
 

Dangerous fishing may be endangered
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Captain and crew pose with Sablefish caught off the coast of Half Moon Bay,
California. Commercial fishing is one of the most dangerous occupations in
terms of accident, injury, and mortality rates. Pfeiffer and Gratz identified a
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substantial decline in the propensity to take fishing trips in poor weather as a
result of a management change in the West Coast Sablefish fixed gear fishery.
Their findings suggest catch shares (the individual allocation of fishing quota to
vessels) can reduce risk-taking and improve safety in commercial fishing. Credit:
Ethan Righter

Catch shares, a form of "rights-based" fisheries management adopted for
several fisheries in the Pacific Northwest, may put an end to the kind of
daring exploits chronicled in the Deadliest Catch.

A new study of fishing practices found that the "risky" behavior that
makes fishing one of the most dangerous lines of work dropped sharply
following the adoption of catch shares management in the West Coast
fixed gear sablefish fishery. Fewer boats fished during the stormiest
weather, with fishing on the highest wind days dropping by 79 percent
under catch shares, according to the research published today in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

The decline in rough-weather fishing represents "a revolution in risk-
taking behavior by fishermen," wrote the authors, Lisa Pfeiffer of
NOAA Fisheries' Northwest Fisheries Science Center and Trevor Gratz
of the University of Washington. The researchers said they expect
corresponding reductions in injuries, pollution events, vessel losses,
search-and-rescue missions and deaths from fishing accidents under
catch shares management.

Indeed, the safer practices corresponded with an 87 percent reduction in
the rate of safety incidents the U.S. Coast Guard reported for the
sablefish fishery before and after catch shares went into effect.
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The 2001 catch shares management program in the West Coast Sablefish Fixed
Gear Fishery reduced the percentage of fishing trips taken on high wind days by
79 percent. Credit: NOAA Fisheries/NWFSC

While fishermen may be known as adventurous risk-takers, the
researchers said that traditional fisheries rules promote risky behavior by
requiring vessels to compete with each other to catch as much as possible
in a limited season.

"Fishermen have the incentive to participate in around-the-clock fishing
in all weather conditions, overload their vessels, and ignore maintenance
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problems to maximize catch," the scientists write. "These behaviors
contribute considerably to the dangerous nature of commercial fishing."

NOAA Fisheries' 2001 adoption of catch shares for sablefish changed
the incentives around the fishery by giving each vessel rights to a
specific share of the allowable catch. Vessels could then choose how and
when to fish for their share.

The purpose was to reduce competitive fishing pressure on overfished
stocks. But the change also freed fishermen from the traditional,
"derby"-style race to catch fish as fast as possible, which could lead
fishing vessels to go to sea even in stormy and dangerous conditions.
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Fishermen place Sablefish pots off the coast of Half Moon Bay, California.
Commercial fishing is one of the most dangerous occupations in terms of
accident, injury, and mortality rates. Pfeiffer and Gratz identified a substantial
decline in the propensity to take fishing trips in poor weather as a result of a
management change in the West Coast Sablefish fixed gear fishery. Their
findings suggest catch shares (the individual allocation of fishing quota to
vessels) can reduce risk-taking and improve safety in commercial fishing. Credit:
Ethan Righter
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Severe weather contributed to about four of every five fatal fishing
vessel accidents on the West Coast from 2000 to 2009. Commercial
fishing remains dangerous, with an annual average fatality rate 30 times
the U.S. average.

"When fishermen have to compete for fish they can't make a rational
tradeoff in terms of safety," Pfeiffer said. "Any delay, whether it's
because of the weather or any other reason, results in the fish being
taken by someone else."

"Catch shares provides the flexibility for the fishermen to make a
rational tradeoff in terms of risk and reward, instead of being compelled
to fish whatever the conditions," Pfeiffer said.

The safety benefits observed in the sablefish fishery could also be
expected in other fisheries managed through catch shares, the
researchers concluded. They said "rights-based" management such as
catch shares resolves "many of the problems associated with the
competitive race to fish experienced in fisheries around the world."

NOAA Fisheries has since expanded catch shares management to other
West Coast fisheries, including the groundfish fishery in 2011.

The study was the first to identify how fisheries management can alter
the risk-taking behavior of fishermen by changing the economic
incentives that drive their decisions. "Catch shares change fishing
incentives such that fishermen themselves decide to expose themselves
to less risk," the researchers write.

  More information: Lisa Pfeiffer et al. The effect of rights-based
fisheries management on risk taking and fishing safety, Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences (2016). DOI:
10.1073/pnas.1509456113
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