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An overriding theme of the history
of Newfoundland and Labrador since
World War II has been the transition
of the fisheries from an activity on
which many subsist, into an industry
that generates substantial capital but
directly benefits a relative few. It has
been an agonizing experience. People
(and the province as a whole) have
found themselves wrenched away
from places they love and from
livelihoods they esteem.

For just as long and at enormous
expense, the provincial and federal
governments have attempted to influence
this transition with programs of resettle-
ment, retraining, research, fishing quotas
and licenses, income supplements, and
industrial investment. Many of these
initiatives have made a big mess even
bigger. They have been no match for the
sector’s complexity, especially the twists
and turns in the supplies of fish and in
international tastes, competition, and
exchange rates.

Equally as important, few towns and
regions have had a sustained, authoritative
voice and organization to inform program-
ming or to integrate it with what local
people want to do.

Fogo Island, off Newfoundland’s
northeast coast, has been an anomaly in
this record of frustration. In the early
1960s the government of Joey Smallwood
offered the inhabitants of Fogo’s 11
scattered hamlets the option to be
resettled on the mainland, closer to
services and infrastructure, and away from
a declining inshore, salt cod fishery.

Fogo at Forty By Don McNair

Instead, the islanders resisted. With the
help of Memorial University and the
National Film Board, Fogo became the
venue for an unprecedented campaign of
public mobilization and empowerment. In
1967 the Fogo Island Co-operative Society
was incorporated to help advance their
interests. The“Fogo Process” became a
model of community economic develop-
ment, a veritable“poster child.”

Yet long, long after the NFB camera
crews packed up and left, and the b/w
footage they filmed for the“Challenge for
Change” Program fell into disuse, the Co-
op kept harvesting, processing, and
marketing fish. For close to 40 years now, it
has been the means by which islanders

have been players, not pawns in the
industrialization process. Government has
been a principal partner.

In its first six years, in a government-
built shipyard, the Co-op constructed 30
long liners that members purchased in
order to fish additional species further out
to sea. When after 1977 the Province
sought to create a fish processing sector
commensurate to the bonanza expected
from the new 200-mile offshore limit, the
Co-op built a fresh-frozen fish plant and a
crab plant. When the cod moratorium
eliminated 80% of the members’ fish supply
in 1992, a marina for yachtsmen and a
fisheries heritage interpretation centre were
already underway with the assistance of the

Fogo Island Co-op can be understood as a firm that has nimbly
reconfigured itself year in year out to match up fishers & processors
with markets & other stakeholders. In doing so, unfortunately, it has
spread itself very thin. It may simply be too small an organization to
continue to play the crucial role of intermediary.

Photos: Fish processing, new and old. (right)
At the Co-op’s 7-year-old plant in Seldom, a
laser camera is used to detect shell on peeled
shrimp. Workers then conduct this final check
prior to freezing and grading. (over page)
Workers fillet turbot in the refurbished 100-
year-old plant at Batt’s Arm. Photos courtesy
of Fogo Island Co-operative Society Ltd. and
FirstContact Communications, St. John’s.
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Atlantic Canada Opportunity Agency
(ACOA) and Human Resources
Development Canada (HRDC).

The real money lay in the shellfisheries,
however. In 1993, with assistance from the
Department of Fisheries and Oceans, Fogo
begin marketing its crab to Asia. The Co-
op then secured an offshore shrimp quota
and entered into a joint venture with an
Icelandic firm to establish a shrimp
processing plant in 2000. In the last four
years ACOA and HRDC have helped
cover the managerial and training costs for
secondary processing, that is, creating and
marketing a Fogo Co-op line of pre-
commercial dishes.

In 2003 the Co-op did $25 million in
business. It operated three processing
plants, a buying station, a marine service
centre, a stock room, and product develop-
ment and research facility. Practically no-
one on the island was collecting unemploy-
ment. Nearly 1200 members were investing
5% of their net income in the enterprise
(up to $500 annually by the 800 fishers,
and $300 annually by 400 plant workers).
The fishers are also business owners in
their own right, supplying to the Co-op
what they harvest with their own boats
and gear. In addition to the species already
listed, that includes turbot, cod, capelin,
herring, mackerel, squid, and (most
recently) sea cucumbers.

Many processors view the latter low-
volume fisheries as a nuisance. But the Co-
op has tried to service them (to the tune of
$300,000 in purchases in 2000). Unlike its
competitors, Fogo’s ultimate goal has been
to preserve a way of life, or a portion of it,
for as many people as possible for as long
as possible. In many respects, it’s more like
a development corporation than a co-op:
it’s in the business of creating business for
the long-term welfare of a group of
communities.

Yet, a co-op is all it is, with a staff of 10-
15 and a board of volunteers. To strike a
balance between the interests of the co-op
as a business and its members is difficult at
the best of times – that is, when the supply
and the price of certain species are so high
as to compensate for species that are low in
either respect.

Over the last two years times have
been good.

not

Cascading shrimp and crab prices, rising
fuel costs, and a high Canadian dollar have
carved away Fogo’s revenue streams.
Between license, boat, and gear, the cost of
entering the lucrative fisheries has soared
to as much as $1 million. Where a 60:40
split in net revenue between a boat and its
crew of 4-5 once prevailed, 70:30 is
becoming more common. Who gets the
scarce plant jobs has become a source of
suspicion and recrimination. People,
especially young people, are steadily
moving away. The island’s population was
5,000 in 1967, perhaps 3,600 in 1996, and
has now fallen to around 2,600.

Historically, Fogo can be understood as
a firm that has nimbly reconfigured itself
year in year out to match up fishers and
processors with markets and“other
stakeholders” – like government. In doing
so, unfortunately, it has spread itself very
thin and now lurches from crisis to crisis.
The Co-op may simply be too small an
organization to continue to play the crucial
role of intermediary.

Even so, Fogo represents a wealth of
knowledge on the functions and
dysfunctions of the fishing industry and
how operations can be adapted to an
export market. Are there other ways to
leverage this asset?

Kittiwake Economic Development
Corporation is the Regional Economic
Development Board for Zone 14, to which
Fogo forms the northernmost outcrop. To
help islanders think through their situation
and opportunities, Kittiwake has decided
to employ a full-time Community
Strategist. Through consultation with
residents and businesses, the strategist will
seek to align their uncommon devotion to
an island with strategic actions that build
partnerships, attract private investment,
expand the repertoire of local enterprise,
and secure markets.

Working in closer collaboration with
other firms and agencies in the region,
Fogo Island Co-op could yet capitalize on
its expertise, as well as millions of dollars
in physical plant and equipment, to
remain a genuine player in the global
marketplace.

DON MCNAIR is the managing editor of
. You can reach him at 250-542-7057 or

mcnair@cedworks.com.
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Résumé : Fogo à quarante ans

Qu’est-ce qu'il y a de neuf à l'île Fogo,
Terre-Neuve? La coopérative qui fut créée il
y a 40 ans pour prévenir le déplacement de
la population et permettre aux pêcheurs de
s’adapter « plutôt que de succomber » à
une industrie de la pêche changeante,
survie – mais les temps sont durs.

Le cœur du problème demeure tant pour
les iliens que pour le gouvernement;
comment transformer la pêche d'une
activité qui permet à plusieurs villageois de
subsister en une industrie qui permet à
certains de vivre décemment? La réponse
de la coopérative au cours des ans a été
d’investir dans de nouveaux bateaux,
usines, matériaux, et processus pour que
les pêcheurs puissent livrer une sélection
toujours changeante d’espèces de poisson
aux marchés internationaux. En faisant
ceci, elle a servi de partenaire essentiel et
d’intermédiaire pour les fonds de
programmes fédéraux et provinciaux. Mais
les coûts croissants, le cours du dollar qui
augmente et des prix imprévisibles rendent
de plus en plus difficile pour la coopérative
la réalisation de bénéfices et la sauvegarde
d’emplois. Les jeunes de Fogo quittent
doucement.

Lorsqu’elle a capté la mobilisation
spectaculaire des iliens dans les années
1960, la série de l’Office national du film
« Challenge for Change » a fait connaître la
coopérative. Maintenant, des actions au
niveau régional pourraient être nécessaires
pour rassembler les quotas, les
connaissances et les marchés nécessaires
pour garder la pêche comme moyen de
subsistance sur l’île Fogo.




