymity waived.    Yes/No (please circle) 

I understand that I may withdraw myself or any information traceable to me at any time up to 

October 20th 2004 without giving a reason. 

• I agree to take part in this research. 

• I agree / do not agree (please circle) that the interview will be audio taped. 

• I agree that ………………….. who is in my employ may participate in this research during paid 

work hours 

Signed: 

Name: 

(please print clearly) 

Date: 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN SUBJECTS ETHICS 
COMMITTEE 

On……. for a period of ……..years, from…../……/…….     Reference 2002314
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PARTICIPANT CONTACT LETTER  
Dear Sir/Madam  
 
My name is Eugene Rees. I am a doctoral student at the University of Auckland conducting 
research into the nature of the seafood industry in New Zealand. My thesis is on enterprise 
organisation and I have chosen this field because it is an area of study that social scientists have yet 
to explore in any detail. In particular I wish to explore whether relationships between firms and 
institutions within the seafood industry have significant implications for how fish resources are 
utilised. 
 
I intend to research the seafood industry through three frames. Firstly I examine the role of actors 
within enterprises and the actions/motivations of entrepreneurs. Secondly I explore and interpret 
the wave of acquisitions, joint ventures and strategic partnering in the seafood industry. Lastly I 
plan to explore the globalisation of New Zealand seafood and the commensurate issues of supply 
chain alignment. 
 
As part of my thesis I would like to interview you. My hope would be to investigate the way 
Westhaven Shellfish is both organised as a company and within the context of the seafood 
industry. You are invited to participate in my research and I would appreciate any assistance you 
can offer me. 
 
I will be in the Tasman/ Golden Bay area for two weeks in June and I hope to interview you 
and/or some members of your staff then, if that is okay with you. Interviews would take about one 
hour and would be during paid work time. I would prefer to audio tape any interviews but this 
would only be done with your consent and then the recording device could be turned off at any 
time during the interview or you could withdraw information up to the 20th of October 2004. 
Whilst I would prefer to use both your name and the name of your company in my thesis this is 
not absolutely essential and you can remain anonymous if you desire. 
 
If you have any queries or wish to know more please do not hesitate to phone me at home on (09) 
378-0136, email me at e.rees@auckland.ac.nz or write me at: 
 
School of Geography and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland 
Private bag 92019 
Auckland.            Tel 373 7599 ext. 85923 
 
My supervisor is:                  Dr. Gordon Winder 

School of Geography and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland.            Tel 373 7599 ext. 86605 

 
The Director of the school is:  Dr. Willie Smith 

School of Geography and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland.              Tel 373 7599 ext. 85284 

 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
Eugene Rees
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET  
 
Title: The Social and Geographic Organisation of New Zealand Seafood 
enterprises in an International Context." 

 
To: The Participant 
My name is Eugene Rees. I am a student at The University of Auckland conducting research into the 
nature of the seafood industry in New Zealand. I am enrolled for a Doctor of Philosophy  Degree in the 
School of Geography and Environmental Science. I am conducting this research for my thesis on 
enterprise organisation and have chosen this field because it is an area of study that social scientists 
have yet to explore in any detail. 
 
You are invited to participate in my research and I would appreciate any assistance you can offer me. 
As part of my thesis I would like to conduct a case study on your work place and want to look at the 
way your business is organised within the seafood industry. I wish to explore whether relationships 
between firms and institutions within the seafood industry have significant implications for how 
resources are utilised. The research explores the seafood industry through three frames. Firstly it 
examines the role of actors within enterprises and the actions/motivations of entrepreneurs. Secondly it 
explores and interprets the motivations of actors within enterprises and the wave of acquisitions, joint 
ventures and strategic partnering in the seafood industry. Lastly it explores the globalisation of New 
Zealand seafood and the commensurate issues of supply chain alignment. 
I would like to interview you and/or some members of your staff but you and your staff are under no 
obligation at all to be interviewed. Interviews would take about one hour and would be during paid 
work time. I would prefer to audio tape any interviews but this would only be done with your consent 
and then the recording device could be turned off at any time during the interview or you could 
withdraw information up to the 20th of October 2004. Whilst I would prefer to use both your name and 
the name of your company in my thesis this is not absolutely essential and you can remain anonymous 
if you desire. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and help in making this study possible. If you have any queries or 
wish to know more please do not hesitate to phone me at home on (09) 378-0136, email me at 
e.rees@auckland.ac.nz  or write me at: 
School of Geography and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland 
Private bag 92019 
Auckland.            Tel 373 7599 ext. 85923 
 
My supervisor is:                  Dr. Gordon Winder 

School of Geography and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland.            Tel 373 7599 ext. 86605 

 
The Director of the school is:  Dr. Willie Smith 

School of Geography and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland.            Tel 373 7599 ext. 85284 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns please feel free to contact: 

The Chair, The University of Auckland Human Subjects Ethics Committee, 
The University of Auckland, Research Office – Office of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, 
Auckland. Tel. 373 7999 extn 87830 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN SUBJECTS ETHICS COMMITTEE 

On…20/11/02…. for a period of three years, from 20/11/02.     Reference 2002./314 
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