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Abstract 

The management of natural resources, such as fisheries, evoke discourses tempered with 

emotion and this is especially true for the island communities of Ireland. The historic 

freedom afforded to islanders, which enabled the maintenance of an intrinsic cultural link to 

the sea, changed under national and European Union governance. These governance 

structures, often based on neoliberalist principles, resulted in socio-economic disadvantages 

for Irish coastal communities. Islanders are, however, resilient people; they have been 

campaigning for over a decade to reclaim their fisheries rights and have continually 

questioned the inequity in current structures governing fisheries resources. The Island 

Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill 2017, can be seen as an accumulation of these efforts. It 

was progressed by islanders in their attempt to reclaim their island commons, access local 

fisheries and restore traditional fishing practices. This thesis focuses on the values associated 

with island fisheries and how these connect or disconnect with the neoliberal management 

of fisheries in Ireland. This attention to values was enabled methodologically through the 

use of in-depth qualitative interviews with a range of fisheries participants with knowledge 

of inshore fisheries and the Island Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill 2017. The key themes 

which emerged from this research centred on fisheries management, power, Island Fisheries 

(Heritage License) Bill 2017, confusion and the future. This research demonstrates the 

complexities associated with the management of natural resources. It also highlights the 

inequitable power relations which exist within fisheries management and how the top-down 

dissemination of information evokes much confusion. Small-scale fishermen have been 

historically neglected from management decisions in Ireland, however this has recently 

begun to change and the Island Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill 2017 is symbolic of a 

reinvigorated hope for the future. 
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“Islands, by their very definition, beg the question of beginnings.”  

(Gosling, 1990) 
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1 Introduction 

Situated geographically on the periphery of Europe, Ireland is an island nation but what is 

often overlooked is that Ireland is also a nation of islands. Ireland has been battling against 

the waters that surround it, since its very creation, creating both a rugged coastline on the 

mainland and on the islands around its circumference. Over thirty islands are currently 

inhabited in Ireland. Ireland’s reputation of beauty, history and culture are epitomised on 

these islands of Ireland wherein island communities retain a distinctly Irish culture derived 

from aspects such as the Irish language, traditional livelihoods, and literary and musical 

traditions.  

With the islands being a microcosm of all that is Irish and perhaps, in many aspects, retaining 

more Irish culture than places on the ‘mainland’, the question arises as to why they are still 

facing battles to retain their distinctively island way of life? To answer this question of island 

survival, it is vital to create an awareness of the significance of island life for its people, 

especially when it comes to access to its surrounding natural resource, the sea. This research 

contextualises this relationship by investigating island fisheries and how they operated 

historically as well as under current government structures.  

The islands are synonymous with Irish fishing culture, yet over the past decade islanders 

have found it increasingly difficult to access fish. Most have been confined to fishing for 

crab and lobster while they watch other European fleets’ fish in grounds, they traditionally 

fished in.  These small-scale fishermen learned over generations to fish seasonally using less 

destructive methods than the fleets they watch from the shores of their islands.  

The relatively recent neoliberalisation of fisheries management is a theoretical focus in this 

thesis. The management of natural resources has been a topic of research for centuries. For 

economists this concern is typically addressed by focussing on the idea of the planet as a 

finite resource. With the evident increase in human populations, attention was directed 

toward means of conserving resources to meet the demands of the ever-growing population, 

by implementing the commodification of resources.  In this context, the privatisation of 

resources was put forward as means to conserve resources, as Hardin suggested, to avoid the 
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“tragedy of the commons” (Hardin, 1968; McCormack, 2017; Pinkerton & Edwards, 2015; 

Mansfield, 2004). In regard to this tragedy in fisheries, H. Scott Gordon for example, 

emphasised the link between common property and an assumed inevitable over-exploitation 

of fish (Gordon, 1954). 

By focusing on the privatisation of a natural resource, a form of economic determinism, 

other values fail to be considered, such as cultural, historical and livelihood values. This 

dispossession may lead to resistance, creating a “double movement,” (Polyani, 2001) as is 

evident in islander communities. Islanders are resilient people and have been fighting to 

regain their traditional livelihoods at national and European levels, a resistance which is 

powered by nostalgia and which has culminated in a Bill being brought forward into Irish 

legislation process: Island Fisheries (Heritage Bill) 2017. The Bill seeks to establish a 

community owned, non-transferrable quota for the island communities across the west coast 

of Ireland. This thesis explores these island communities, the fishing sector, politicians and 

other stakeholders involved with the Island Fisheries (Heritage Bill) and seeks to understand 

how islander fisheries are differently valued among these groups, through the participants of 

this research.  

1.1 Purpose of the Thesis and Research Questions  

This research provides an important source of data for fishery managers and community 

leaders who want to understand fisheries from multiple perspectives. By assessing and 

documenting changes in fishing in the islands, the research contributes insights into how 

these changes relate to the values of individuals, families, and the community as a whole.  

By assessing changes, the research highlights the role of property rights in natural resource 

management. Fisheries for islanders have been a central component of life, and through 

neoliberal privatisation this traditional resource has been restricted. The following research 

questions were developed to create a baseline of information relating to island fisheries and 

the Island Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill: 

1. What are the main contributing factors to the current state of fisheries in the 

islands? 

2.  What cultural, historical and livelihood values are attributed to island 

fisheries by islander fishermen themselves and other stakeholders? 
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3. Is the Heritage Bill perceived as an adequate means or a stepping stone to 

address the cultural, economic and historical values of island fisheries? 

Question (1), addresses factors linked to the current state of fisheries in the islands. By 

interviewing a broad range of fisheries participants, it enabled the question to be answered 

from different perspectives. Research question (2), seeks to establish value beyond the 

monetary norm associated with fisheries. As this research could not include a specific island 

by island-based study, the values developed through the interviews are based on respondents 

own views. For the islander participants, they highlighted values specific to their island. As 

this research is centralised around the Island Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill, and its 

possible outcomes for islanders, it was relevant to determine a baseline of opinions. These 

opinions were developed in the first and second question and were linked to question 3.  

The methods employed in this research include a comprehensive literature review, along 

with semi-structured, informal and in-depth interviews with a variety of critical informants 

with knowledge of islander fisheries and/or the Island Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill 2017. 

These interviews were conducted in order to collect qualitative data which was then 

analysed.  A limitation to the research was the paucity of data specifically on island fisheries. 

This is compounded by the fact that there is no managerial distinction between islander and 

mainland fisheries. Further, island fisheries participants on islands are formally categorised 

as belonging to the inshore sector, a managerial category which has little research data 

available (Bresnihan, 2016). The majority of the discussion regarding the state of island 

fisheries in this thesis can be expanded to represent a generalised view of the inshore sector 

as a whole.  

1.2 Thesis Value  

The value of this research is based on the principle that islands are supposed to be afforded 

protection and are “integral part of the state’s heritage” (Department of Culture, Heritage 

and the Gaeltacht, 2015 a). The islanders of Ireland deserve equitable treatment as they are 

keepers of the traditions one of which is fishing and many of the islands are keepers of the 

Irish language – Gaeilge.  The resilience of Irish islanders when confronted with the demise 

of their fisheries is evident, though it must be noted that their achievements in this regard 

are rather exceptional. It is not a common theme for small-scale underrepresented groups to 

have progressed their claims politically and in terms of actual policy making, and this is 
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especially true for Ireland. Islander organisations, using the power of nostalgia, have 

attempted to change the policy direction of neoliberal thinking in fisheries management. The 

Island Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill is currently going through the legislative process 

and thus my research occurred during an exciting era. The research provides insights into 

participant’s thoughts and experiences during this time, but it is also a pertinent piece of 

documentation on how small-scale groups can achieve legislative change.  Although the 

significance of the research is predominantly local, it has importance for small-scale fisheries 

globally and also for international policymakers and the academic community. 

This research demonstrates the power dynamics involved in resource management and the 

translation of governing principles from a European level to a local level. By demonstrating 

the inequity of enclosing the commons and placing value on the monetary rather than the 

cultural aspect of fisheries, this research confirms that smaller operators typically lose out to 

more economically invested operators.  

1.3 Structure and Content 

In Chapter Two, a theoretical overview first provides a discussion of the main concepts used 

in this research, including property rights, neoliberalism, resource management and value. 

Chapter Two continues by contextualising fisheries in Ireland beginning with a brief 

introduction into the ecology and economy of fisheries today followed by a brief history of 

fisheries in Ireland. This history cumulates in Ireland joining the European Union, and a 

description is given of the management tools employed by both the European Union and 

Ireland in fisheries management. This chapter also includes a section on life in the islands, 

especially as this pertains to fisheries, the effects of fisheries management, and islander 

activism. The chapter concludes with a discussion on the Island Fisheries (Heritage Bill) 

2017 and its possible implications for islanders. Chapter Three outlines the methods used in 

this research including a comprehensive literature review, the collection of qualitative data 

from interviews and the use of Grounded-Theory methods and analysis. It discusses the 

selection of participants, the format of interviews and field observations. The interviews and 

their analyses are discussed alongside results in Chapter Four. For clarity, this is divided into 

the research questions and the relevant themes which emerged from the interviews. Chapter 

Five discusses the results and is formatted to match the previous chapter for the purpose of 

continuity. It concludes with a discussion of the limitations of the research and the potential 
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for further research. The final chapter, Chapter Six, concludes the thesis, followed by list of 

references.  
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2 Theoretical Overview 

The appropriate use and management of natural resources for human consumption has long 

been debated in academia. During the 18th century scholars began to discuss and debate 

industrialised food production and population growth. Concerns were raised around the 

effects of population increases on the planet, conceived as a finite resource. Theories 

emerged regarding how to counter-act resource depletion including, “The Malthusian 

Theory of Population.” This is an economic theory which addresses overpopulation and 

arithmetic food supply growth, the combination of which would, according to Malthus, lead 

to human catastrophe, unless checks were put in place (Malthus, 1798). Some of Malthus’s 

checks were controversial, but his work did highlight the social issues that might arise as 

human populations grow, and the need for solutions in this regard (Bresnihan, 2016). Over 

150 years later a seminal paper on this issue was published by Garret Hardin. Hardin (1968) 

argued that human population growth would lead to a demand for resources which the planet 

could not meet and introduced the term the “tragedy of the commons” to argue that people 

will continue to exploit shared resources unless regulatory models are implemented. His 

theory is, arguably, centred within a capitalist ideology which contends that the privatisation 

of public resources will prevent over-exploitation. Privatisation, it is suggested herein, 

creates market incentives for owners to operate in a sustainable manner to protect their 

interests and future profits (Hardin, 1968; McCormack, 2017; Pinkerton & Edwards, 2015; 

Mansfield, 2004). 

Hardin’s work highlights the idea of the “commons” as being destined for overexploitation 

and offers the privatisation of said “commons” as a solution to, what is perceived as, the 

natural instinct of humans to take today what might not be there tomorrow.  The Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), conversely, recognises the role of 

human communities in preventing environmental decline in commonly owned resources. It 

defines common property resources as “natural resources owned and managed collectively 

by a community or society rather than by individuals,” (OECD, 2001). From the stance of 

nations attempting to prevent the “tragedy of the commons” in their waters, however, the 

enclosure of territorial seas is deemed a pragmatic solution. This process began in the 1970s 

with the United Nations Law of the Sea conference and the agreement to extend national 

jurisdiction to 200 nautical miles (Mc Cay, 2012). Such 200nm enclosures created the setting 

for the extension of private fishing rights, such as individual quota.  
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2.1 Property and Neoliberalism in Fisheries 

Fisheries, it is argued, is a common property resource in that fish are non-excludable. This 

perspective suggests that fish are available to all for consumption purposes but are 

considered rival property, meaning their extraction by a person or group reduces their 

availability to others (Gans et al. 2006).  In 1954, Gordon similarly highlighted the issues of 

common property in fisheries. Predating Hardin’s tragedy thesis, he believed that fish 

managed as common property rather than a private resource caused over exploitation while 

at the same time being economically flawed (Gordon, 1954). The creation of property rights 

in fisheries and enclosing the commons was extended in the 1980s with the advent of 

neoliberal ideologies in environmental governance (Bresnihan, 2017). This type of 

governance includes “the neoliberal imperative to deregulate, liberalise trade and 

investment, marketise, and privatise.” (Mansfield, 2004, p.313).  Further, neoliberalism is 

“a complex assemblage of ideological commitments, discursive representations and 

institutional practices, all propagated by highly specific class alliances and organizes at 

multiple geographical scale,” (McCarthy & Prudham, 2004, p. 276). Thus, neoliberalism 

idolises the concept of the free market and the privatisation of goods to ensure competition. 

Foucault argues that: 

“competition was a structure with formal properties, [and] it was these formal 

properties of the competitive structure that assured, and could assure, economic 

regulation through the price mechanism… Neoliberalism should not therefore be 

identified with laissez-faire, but rather with permanent vigilance, activity, and 

intervention,” (Foucault, 2008, p. 131-2). 

This ideology informs how fisheries are managed in many nations. Privatisation can occur 

through methods such as individualising catch rights, with the state taking on a vigilance 

role to protect these property rights and govern how owners operate. The privatisation of 

fisheries, however, is complex. The ocean is a difficult natural resource to enclose; fish 

move, thus creating property borders is insufficient, which is why various additional 

management tools are employed by nations to supplement fisheries property constructs 

(more of which will be discussed in a later section 2.4.1). On one hand, an absence of 

property in fisheries such that it is an open access resource, creates conditions that lead to 

environmental degradation, over-exploitation and ultimately economic loss. On the other 

hand, even in common or privately-owned fisheries where rights have been restricted for 

users, over-fishing and environmental degradation may continue to be ongoing issues.  
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In the 1980s, the creation of private property rights in fisheries emerged as a major trend 

which aimed “to treat fishing rights as commodities that can be parcelled out and are subject 

to negotiation and exchange,” (Mc Cay, 2012, p. 221). Individual Transferable Quota (ITQ) 

is an example of one such system; a portion of catch share or quota is given to fisheries 

participants to use as a marketable commodity and they are free to use, sell or lease it. New 

Zealand and Iceland are among the most famous examples of countries which are considered 

to have successfully implemented this system. This success, however, is not dispersed 

equally among fisheries participants; a flaw which typically occurs when private property is 

created in fisheries. Further, by adopting a neoliberal approach, ITQs do not take into 

consideration the socio-economic situation of fishing communities. A “disconnect that often 

occurs between neoliberal policies and local knowledge and practices that usually 

characterizes small-scale fisheries” (Pinkerton & Davis, 2015, p. 308). 

Quota, in its simplest form, implies identifying an amount of fish stock in weight, which 

fishermen can catch, thereby turning fish into a marketable commodity. This then confines 

fish to “mere units of a resource,” (McCormack, 2017), invisibilising the integral value fish 

have to people as sustenance, to ecosystems and to small-scale fishermen whose whole lives 

are embedded in fish and the sea. Fishing is not only a source of food and employment, it is 

a crucial cultural activity, which the commodification of fish fails to adequately consider: 

“stewardship over the environment is very different to stewardship over the right to fish. 

This first requires ecological behaviour, the second only responsible financial behaviour,” 

(Cardwell in McCormack, 2017, p.126) 

The creation of property rights in fisheries and their subsequent allocation brings into 

question issues of equity but “identifying inequity is an easier task than articulately a shared 

vision of equity,” (Carothers, 2011). The initial granting of ITQ property rights to 

participants often requires fishers to have a certain amount of capital investment and proven 

catch history in a fishery. For participants who don’t have access to capital and fish on a 

smaller scale, or for traditional or subsistence use, they become excluded from the new 

fishing property right. This suggests the conflicting social values involved in holding fish as 

public goods or as commodities. It is equity with regards to assigning rights to fisheries 

which is a central theme in this research. The islander fishermen of Ireland have experienced 

neoliberal fisheries management at work in taking away their traditional rights to fish, a 

dispossession which has foregrounded the question of value.  
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2.2 Value 

The theories surrounding value are many and it is conceptualised differently depending on 

which lens or disciplinary framework adopted. One approach suggests that humans have 

long placed value in commodities, with records demonstrating this dating back over 40,000 

years (Kusimba, 2017). A specific value, Kusimaba argues, was established among people 

in regard to a specific item and this was then used to set the exchange rate of gifts and 

services. This value has been associated with different items over history, evolving into 

modern day forms of currency.  As humans we value objects and items, and as a society we 

determine collectively what this value is, leading to an evolution of values through a 

capitalist system in which money is now used. 

The concept of value in relation to natural resources can again be traced back to the 1700s 

and the discussion around population and economic growth. Karl Marx developed a theory 

surrounding value and how it generates wealth. He argued that there are two independent 

sources of value, that is, nature and labour. These sources create commodities which have a 

use-value, that is how useful they are to people, and an exchange value, in which the 

commodity is produced to be exchanged (Fernando, 2016). It is the exchange value which 

is emphasised in capitalism and, arguably, in contemporary fisheries governance; the market 

drives the price of fish as commodities, however, it fails to take into account the use value 

of fisheries among participants. Assigning exchange value to commodities has been resisted 

by certain sectors in society, an opposition referred to as a “double movement” (Polyani, 

2001); while parts of society respond to the market they simultaneously “actively seek to 

oppose some of the laws of motion of capitalism” (Fernando, 2016, p. 9). Helgason and 

Pálsson, for instance, discuss the resistance of Icelandic small-scale fishers to the ITQ 

commoditisation of fisheries (Helgason & Palsson, 1997). The authors argue that the 

introduction of privatised catch rights has led to the commodification of fish and a new 

concept of ownership. This new ownership construct resulted in power being consolidated 

in the hands of the few, while others, such as small-scale fishermen, became tenants to the 

quota holding lords.  Fish thus became “fictitious commodities”, changing social relations 

in Icelandic fisheries and bringing into question issues pertaining to a “moral economy,” 

(Mc Cormack, 2017 p.45; Helgason & Palsson, 1997). A moral economy arose to question 

how just and fair the system was to fisheries participants and draw attention to issues of 

equity for traditional users of the resource.  
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Value does not necessarily have to be linked to markets, and from an anthropological 

perspective, there are different ways to determine value in any society. With regards to this 

research, the cultural, historical and livelihood value of fisheries in Irish islands were 

investigated.  Culture and heritage are often discussed by anthropologists who, “define 

culture as the shared set of (implicit and explicit) values, ideas, concepts, and rules of 

behaviour that allow a social group to function and perpetuate itself” (Hudelson, 2004). 

Heritage, as implied by its name, refers to inheritance. It includes the cultural values that are 

inherited such as those surrounding language and customs and those which may arise 

historically or from the natural environment (Heritage Council, 2006). In regard to 

livelihoods, human and natural assets are important. A way of understanding the assets, or 

capital, which people draw upon to make a living is to categorize these into the following 

five groups: human, social, natural, physical, financial, and political capitals (IRP & UNDP, 

n.d.). 

“A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social 

resources) and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable 

when it can cope with and recover from stress and shocks and maintain or enhance 

its capabilities and assets both now and in the future, while not undermining the 

natural resource base.” (Chambers & Conway, 1991). 

This description of a sustainable livelihood can be interpreted from the Marxist theory of 

value and its two independent sources, nature and labour. In order for a person’s livelihood 

to survive in a capitalist economy “stress and shocks” must be absorbed. The ability to 

maintain a sustainable livelihood in fisheries is difficult as fishing has globally changed into 

an industry governed by structures beyond natural stresses and shocks. In addition,  natural 

stresses and shocks, such as weather patterns, have changed which impacts when fishermen 

may operate but also what species are now available to them. Combining different income 

streams is a method used by islander fishermen in Ireland as a means to absorb stresses and 

shocks; many combine tourism and farming activities with fishing.  

Viewing value through a cultural, historical and livelihood angle, provides an opportunity to 

see how these values are intrinsically linked in any society. When the cultural, historical and 

livelihood value of fisheries are perceived as undermined through processes of 

neoliberalisation, nostalgia may arise for a pre-neoliberal era. Nostalgia, importantly, may 

also function to empower people to imagine a different future.  It “can provide an alternative 

to confront social change and in this sense empower resistance,” (Mc Cormack, 2016, 
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p.190). This alternative is indicative of a “double movement,” in neoliberalism (Polanyi, 

2001) 

This research investigates the effects of neoliberal ideologies in fisheries governance in 

Ireland. By placing value solely on commercial aspects, management has overlooked the 

value island fishermen attach to fisheries. This type of management and its effects on small-

scale fisheries is evident in other countries and the following section will give an insight into 

neoliberal governance.  

2.3 Neoliberalism in Fishing Communities 

Fisheries management, from a socio-economic stance, is in place to ensure our reliance on 

fisheries is sustainable for future generations. Small-scale fishers are often forced to show 

resilience in order to survive neoliberal management structures. This resilience often 

involves communities working to ensure that their traditional rights of access to fisheries 

continues or are restored. The resilience or “double movement” of fishing communities in 

the context of resource management was demonstrated in the Shetland Islands when an 

authentic community-owned fish quota was created. The Shetland producer organisation 

enabled the island communities to purchase quota entitlement and helped new entrants and 

fishermen gain access to fisheries, which they had been unable to access as individual 

fishermen (McCay, 2012).  

Community quotas for fisheries are used in other countries in the world, but the results are 

varied especially in the case of community development quotas. One such example is in 

Alaska where community development quotas were implemented in 1992 in order to give 

primarily native communities the opportunity to access fisheries. This involved over sixty 

local communities and results varied widely (Mansfield, 2007). What is interesting to note 

is that this type of initiative “contradicts neoliberal approaches to the free market, because it 

is structured as a state-sponsored program of redistribution” (Mansfield, 2007, pg484-485). 

That is, the fisheries participants in community quota schemes have not purchased quota on 

the market or proven their history in the respective fishery but are assigned it by the 

government, a contradiction in terms of neoliberal ideologies. An issue with community 

quotas is the costs involved in maintaining a quota, but, when successfully managed, it is an 

innovative policy tool enabling access to common fisheries property in the context of 

privatisation (McCay, 2012).  
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The following Chapter Two,  situates Ireland’s fisheries in a historical context and explains 

the management structures which effects the islands. 

2.4 Ireland’s Fisheries  

2.4.1 Introduction to Irish Fisheries 

The Republic of Ireland is a small island nation located off Western Europe. Ireland has a 

population of around 4.8 million people and while the first language is Irish, the vast majority 

speak English as their everyday language (Central Statistics Office, 2017). Ireland’s popular 

image is one that is synonymous with its green landscape, but what is neglected from this 

representation is its extensive blue landscape, or seascape. Ireland’s marine area. Which is 

10 times the size of the island of Ireland (see figure 1) encloses approximately 220 million 

acres of marine territory (Marine Institute, 2008). Ireland has one of the largest fishing 

grounds in Europe and some of the most diverse fishing areas. The following section gives 

a brief overview of Ireland’s fisheries and its fisheries management regimes, specifically the 

quota management system. By giving an insight into Ireland’s history it provides an account 

of how fisheries have changed into the neoliberal governance structures of today. As a 

central concern of this research is the allocation of fishing quota to island fishermen, there 

is a need to contextualise Ireland's national quota within the European-wide Common 

Fisheries Policy (CFP), hence information is included in the following sections regarding 

the CFP and its relation to Ireland’s fisheries management. 

  

                 Figure 1. Ireland’s Territorial Sea (Marine Institute, 2016) 
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2.4.2 Ecology 

Ireland’s fishing grounds contain the areas of the Celtic Sea, the Irish Sea, the West coast of 

Scotland, and the Irish-Atlantic waters, which includes the two important off-shore banks, 

the Porcupine Bank and Rockall. These waters also include a large area of a shallow 

continental shelf and a large area of continental slope (Marine Institute, 2009). Ireland’s seas 

account for 16% of the total EU waters and contain areas of productivity and areas of 

biological sensitivity (Farrell et. al, 2010).  In particular, the areas off the west coast of 

Ireland are important spawning grounds for species such as mackerel and other migratory 

pelagic stocks of value to the fishing industries of Europe and Ireland.  Spawning grounds 

for species such as cod, haddock, herring, and others, are found in the Irish Sea and the Celtic 

Sea (Marine Institute, 2009). Shellfish, including lobster and crab, are prominent along the 

coastline and are an important inshore fishery. Every year over 1.2 million tonnes of fish are 

taken from the areas around Ireland by the fishing fleets of Europe (Marine Institute, 2018a).  

2.4.3 Economy 

In 2017, the total value of the Irish seafood was estimated at €1.15billion (Bord Iascaigh 

Mhara, 2018). This figure is comparable to the U.K where the seafood sector contributed 

£1.4 billion to the economy in 2016 (Ares, Rhodes & Ward, 2017). The total share of 

Ireland’s Total Allowable Catch (TAC) in 2018 had a value of €222 million which amounted 

to 215,511 tonnes of fish (Marine Institute, 2018b).Some of the most valuable species for 

the Irish fleet are mackerel, horse mackerel, and monkfish, while other species of 

importance, such as shellfish, must be noted for their significance to the inshore fleet (Bord 

Iascaigh Mhara, 2017). The marine economy of Ireland as a whole can be categorised into 

three broad sectors: marine resources, marine services and marine manufacturing (Morrissey 

& O'Donoghue, 2012). These sectors are dispersed around the country, but the five major 

harbours are Killybegs, Castletownbere, Howth, Rossavel and Dunmore East. There are an 

additional one hundred smaller piers throughout Ireland where fish are landed (Farrell. et.al, 

2010). 

In Ireland, the commercial value of fisheries is relatively small when compared with other 

industries nationally, however, fisheries are recognised to be “of unique significance due to 

the decentralized and rural characteristics of the industry,” (Farrell et.al, 2010, p. 3). Image 

2 represents the percentage of Ireland’s coastal population, which is directly and indirectly 
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employed in the seafood industry relative to the coastal population of that area. This amounts 

to 14,638 people.  It must be noted that aquaculture is included as part of the seafood sector 

(Bord Iascaigh Mhara, 2017). 

 

Figure 2. Dependence of Coastal Communities on Seafood Employment (Bord Iascaigh 

Mhara, 2017) 

This section of my thesis has demonstrated the value of Irish waters both to the EU and to 

coastal communities in Ireland. As is evident, the west coast currently experiences the most 

dependence on seafood employment and reliance on income generated from seafood.  The 

characteristics of today’s fisheries in Ireland are influenced by their historic development, 

as discussed in the next section.  History of Irish Fisheries 

The majority of available literature focuses on the economic aspect of Irish fishing. There is 

a need, however, to refocus attention on the cultural history of fishing and how it has shaped 

the present Irish fishing industry. As a coastal nation, Ireland has a unique cultural 

relationship with the sea and fishing. The following sections give an overview of the 

formation of Ireland's commercial fisheries. It should be noted that fishing along the 

coastline of Ireland and for islanders is especially important and is both a tradition and a 

livelihood necessity. Irish fishermen have a reputation globally as experienced and reputable 
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seamen, with fishing culture having been passed down through the generations and providing 

a lifeline for many communities. The following section gives a brief overview of the history 

of Irish fisheries up until Ireland joined the European Economic Community in 1973. 

2.4.4 Pre-colonialism and under British control 

Ireland has a rich cultural history formed by people migrating to its shores over millennia, 

including the Celts, Normans, and Vikings, followed by the British. Ireland’s waters have a 

history of foreign fleet activity with recorded evidence of this dating back as far as the 1300s. 

This activity can be linked to the ecology of Irish waters and the close proximity of fish 

resources in relation to the shore, causing the prevalence of large amount of fish stocks 

centuries ago. Trade occurred between Ireland’s chieftains and European countries such as 

Spain, France, Portugal, and Belgium, and this trade created vibrant coastal communities 

and wealth for those in power, such as the local chieftains (Courcy, 1981). In 1540 Irish 

ship-owners had a reputation for operating “modern” ships in the North Atlantic (Mac Con 

Iomair, 2005). As Ireland increasingly came under British control, however, trading 

relationships were thwarted with all fishing revenue was redirected to the British Crown and 

native ship owners were restricted from operating (O’Donnchadha, O’Callaghan, & Niland, 

2000; Mac Con Iomair, 2005).  

The potential of Ireland’s marine resources were noted by Sir. W. Temple, in 1673 he wrote 

a letter to Lord Essex expressing that ‘the early fishing in Ireland might prove a mine under 

water, as rich as any underground,’ (Molloy, 2004, p.33). Despite revenue being generated 

from fisheries, the British neglected to invest in Irish fishing infrastructure for centuries. It 

was only in the late 1800’s that this changed, with initiatives introduced to create rural credit 

banks and co-operatives and to improve the processing sectors and infrastructure. These 

innovations were restricted to small areas in the west of Ireland, but none the less it was the 

beginning of a vibrant fishing industry off the west coast of Ireland (Donkersloot &Menzies, 

2015).  This investment by the British was an attempt to revitalise food production in Ireland 

in the aftermath of the famine in which one million people lost their lives and a further 

million had to emigrate to survive (Keating, 1996). Increased trade occurred in the late 1800s 

and early 1900s with the American market opening up for mackerel. Even then, however, 

overfishing was apparent, a circumstance viewed as a result of a “race for fish”: 
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“Fishermen themselves are their own greatest enemies. It is overfishing that is killing 

the industry, and to it was due failure in the past. Too many fishermen come to the 

spot where they hear the fish are plentiful, and remain there until all are taken, very 

few being left behind,” (O’Halloran, 1916, Chapter. XXI). 

Ireland was colonised by Britain for eight hundred years, and during this period Irish people 

were prevented from accessing, developing and generating wealth from their own fisheries. 

The natural environment is also significant in the development of commercial fisheries. 

People living on a coastline are governed by the sea and stormy weather, and this is 

especially the case on the Atlantic coast, which places many restrictions on seafaring 

communities. Fishing boats, for instance, must be designed with local environmental 

features taken into account. During the colonial era, Irish people mainly used traditional 

boats called currachs which could be easily hauled onto land after being out at sea, or landed 

in natural harbours. A currach is a small rowing boat made by stretching animal skin such 

as cowhide over a wooden or wickerwork frame enabling it to be both light and strong in 

battling the temperamental waters of Ireland (Oxford English Dictionary, 2019). Currachs 

varied in design depending on which area the boat was from. Inland waters, such as rivers 

and lakes, were owned by the British gentry and these waters were strictly reserved for use 

by their owners.  

Although Ireland gained its independence from Britain in 1922 it remained part of the 

Commonwealth until 1949, at which point it officially became the Republic of Ireland. When 

Ireland became independent, only one of the Irish Free State’s founders emphasised the 

importance of the marine resources for the nation to prosper (Mac Con Iomair, 2005). His 

ideas, however, were not taken into consideration, a theme of neglect which has echoed 

through politics ever since; “the great majority of the Irish intelligentsia have turned their 

backs on the sea and its huge possibilities, (Mac Con Iomair, 2005, p.7 & Courcy, 1981). An 

improvement in marine resource management was undertaken by individuals who saw the 

preservation of fishing as a connection to the maintenance of Irish language and culture, and 

this was done by individuals rather than through government policy (Mac Con Iomair, 

2005).The process of becoming an independent country was turbulent, but nevertheless, key 

events can be identified in fisheries, including the creation of the Sea Fisheries Association 

(SFA) and the Irish Sea Fisheries Association. In 1931, the SFA was created to advance the 

protection of fishermen by improving access to markets and prevent middlemen taking 

advantage of fishermen through untoward lending practices (Donkersloot &Menzies, 2015). 
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At the time, there was a geographic shift in fisheries investment in Ireland, from the east 

coast to the west coast, along with a surge of interest in pelagic fisheries. This shift resulted 

in increased employment in fisheries on the west coast with three-quarters of the national 

catch now occurring here (Gillmor, 1987). In 1952, when the Bord Iascaigh Mhara (BIM) 

was established as a successor to the Irish Sea Fisheries Association, it “began promoting 

both fishing and fish-eating and prioritising the development of several key ports,” (Brown, 

2008). This was to encourage a national interest in fisheries and fish consumption. 

The brief historical overview thus far shows the influence of external forces on Ireland’s 

fisheries, which caused a hindrance in some regards to the development of a national fleet. 

It is interesting to note that through the process of gaining independence a push for fisheries 

development was linked to a cultural revitalisation through language, or Gaeilge (Irish).  

Independence, however, did not result in a vibrant and thriving fleet. The economic situation 

of Ireland at that time was a contributor as well as politics. The following section discusses 

another critical juncture of Ireland’s history: joining the European Economic Community 

(EEC). 

2.4.5 Joining the European Economic Community 

As fisheries were beginning to develop after the establishment of the Republic of Ireland, 

another crucial point in Irish history occurred when it joined the EEC in 1972. When Ireland 

began the process of joining, there were conflicting opinions over whether membership 

would be of benefit to the country as a whole and whether it would differentially advantage 

some industries.  In comparison to the agriculture industry, the fishery industry was small 

and lacked representative power in negotiations. The power dynamic in this context can be 

linked to the lack of historical development of national fisheries in comparison to the 

development of the agricultural sector. This power inequality can also be attributed to the 

number of farmers versus fishermen and their respective voting potential, an issue of concern 

to politicians at the time. Coogan argues that in the Irish EEC negotiations “fishing rights 

were bartered away to other EEC members in return for concessions to the powerful farm 

lobby,” (2003, p456). Farmers campaigned for EEC membership in order to increase 

agricultural trade, but fishermen were hesitant as they knew the local exploitation of marine 

resources off Ireland would be compromised.  There were vast numbers of foreign trawlers 

fishing off Ireland around this time and Irish fishermen were concerned that membership 

would entail more foreign vessels in Irish waters (Donkersloot &Menzies, 2015).  Fish 
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stocks were already facing over-exploitation, though in comparison to European waters: “the 

waters around Ireland held the only fishing grounds left in Europe which were not seriously 

overexploited,” (Brown, 2008).  The relatively healthy state of Ireland’s fishing grounds may 

be accredited to the infancy of Ireland’s fishing fleets at that period. Although foreign fleets 

did frequent the waters, Ireland’s own fleet was small in numbers and capacity, hence, Irish 

fisheries were not exploited to the extent of other Member States who fished heavily in their 

respective waters. 

In an attempt to protect Irish fisheries, an initiative in the 1970s imposed an exclusive Irish 

fishing zone of 50 nautical miles (nm). Although this zone was brought into the legislature, 

it only lasted a brief time as a result of decisions made by the European justice system: 

European vessels arrested for fishing in Ireland’s new zone were taken to the European Court 

of Justice to determine the legality of the arrests. The court threw the case out, claiming it 

was discriminatory against other European nations, resulting in Ireland’s new 50nm fishing 

zone, reverting to 12 nm in 1978 (Brown, 2008; Donkersloot &Menzies, 2015).    

When the Common Fisheries Policy first began its formation, its Member States were asked 

to record all fish landings within a specific time frame. Irish fishers, however, failed to keep 

accurate records and under-reported catch figures, unlike their European counterparts. 

Additionally, claims were made that other Member States exaggerated their numbers in order 

to gain a larger share of fishing quota, in consequence: “With 20% of the EEC’s waters, 

Ireland got about 4% of the overall catch,” (Brown, 2008, p.1). It has never been fully 

established whether the lack of accurate reporting is attributable to mismanagement or a lack 

of communication. Other reasons given for inadequate records and under-reporting include 

the absence of fisheries protection vessels, leading to an "inability to patrol Irish waters, and 

the lack of legal recognition for the exclusivity of those waters beyond the 12-mile limit,” 

(European Commission, 2019a). What is clear however, is Irish fishermen’s evident 

dissatisfaction with their European fishing quota allocation. Fishermen claim that they would 

have had access to more quota if Ireland had reported correct figures in the first-round 

allocations. Under the Hague Agreement in 1976, Ireland had already been recognised by 

the EEC as a coastal country containing coastal communities with a high reliance on fishing. 

This reliance implies that extra quota of traditional stocks would be required at times, 

creating a “fundamental part of relative stability,” (Department of Agriculture, Food and 

Marine, 2008).  
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2.5 Brief Overview of Common Fisheries Policy (CFP)  

As Ireland’s fisheries are governed by the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) it is important to 

discuss this management framework in more detail.  Fisheries management in Ireland is 

heavily entangled with the CFP. The CFP is a set of rules created to conserve fish stocks 

which are considered to be a common resource for Member States. The CFP rules manage 

the EU fishing fleets in attempt to create fairness for the users of this common resource 

(European Commission. n.d.). The CFP has its origins in the 1957 Treaty of Rome, wherein 

the foundations of the European Union arose, formally known as the European Economic 

Community (EEC). Fisheries were recognised as part of agriculture in the creation of 

policies with regards to the common market. In the beginning, there were only six members 

of the ECC, none of which had authority over each other’s waters, collectively known as 

“Community Waters.” It took until the 1970s for progress to occur in the EEC governance 

of fisheries, when legislation was adopted to create a common market for fisheries products 

and fisheries policies. Ireland, along with the UK and Denmark, joined the EEC in 1972. 

Around this period, the EEC, following Iceland’s initiative, extended its Exclusive 

Economic Zone (EEZ) out to 200nm (Donkersloot &Menzies, 2015). This action expanded 

the Community Waters greatly and a new concept arose, namely “that EU fishermen should 

have equal access to these new waters….and benefits thus accrued to the Community rather 

than the individual Member States” (Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, 2009). 

Coinciding with the extension of the Community Waters meant that Ireland joining the EEC 

was pertinent as Ireland’s waters extended the EEC waters and fisheries immensely. As 

discussed previously, Ireland’s fishermen were not fully in support of this union.  

The CFP was implemented in 1983 after years of tense negotiations. As previously 

mentioned, when Ireland joined the ECC there was an initial time frame for Member States 

to log the fishing track records of their fleet. These records would be used to determine 

fishing opportunities in the form of quota allocation for each member state. The recording 

of fleet activity cumulated in the creation of the Total Allowable Catch (TAC’s) which came 

into action under Regulation (EEC) No 170/83. These records were important because they 

not only showed how much fish was being caught by each Member State but the location of 

catch as well. Therefore, if a Member State could show activity and large fishing effort off 

the coast of Ireland, this was taken into consideration when assigning the TAC. As Ireland’s 

commercial fishing fleet was in its infancy compared to the other Member States, as 
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discussed in previous sections, this method of allocation did not fare well for them. The 1983 

CFP had flaws and there have been ongoing attempts to reform policies and regulations since 

its introduction. The CFP continues to be monitored today, with the last reform being 

undertaken in 2013. Currently, the CFP has four main policy areas which are: Fisheries 

Management, International Policy, Market and Trade Policy and Funding of the Policy, 

which is done through structures such as the European Maritime Fisheries Fund (EMFF), as 

discussed in section 2.6.6.  

2.5.1 Management Tools under CFP 

The EU uses several methods to manage its fisheries through the CFP in order to achieve its 

aims of ensuring fishing is conducted in a means that is “environmentally, economically and 

socially sustainable and that they provide a source of healthy food for EU citizens,” 

(European Commission, n.d.). These methods include a controls of input, outputs and a 

mixture of the two. Input controls refer to rules concerning a vessel’s access to water, fishing 

effort controls, such as limits on capacity, and technical measures such as gear type 

(European Commission, 2019b). Output controls include the use of quotas and total 

allowable catches – TACs. These input and output controls can be used in combination or 

individually by the choice of the Member States (European Commission, 2019b). 

Quota is a prominent tool in fisheries management, which in its simplest form, implies 

identifying fish stock and assigning a catch right to fishermen (McCormack, 2017). Quota 

may be assigned to an individual, company, or vessel and there are various terms and 

acronyms associated with quota depending on the context. OECD defines quota as: 

“An individual [fishing] quota (IQ or IFQ) is an allocation to an individual (a person 

or a legal entity (e.g., a company)) of a right [privilege] to harvest a certain amount 

of fish in a certain period of time. It is also often expressed as an individual share of 

an aggregate quota, or total allowable catch (TAC),” (OECD, 2003). 

In the EU, TAC is allocated yearly to each member state, based on the average catches of 

each state since the CFP began in 1983. This allocation is done by species and is divided up 

by fishing area as well.  It is then up to each Member state to distribute their quota to fishers 

in accordance with their own system of controls, for instance, by using an Individual 

Transferable Quota (ITQ) or by setting vessel catch limits under the rules of fishing licenses. 

Other rules under the CFP include a ceiling for fishing fleet capacity: each Member State 
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must have policy measures in place, known as boat capacity management, to adjust their 

fleet size through schemes such as decommissioning (European Commission, 2015). 

Important Articles in the CFP regarding quota allocation are 16 and 17. Article 16 stipulates 

that, “Each Member State shall decide how the fishing opportunities that are allocated to it,” 

(European Parliament, 2013). The Member State must then inform the EU of the allocation 

method. Article 17 states that the criteria used for allocation shall be objective and 

transparent and include environmental, social and economic criteria (European Parliament, 

2013). These Articles are important in this research as they demonstrate the responsibility 

attributed to the Irish government when deciding how quota is allocated. The following 

section details further how quota is assigned and the effect of this on EU Member States.  

2.5.2 Total Allowable Catch 

The most important method of fisheries management in the CFP is quota, which is linked to 

property rights, a focus of this research. Under the CFP a Total Allowable Catch (TAC) is 

determined yearly for each fishing zone within the EU. The TAC is calculated using 

maximum sustainable yield (MSY) measurements, and the amount of quota allocated to 

fishers on a yearly basis is dependent on overall TAC calculations. The system of quota 

allocation is further based on average catches to ensure “relative stability”.   

 "This principle of relative stability, which is based in particular on historical catch 

levels, requires the maintenance of a fixed percentage of authorised fishing effort for 

the main commercial species for each Member State. A fishing effort needs to be 

generally stable in the long term, in view of the importance of ensuring that fishing 

can continue, particularly in regions that have long been heavily dependent on 

fisheries,” (Martí, 2018). 

TAC is of vital importance to fishermen as it governs their potential livelihood each year. At 

the yearly meeting to determine the TAC’s, quota restrictions recommended by the scientific 

community are regularly superseded (Harvey, 2012). The outcome of this pressure, however, 

may be changing. Currently one hundred fish stocks are managed and assessed each year 

under the CFP. For the 2019 TAC's, "scientific advice on the maximum sustainable yield for 

each stock was followed for 59, compared to 53 in 2018,” (Cockburn, 2018). Yet this still 

implies that out of one hundred fish stocks, scientific advice was not followed for 41 stocks.  

Other problems with CFP management include the “incompatibility of ecosystem 

management with MSY measurements,” (McCormack, 2017 p.147), high rates of discarding 
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or high-grading of catch, and illegal or unreported catches.  The CFP, arguably, has created 

a system in which fishermen have been left with little choice in their fishing methods. Fishing 

has become restricted through regulations, and this is especially the case for small-scale 

fishermen.  

Ireland, since joining the EEC in 1972, has experienced a monumental change in the fishing 

industry. Not only has the EEZ expanded but also other Member States have gained 

legitimate access to Irish waters.  Now known as Community Waters. The CFP has created 

rules based on scientific advice to manage a common resource and it continues to be 

reformed to deal with flaws. Significantly, however, what is not addressed is the overarching 

property structure: the management of fisheries as a common resource under the CFP has, 

ironically, involved the privatisation and consolidation of catch rights causing internal and 

external conflicts for Member States.  

2.6 Ireland’s Fisheries Management 

Following on from this brief overview of the CFP, this section will summarise how Ireland 

operates its fisheries management under the CFP through its own policies and regulations. 

As determined under the International Law of the Sea, 12 nm from the Irish baseline is 

designated for Irish vessels only. Outside the 12nm zone Ireland must share its fishing 

grounds with European Member States. Here a quota system is in place in which the TAC is 

negotiated every year and fish stocks are accordingly allocated to Member States, as 

discussed previously. Member State waters’ are partitioned into divisions by the 

International Council for the Exploration of the Seas (ICES) (see figure 3). The ICES areas 

around Ireland consist of Sub-area VI (composed of ICES Divisions VIa, and VIb) and Sub-

area VII (ICES Divisions VIIa, VIIb, VIIc, VIIf, VIIg, VIIh, VIIj, and VIIk) (Marine 

Institute, 2009). 
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                            Figure 3: Ireland’s ICES Areas (European Commission, n.d) 

Ireland’s sea fisheries are managed by the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine. 

Fisheries are divided into four sectors; deep-water, whitefish, pelagic, and shellfish fisheries. 

According to the Ministerial Policy Directive 2 of 2003 (as amended by Policy Directive 1 

of 2006, Policy Directive 1 of 2011 and Policy Directive 2 of 2011), the Irish fleet is 

categorised into five segments. 

 

Figure 4. Fleet Segmentation (Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 2016 a) 

In the fishing industry as a whole, there were 2,050 fishing vessels licensed as of 2017, and 

these vessels are identified by the licence they have obtained.  The polyvalent fleet is made 

up of 1,775 vessels. These are multi-purpose vessels of various sizes, from small inshore 

vessels to bigger offshore vessels (Bord Iascaigh Mhara, 2017). Many small-scale fishers 

are registered under the polyvalent license and concentrate their fishing efforts inshore in the 
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area 12 nm from Ireland’s baseline, in which only Irish vessels can operate in. These areas 

are in the ICES sub-areas of VI and VII, (see figure 3). It is these small-scale fleet which 

this research is concerned with.  The categorisation of the fleet not only allows identification 

of what type of vessel is involved but also what species are targeted by the vessel. For 

example, polyvalent potting means the vessel involved can target species such as crab and 

lobster. This fleet categorisation is a key part of Ireland’s quota management policy. 

Fishing vessel owners who are licensed have the option to join a Producer Organisation (PO), 

as a form of representation. The PO’s are not operated on behalf of government but rather 

for the vessel owners and there is no requirement for vessel owners to join a PO. There are 

currently four PO’s in Ireland which predominately represent the larger fleet in LOA such 

as the RSW Pelagic. Currently PO’s represent the minority rather than the majority of Irish 

fleets. This minority, however, is the more profitable sector of the Irish fleet. PO’s represent 

their vessel owners at discussions pertaining to issues surrounding marine resources both at 

a national level and at a European level. They have historically spoken on behalf of the entire 

fishing fleet at these negotiations. 

2.6.1 Quota Management 

As part of the objectives of the CFP, Member States are required to fish sustainably and in 

doing so must use certain controls in managing fisheries, some of which are mentioned in 

section 2.5.1. One such control is the management of quota, which is an example of an output 

control. Each Member State decides individually how to distribute its quota, though the 

distribution method must be kept within the parameters set out in the CFP. In Ireland fish 

stocks are perceived as a national asset and quota is described as “a public resource managed 

to ensure that property rights are not granted to individual operators,” (Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 2016a, p. 1). The TAC assigned from Europe is divided 

up, depending on the fishery, and quota is allocated to vessels that are registered licensed 

vessels in Ireland. The latter is a distinctive feature of Irish quota management: quota is 

assigned to vessels rather than individuals. 

 Decisions regarding Ireland’s national quota allocation system are debated through the 

structure of a Quota Management Advisory Committee (QMAC), in which department 

officials meet monthly with industry representatives, including; “One member from each of 

the four Fish Producer Organisations, one member from the National Inshore Fishermen’s 
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Forum, one member of the Fish producers and Exporters Association and one member of 

the Fishing Co-Operative Association,’ (Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 

2016a, p. 1). This committee structure enables representatives to discuss issues arising from 

quota uptake, such as bad weather, market stability and so on. 

Quota is further managed in three categories: whitefish, deep sea and pelagic species. Ireland 

uses track records to assign quota to its pelagic vessels. These are based on fleet records 

concerning how much fishing occurred in specific reference years. Different policies are in 

place dependent on the pelagic species managed, such as mackerel or herring, and the 

characteristics of the specific fishing fleet. Whitefish and deep-sea stocks are generally 

managed on a monthly basis by bycatch limits. A limit is set for smaller vessels and then 

double that amount is assigned for larger vessels at or over 55ft/16.76m (Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 2016a). A catch limit is the amount of fish a vessel can 

catch in kilograms.  

There are different structures in place to monitor fishing efforts, location and landings of the 

fleet, and this depends on the size of the vessel. These structures are developed under EU 

guidance and legislation. Currently vessels over 12m LOA must have Vessel Monitoring 

System (VMS) on-board, have a logbook and report landings. For vessels under 10m LOA, 

and which make up the majority of the inshore fleet, they do not have VMS, or report catch 

or fishing effort (Tully, 2017). For the under 10 m fleet, they must complete a sales note if 

they sell to a vendor. This practise may change in the future as there are policies being 

developed by the EU, discussed in the results section of this thesis.  On the first of January 

2019, a discard ban was implemented in Ireland to ensure non-target species are avoided. 

This important policy will entail tighter controls of fish species being caught by fishermen 

(Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, n.d).  The lack of data pertaining to the 

inshore fleet is important to note, as having data or proven history in a fishery is a key 

management policy for CFP. Therefore, for the inshore sector, the majority of the fleet do 

not have access to certain fisheries due to a lack of proven catch history, bringing into 

question equity issues over rights and access.  

It is part of the Irish policy to ensure that quota is assigned to coastal communities to bolster 

economic activities in fisheries, including facilitating vital employment; there is very limited 

alternative economic activities in coastal areas (Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
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Marine, 2016). There are also concessions in places for some small-scale operators whose 

fishing practices are deemed environmentally sound and sustainable and there are currently 

three quota species which concessions are made for, (see section 2.6.3 regarding mackerel 

for an example of one such concessions).  

2.6.2 Capacity  

Quota is deemed a national resource in Ireland, therefore it is part of the national policy that 

the right to harvest fish is not privately owned by individuals or companies. However, this 

is not to imply that there is not a market associated with quota. Unlike in other parts of 

Europe, where quota is a marketable commodity, in Ireland, capacity accrues a marketable 

value. Capacity to fish is measured by tonnage and kilowatt power of the vessel and 

“capacity in the form of gross tonnage and engine power is a privately-owned tradable asset 

on the tonnage market,” (Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine, 2016b). Capacity, 

therefore, is the ability to fish by putting tonnage and kilowatt power on a vessel, giving the 

user the option of attaining additional quota.  

Under EU Regulation 1380/2013, there is a capacity set for the entire Irish fishing fleet. 

Since 2014 the national capacity ceiling for Ireland is 77,586 gross tonnes and 210,083 

kilowatts (Beamish, 2018).  As capacity is part of EU management for fisheries, it requires 

that replacement capacity is provided at a ratio of 1:1, meaning, if capacity is added, then 

capacity must be taken away to ensure a balance. This is known as an “Entry/Exit” regime, 

and “capacity being used to introduce (i.e. license and register) a vessel must be taken out of 

the same segment or sub-segment into which the vessel is being introduced,” (Department 

of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 2016b, pg.7). This means that capacity cannot be 

bought from one segment such as Aquaculture and transferred to RSW Pelagic (see figure 4 

for fishing fleet segmentation).  

An example of capacity balancing in operation is provided by the Irish pelagic sector, 

although this sector is not directly relevant to islander fisheries. Pelagic fisheries are an 

important sector in Ireland's fishing industry overall and created a surge of fishing and 

employment off the west coas. The pelagic fishery has a famous reputation in the industry, 

and the largest trawlers are known as the "Big Five". The capacity of the pelagic fleet is 40% 

of the total Irish fleet, yet accounts for only 1% of the vessels (Donkersloot & Menzies, 

2015). This not only demonstrates how capacity operates, but also the contradictions that 
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occur when capacity is consolidated in the hands of the few.The management of Mackerel 

exemplifies how policy may be designed to favour a specific segment of the fleet while at 

the same time concessions may be made for the small-scale sector.  

2.6.3 Mackerel  

Mackerel is one of Ireland's most valuable quota species and is mentioned frequently in 

literature and debates on fisheries policy. It has a specific governmental policy for its 

distribution among the Irish fishing fleet: 87% of the total mackerel quota is designated for 

the Refrigerated Seawater Tank (RSW) vessels and 13% for the polyvalent general vessels. 

For the polyvalent fleet, their quota is determined by track record for a specific year range 

(Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 2016). If a vessel that is under 18 m LOA 

(length overall) with no track record for those years, it “has access to a periodic boat catch 

limit,” (Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 2016 a p .3), of quota, which 

amounts to 2.5% of the 13% allotted to the polyvalent fleet.  This type of quota allocation 

shows the disparity between quota allocations among the fleet. Mackerel is also a species in 

which TAC is regularly exceeded beyond scientific advice.  

In relation to small-scale fishermen, there is a concession in place for the hook and line 

mackerel fishery, in which rods or lines are used to catch fish. A quota of 400 tonnes is set 

aside for small scale fishermen with vessels that are less than 15 m LOA, which is a small 

amount compared to the total quota of around 70,000 tonnes (Department of Agriculture, 

Food and the Marine, 2016 a). This allocation is available and it is not fully utilised, as 

discussed in the results section of this thesis.  

2.6.4 Fishing Licences  

In order for a vessel to access quota such as mackerel it must be licensed. The license which 

the owner applies for reflects the type of vessel according to fleet segmentation and therefore 

quota allocation pertaining to that category. Under Irish National legislation (S.I. No. 261 of 

2005) a fishing boat is “a boat employed or intended to be employed in sea fishing, and 

intended for the catching or taking for sale of sea fish” (Department of Agriculture, Food 

and Marine, 2013, p.2 ).  Licensing for sea fishing boats in Ireland is under the authority of 

the Registrar General of Fishing Boats and is conducted under the Sea Fisheries and 

Maritime Jurisdiction Act 2006 (No. 8 of 2006) (Department of Agriculture, Food and 
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Marine, 2013). Fishing boats which adhere to regulations and are licensed in accordance 

with the Fisheries Amendment Act 2003 appear on the register and are available online.1  

As this thesis pertains to island fishermen, there is a need to identify registered islander 

fishermen. The following table represents the number of vessels on the Irish Fleet Register 

which are owned by a person whose address is on an offshore island. This is further 

categorised by the overall length of the vessel and type of licence. From Table 1, it is evident 

that there are 91 registered vessels which are less than 10 meters, and an additional 16 boats 

which are less than 12 meters, giving a total of 107 vessels whose owners have island 

addresses. Of these vessels, 70 have a polyvalent general license. 

Overall Length 

(in metres) 

Polyvalent General 

(No. of vessels) 

Polyvalent Potting 

(No. of vessels) 

 Total 

< 5 8 2 10 

≥ 5 < 10 48 33 81 

≥10 < 15 16 2 18 

≥15 < 20 2 0 2 

≥20 < 25 3 0 3 

≥25 < 30 2 0 2 

Total no. of vessels 79 37 116 

Table 1: Fishing vessels registered to offshore islands. (Creed, 2018) 

2.6.5 Inshore Fisheries 

This research is specifically concerned with a subset of the fishing fleet in Ireland, namely 

vessels which are less than 12m LOA and registered to islands. These vessels are part of the 

inshore sector as there is no separation between an island fleet and an inshore fleet in Ireland, 

they are managed as one and the same. The EU has a specific definition of small-scale which 

is “fishing carried out by fishing vessels of an overall length of less than 12 m and not using 

towed fishing gear” (EMFF Regulation 508/2014). This is the definition used in the Island 

                                                 
1Irish Fleet Register: 

https://www.agriculture.gov.ie/seafood/seafisheriesadministration/seafisheriesadministration/seafishingfleetr

egister/ 
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Fisheries (Heritage Licence) Bill, discussed later. Therefore, during the remainder of this 

thesis, when there is the reference to ‘small-scale fishermen' they are defined in accordance 

with EU policy.  

There is no concrete definition of ‘inshore’ in an Irish context, but it is generally accepted to 

refer to coastal waters within 12nm of the Irish baseline. The inshore fleet consists of small-

scale vessels, the majority being under 12m LOA, as well as larger ones which use a variety 

of gear including static gear and towed gear. Inshore boats make up eighty percent of the 

Irish fleet and support 2,500 to 3,000 jobs around Ireland (Department of Agriculture, Food 

and Marine, 2019). The majority of the inshore fleet is registered under polyvalent and 

potting licenses. Therefore, as is evident from Table 1, the majority of islander registered 

vessels belong to the inshore sector.  Key target species are shellfish, although fishers also 

target other species if they are licensed to do so. The main shellfish stocks include lobster 

and crab, neither of which are managed under the EU or Irish quota system, hence there is a 

perceived lack of management structures in place. Lobster and crab are the species which 

many of the small-scale fishermen rely on and there is significant pressure on these stocks. 

There have been initiatives taken by the inshore fishermen to work alongside management 

to protect these stocks, including changes in minimum size for brown crab, and v-notching 

for female lobsters (Bresnihan, 2017). 

The average length of a small-scale vessel in Ireland is about 8 metres. Small-scale vessels 

are operated by one or two crew, two being a safer operation. The total fish caught per day 

is 3 to 4 boxes of fish, varying between 15 to 20 kilos a day, so approximately 120 kilos of 

fish per trip (Kenny, 2018).  Small-scale fisheries are culturally important in Ireland because 

they help sustain rural communities, not only through preventing population decline, but 

also through the maintenance of traditional livelihoods. Coastal towns and villages, 

especially in the islands, are built around fishing and this is a generational activity involving 

families. Fishing for small-scale fishermen is often a part-time occupation and additional 

income is acquired through activities such as farming. As mentioned previously, Ireland's 

fishing history, from colonialism to modern times, has resulted in it, in general, being a 

small-scale activity. Small-scale fishermen, however, have seen their traditional livelihoods 

change drastically over time from the type of vessel used, to the species caught, fishing 

methods and regulations in place. More of these changes are highlighted in relation to the 

island fisheries discussed in section 2.7.2.  
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Up until recently, inshore fishermen had little representation regionally or nationally in 

fisheries management in Ireland, nor were they represented by the PO’s. During the last 

reform of CFP in 2013, the then Minister of Fisheries was concerned that there was no voice 

for the inshore fleet in Ireland and he assigned his department with the task to create a 

structure in which inshore fishermen could express their interests. This cumulated in the 

creation of the National Inshore Fisheries Forum (NIFF), the over-arching forum and the 

Regional Inshore Fisheries Forums (RIFFs), which covers six geographical areas around the 

coast in 2014. These forums provide inshore fishermen with a platform to discuss 

management issues and other points of concern. It is not only fishermen that are included in 

the RIFF, but also environmental groups, the tourism sector and other marine stakeholders 

(Inshore Fisheries Forum, 2017). Since its implementation in 2014, the NIFF members have 

been part of the QMAC and have a say on how funding is used from the European Maritime 

and Fisheries Fund- EMFF (Coveney, 2015). Island fishermen have representatives on four 

of the six regional inshore fisheries forums and on the National Inshore Fisheries Forum.  In 

2019 the Irish Inshore Fisheries Sector Strategy 2019-2022 was launched, which was the 

first industry-led strategy for Ireland’s inshore fisheries sector created. This strategy sets out 

objectives and clear actions through a plan, which was created by inshore fishermen through 

the forum structures in co-operation with the various governmental agencies (Inshore 

Fisheries Forum, 2019). 

These forums representatives are linked to the Fisheries Local Action Groups (FLAGs), 

which are community led. FLAGs are local groups involving key stakeholders in a local 

fisheries area, who develop and implement strategies at a local level (Fisheries Local Action 

Group, n.d.). FLAGs are divided up regionally along the coast of Ireland. There are seven 

FLAGs: South FLAG, (Cork), Southwest (Kerry, Limerick), South East (Waterford, 

Wexford, Wicklow) West (Mayo, Clare), Northwest (Mayo, Sligo, Leitrim), North 

(Donegal) and North East (Dublin, Louth, Meath). 

2.6.6 European Maritime and Fisheries Fund - EMFF 

Although there may be a historical lack of opportunity for the inshore sector, there is 

opportunity available to them for funding through the EMFF. The European Maritime and 

Fisheries Fund (EMFF) is a fund for the development of the European Union's maritime and 

fisheries policies, which is one of the four main policy areas of CFP.  Under this fund, Ireland 

is allocated money for the maritime and fisheries sectors that complies with the requirements 
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set out under the EMFF. These funds ensure that Ireland meets the requirements of CFP, by 

using methods that are sustainable and achieve economic growth. Funding is delivered 

through six priority streams called Union Priority – UP, and these streams are reflective of 

different parts of the seafood sector (Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, 2014). 

Union Priority 4 (UP 4) focuses on fisheries areas and communities and aims to provide 

solutions for specific areas rather than a national solution. UP 4, endeavours to empower 

fisheries communities to create sustainable sources of income by providing communities 

with tools and resources to come up with solutions for their needs (Department of 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, 2014). There are certain restrictions on what kind of 

communities can benefit from funding under UP 4, but the vast majority of the coastal 

communities in Ireland can potentially benefit from this funding source. As mentioned 

previously, the NIFF have a say on how funds are spent and these funds are instrumental in 

maintaining and developing structures for the inshore sector. In 2018, it was announced that 

141 coastal projects would benefit from EMFF grants of €1.6 million, with additional funds 

supported by the Irish exchequer, creating a total investment of €2.7 million (Department of 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, 2018). 

A positive development for island fishermen with regards to EMFF occurred in March 2019 

when an Irish Member of Parliament sitting on the European Parliament’s Fisheries 

Committee, successfully lobbied for the protection of the Irish islands.  Under the new 

EMFF, funding will be available for such initiatives as: developments of ports, on-board 

equipment for vessels to improve health and safety, training programmes for young 

fishermen, access to credit, insurance and financial instruments, and compensation for 

fishermen confined to port because of dangerous sea conditions. This protection will be 

written into EMFF legislation further solidifying recognition of the islands by the EU. 

In summary, fisheries management in Ireland is multi-layered. The most important 

management feature in terms of social effects is that quota is assigned to a registered licensed 

fishing vessel with capacity. As quota is a public resource, the government does not want to 

compromise this resource by assigning exclusive rights to individuals. However, capacity is 

a marketable commodity and thus fishing rights are assigned to people who can afford to 

invest. This de-facto assigning of property rights allows the market to govern the distribution 

of fishing rights, which is a characteristic of neoliberal environmental management.  This 
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results in socio-economic decline in coastal and island communities in which inshore 

fisheries were the main source of livelihoods. Inshore fisheries are not clearly defined and 

are underrepresented in Irish fisheries management. They have also experienced decades of 

inattention compared to their offshore counterparts. The lack of representation for the 

inshore sector, however, has been changing in past few years suggesting hope for the future.  

2.6.7 Salmon 

Salmon (salmo salar) is a culturally significant species in Ireland and one which was also an 

important target species for many inshore fishermen. Although managed by a different 

department than sea fisheries, salmon is relevant to this thesis as it is a prominent topic of 

conversation when discussing island fisheries. Wild salmon was a crucial fishery culturally, 

historically and in terms of livelihood practices in many islands including those located in 

County Donegal. Salmon features in Irish mythology and was revered by Gaelic Chiefs as a 

prized fish to be given a place of prominence at feasts (Mac Con Iomair, 2005). Ireland’s 

rivers have been one of the largest producers of wild salmon in the North Atlantic. 

Traditionally the wild salmon fishery was a mix of recreational and commercial fisheries 

including a commercial drift-net fishery offshore, draft-net fishery in estuaries and angling 

in rivers (Indecon International Economic Consultant, 2003). 

 Since the mid 90’s there has been increasing concern for salmon stocks and research has 

been conducted to investigate the reasons for the decline in salmon numbers returning to 

rivers (Collins, Malone & White, 2006). For over a decade pressure was placed on 

management to take action to protect salmon, resulting in measures such as reducing the 

time-frame of the fishery and the soak time for nets (how long the net could be left in the 

water) as well as restrictions on how many salmon could be caught (DGMARE, 2014). In 

2006, after the decade of research and attempted conversation measures, the Irish 

government closed the commercial driftnet fishery following advice from ICES and 

NASCO. This was not directly as a result of EU policy, though many people blamed the EU 

for this decision this was not true, it was Ireland’s own decision. The closure of a fishery is 

last resort in fisheries management as it usually results in severe socio-economic 

consequences for participants’, more of which will be discussed in section 2.7.  

A reason put forward for the decline in salmon numbers in Ireland is related to the driftnet 

fishery. (Collins, Malone & White, 2006).  Salmon are of mixed stock meaning that they 
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return to different rivers. Salmon is managed on a river by river basis and the quality of the 

river and the quantity of the salmon being counted are part of the determining factors of the 

stock levels of a river. The driftnet fishermen catching salmon offshore had no way of 

knowing if the salmon they were catching were returning to a river of healthy stock levels 

or unhealthy stock levels. There were other reasons given for the decline in salmon numbers 

such as seal predation and the pollution of rivers. The drift-net fishermen, however, was the 

only sector to have their livelihoods curtailed. Following the ban a salmon hardship scheme 

was introduced which included an approximately €25 million compensation fund for the 

relinquishment of salmon licenses (DGMARE, 2014).  Many fishermen, however, did not 

relinquish their licenses as they believed it was not their right to give away the traditional 

access rights to a resource to which their children should be entitled.  As described by 

islander fisherman John O Brien, “I didn’t want to sell out my children’s rights,” (O’Brien, 

2016). It is from this fight for salmon that many islanders such as John O’ Brien, who is the 

protagonist in a documentary regarding island fisheries called “A Turning Tide in the Life 

of Man,” mobilised and began campaigning for fishing rights.   

2.7 The Islands 

This section explores islands in the context of Ireland. It begins with a brief discussion of 

the general issues historically confronting Irish islands. It goes on to explore the connection 

of islanders to the sea and the effect of fisheries governance structures on island 

communities. The section concludes with a discussion of islander activism directed at the 

ongoing survival of the islands. The following figure 5, shows the location of the islands and 

those which are relevant to this research are:  Árainn Mhór, Thoraí, Inis Bó Finne and other 

small Donegal Islands, the Clew Bay islands, Inishturk and Clare Island located off Mayo, 

Inishbofin, Inis Mór, Inis Meáin and Inis Oírr off Galway and and the Cork islands, which 

includes Oileán Chléire, Bere Island, Sherkin, Long, Whiddy, Heir and Dursey Island 

(IIMRO, 2018 a). 
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Figure 5.Map of islands in overall context of Ireland (Carleton, 2009). 

2.7.1 Life on an Island 

Irish islands have a distinctive and colourful history. They “were prime targets for some of 

the earliest invaders,” attracting “pirates and becoming sites of defensive warfare while 

proving fruitful for numerous religious congregations,” (Ferriter, 2018. p.5). There are thirty 

offshore islands with a total population of around 2,700 (Department of Culture, Heritage 

and the Gaeltacht, 2015a). These islands have their own unique attributes which include both 

physical characteristics and culture. Each island is thus distinct, yet, on another level, there 

is a degree of commonality. Many island people share similar struggles such as having an 

ageing population, a lack of basic services, migration pressures and high levels of economic 

deprivation. Many island people are also fluent Irish language speakers. The official 

language of Ireland is Irish, also known as Gaeilge and areas where Irish is predominately 

spoken are known as Gaeltachts (The Gaeltacht, Údarás na Gaeltachta, 2018). The 
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government of Ireland recognises that it is required to have “specific measures, structures 

and funding to ensure the maintenance of these communities” (The Gaeltacht, Údarás na 

Gaeltachta, 2018). It was because of the desire to protect the Irish speaking fishing 

communities that there was a drive to create fisheries policies at the beginning of Ireland’s 

independence (Mac Con Iomair, 2005). Several of the offshore islands are Gaeltacht islands, 

therefore protection should be afforded to them to maintain communities, yet this is not 

always the case. 

Table 2, demonstrates the population variations of the offshore islands. As defined under 

Article 121 of UNCLOS “An island is a naturally formed area of land, surrounded by water, 

which is above water at high tide.” Thus an area of land with a connection to the mainland, 

such a bridge, is not recognised as an island. Since 2011 the islands have experienced a 

population decline of 145 people overall, with some islands losing their total population.  
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*Gaeltacht Islands   

Table 2: Population of Islands (Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2015b) 
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An island, under the UNCLOS definition, must be able to sustain human or economic life 

Article 121, Regime of Islands, n,d.). There are several islands in Ireland that were able to 

sustain human life for centuries, but conditions, such as the struggles referred to above, 

became too difficult over the years and people left. The circumstances leading to vacating 

island homes varied throughout history and from island to island, though migration is 

unfortunately recognised as part of island life (Ferriter, 2018). One of the most famous 

examples of an island becoming depopulated is that of the Blasket Islands, comprising a total 

of six islands. Blasket Island communities, who spoke Irish, were evacuated by the Irish 

government in 1953 due to a declining population and the island's harsh environment which 

was exacerbated by the weather (O’ Catháin & Ahern, 2014).There is now a centre dedicated 

to the people of the Blasket Islands which recognises the literary impact they have had on 

Irish culture.  

Although it has been sixty-five years since the Blasket Islands evacuation, the threat of an 

island way of life facing extinction is ever present. Maintaining primary services such as 

health care, education, transport, and energy is a constant battle for islanders.  An example 

of such a struggle is provided by the people of Oileán Thoraí (Tory island) who in 2019, still 

have no connection to the national electricity grid and instead uses diesel and petrol 

generators for their population of over a hundred people. In 2018, Irish islands featured in 

the national news with issues concerning threats to services as well as islander protests and 

campaigns to protect their communities and islands. On Oileán Thoraí, islanders were 

concerned with the safety of the ferry service to the mainland and they took their protest to 

Dublin (McGreevy, 2018).  Islanders argue that it is Ireland's responsibility to protect 

islands’ and sustain the islands culturally important communities. Further, that it is part of 

the government policy to "to ensure that sustainable vibrant communities continue to live on 

the islands,” (Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2015a). Losing a member 

of a community due to migration has been a part of island life and history. While policies 

are enacted to sustain island communities, such as those supporting social welfare 

distribution, other policies may be viewed as a hindrance to sustaining island communities, 

such as fisheries policies, more information of which is in the subsequent section. Policies 

which affect islands often are associated with environmental protection, these include the 

Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic 
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(OSPAR), Birds Directive and Habitats Directive (part of and Natura 2000), Water 

Framework, Marine Strategy Framework and Marine Spatial Planning.  

2.7.2 Island Fisheries 

The majority of the inhabited islands are found off the west coast of Ireland, which is where 

the best fisheries are also located. On an island, life is governed by the sea and every aspect 

of daily life revolves around it.  Fishing is a crucial part of the relationship islanders have 

with the sea.  “Dúchas na Mara”, translated from Irish, means the sense of belonging to the 

sea. It is term which is relevant in highlighting the intrinsic value for islanders as it pertains 

to the sea. The following extract is from previous social science research conducted in 

Ireland with islanders:  

“their living knowledge of the sea: of its place in their stories, histories and legends; 

of how they have made a living from the sea; of how they have named and renamed 

it to suit their needs on and from the sea; of how it has helped to shape their conduct 

and beliefs; of the change that technologies have brought to their relationships with 

it” (MacKinnon & Brennan, 2012). 

The above research highlights the value beyond the monetary norm for islanders where other 

opportunities may be limited as a result of geographic features, but is also a culturally 

important activity. Fishing is an intrinsic part of islander heritage and culture which is passed 

down through the generations of the communities who inhabit the islands. Island fishing has, 

however, been heavily impacted by policies implemented on a national and European level 

Islanders have never, however, survived on fishing alone as a source of livelihood and 

traditionally fishing was combined with agriculture. More contemporarily, tourism has 

become the main source of income on many islands. These forms of livelihoods (fishing, 

agriculture and tourism) are seasonal by nature; fishing, for example, is an important source 

of employment and income during the winter, the busiest time of the year for fishermen, 

whereas as tourism is significant in summer months. Fishing thus helps create an economy 

on the islands that sustains community services throughout the year. While the economic 

benefit of fishing varies from island to island, it nonetheless is an important overall aspect 

of island economies (O Donnchadha. et al., 2000).  
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2.7.3 Islands and Fisheries Management 

The dissatisfaction expressed by some island fishermen, and small-scale fishermen more 

broadly, has arisen as a result of their perception that Ireland under the CFP has neglected 

them. Fishermen further feel that mainland development issues supersede island issues and 

that fisheries must unfairly compete with other European directives and legislation (Van 

Hoof & Tatenhove, 2009). Fisheries policies are too often seen as economic issues primarily, 

then environmental, with the social aspect of fisheries often being ignored. This can lead to 

problems such as alienating fishermen and increasing their dissatisfaction with fisheries 

management (Farrell, et al. 2010).  

In 2006, the Irish Government issued a ban on drift-net fishing for wild salmon due to stock 

decline and external policy pressure. This legislation made the traditional practice of fishing 

for wild salmon obsolete (Delaney, 2012).  In 2008 the government also closed off the 

fishing area VIa, located off the North-West coast. (See Figure 2). Closing off an area which 

is vital for island fisheries caused added pressure to their lives. A combination of policies 

has resulted in islander fishermen being unable to fish for bait which they used to harvest; 

the only stocks the majority of them can now access are brown crab and lobster. As 

previously mentioned, these stocks are non-quota species and not subject to regulations 

under CFP.  Islanders are forced to purchase frozen baitfish, often from foreign trawlers on 

the mainland, and then store it in freezers on the island (Delaney, 2012). The island 

fishermen, “are now islanders, who fish no fish,” (Jourdain, 2014).  An example of one such 

island is Árainn Mhór, located in area VIa. As a result of the impact of fisheries policies, the 

population in Árainn Mhór declined by nearly 200 hundred people, several businesses 

closed, and an estimated €1 million was lost from the local annual economy (Delaney, 2012). 

Pat Con Ó Driscéoil, a fishermen from Oileán Chléire (Clare Island), described the practice 

of salmon fishing as being “great for coastal communities, it was simple,” whereas now to 

comply with regulations and current legislation fishermen must “spend all this money to 

bring her [his boat] up to the level” something which he explains is “impossible,” (Ó 

Driscéoil, 2017). Pat Con Ó Driscéoil description is indicative of how neoliberal resource 

management makes it very difficult for small participants in the resource to continue 

operating.  
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2.7.4 Islander Activism  

Perceived governmental mismanagement of fisheries has motivated islanders to take control 

of key aspects of their lives. Islanders are resilient people. Living on an island requires this 

as people constantly battle the weather and other external factors. To understand islander 

resilience, it is also necessary to consider their reliance on fisheries: ‘an analysis of reliance 

requires an investigation of the factors that engender social and economic reliance on 

fisheries; an analysis of resilience focuses on the capacity of human actors to adapt to 

change,’ (Holmyard, Hatchard & Delaney, 2007 p.5). Some features can be factored in when 

discussing resilience and the reliance of fishermen on fish, including environmental, 

economic, regulatory and demographic factors (Johnson, Henry & Thompson, 2014). 

Islander's resilience and activism is a part of the islander community identity. When islanders 

began to reach their limit of perceived neglect by different governments over the years, they 

decided to take action by creating an inter-island organisation, Comhdháil Oileáin na 

hÉireann, (the Irish Islands Federation) in 1984.  Sixteen island communities got together to 

highlight issues that were affecting them as islanders. These issues were centred on socio-

economic development, but also included issues around health and primary services which 

were lacking on the islands. The islanders believed these critical issues needed more 

attention at regional and national levels (Comhdháil Oileáin na hÉireann, 2015). 

The resilience of the Irish island community is evident from their years of campaigning to 

restore their traditional fishing rights. Islander fishermen have worked alongside scientists, 

politicians as well as other experts throughout Ireland and Europe to campaign for islanders’ 

fisheries rights. Their hard work and activism contributed to the recognition of islands in the 

CFP reform of 2013, in which Recital 20 states: 

“Small offshore islands which are dependent on fishing should, where appropriate, 

be specially recognised and supported in order to enable them to survive and 

prosper.” (Regulation, EU, No 1380/2013)). 

It is the resilience of the community that has resulted in the political progression of their 

fight to save their fisheries. Islanders have been involved in the creation of several crucial 

reports wherein fisheries feature prominently, such as the Donegal Islands Survival Plan 

2012-2015 and the Report on Promoting Sustainable Rural Coastal and Island Communities 

2014. These documents highlight both reliance on fisheries and resilience in islands 
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communities and suggest some possible solutions for islander fishermen, importantly the 

Heritage Licence, a focal point of this research.  

The 2014 “Report on Promoting Sustainable Rural Coastal and Island Communities”, 

involved a governmental sub-Committee on fisheries and several governmental departments.  

In 2012 these organisations began to focus on the socio-economic challenges facing rural 

coastal and island communities (Joint sub-Committee on Fisheries, 2014, p. 8). The report 

suggests adopting, “a long term-vision that may require prioritising those communities that 

have the least environmental and fishing impact” (Joint sub-Committee on Fisheries, 2014 

p.8). It is from Recommendation 10 in the report that the Island Fisheries (Heritage Licence) 

Bill 2017 was created. Recommendation 10 states that the government should look into the 

application of “heritage licenses”, which would allow traditional fishing practices with 

vessels of a specific length, under governmental guidance.   

It is important to note that of the 29 “Recommendations for the Development of Islands” 

contained in the report, the Island Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill 2017 is the only one to 

have proceeded into the initial stages of legislation thus far. Some recommendations have 

been acted upon and initiatives created, but the Bill will be the first signed into legislation if 

it passes through the required legal procedures (more information on this is provided in 

section 2.7.1). It has been five years since the report was published, and it is due to the 

activism of islanders and others involved that the Bill has progressed as far as it has. The 

goal is to restore traditional rights in fisheries to island communities.  

In regards to fisheries, islanders developed a united island platform to promote their agenda 

through the creation of the Irish Island’s Marine Resource Organisation (IIMRO). The 

IIMRO has been instrumental in the fight for recognition of islander’s fishing rights. The 

organisation’s work, including that of fishermen, islanders and dedicated others, is directed 

towards returning fishing rights to islanders so that these and their associated traditions can 

be passed down to future generations. This vision is potentially life-changing and has come 

to fruition in the form of the Island Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill 2017.  The IIMRO is 

comprised of islanders from the following islands:  Árainn Mhór, Thoraí, Inis Bó Finne and 

other small Donegal Islands, the Clew Bay islands, Inishturk and Clare Island located off 

Mayo, Inishbofin, Inis Mór, Inis Meáin and Inis Oírr off Galway and and the Cork islands, 
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which includes Oileán Chléire, Bere Island, Sherkin, Long, Whiddy, Heir and Dursey Island, 

as seen in Figure 5 (IIMRO, 2018 a). 

As discussed in this section, islanders are engaged in a mission to maintain their way of life 

on islands. They have mobilised creating representative organisations and brought attention 

to issues that affect them.  The following section relates to the Island Fisheries (Heritage 

Licence) Bill and highlights the hard work and determination of the islanders to preserve 

their communities. 

2.8 Island Fisheries (Heritage Bill) 2017 

The Island Fisheries (Heritage Bill) 2017 is central to this research in multiple ways.  The 

Bill, discussed at a parliamentary level, motivated the literature review in this research and 

promoted a list of potential informants. The following section provides an overview on the 

background of the Bill, its possible implications and concludes with examples of alternative 

fisheries management practices. 

2.8.1 Background 

The Island Fisheries (Heritage Bill) 2017 is a Private Members’ Bill which was sponsored 

by three politicians in 2017. The Bill was initiated by the IIMRO with support from European 

counterparts and members of the academic community (IIMRO, 2018). The Bill is at the 

third stage in the process of being enacted. It could take up to a year for it to finally come 

into law, during which time it will be amended.  The wording of the act will change as it 

progresses through the stages of legislation and awaits further discussion through the 

parliamentary process. A review of the Bill was conducted in 2018 and a report was 

published in November 2018 with recommendations from the Joint Committee on 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine, on possible changes to the Bill. It is not guaranteed the 

Bill will pass through all stages and into legislation, timing and political play will determine 

the result. Currently, the majority of political parties are in favour of the Bill.  

The concept of heritage originated from a 2009 report, “A Review of Fisheries on Ireland’s 

offshore Islands: Sustaining Islands Livelihoods,” commissioned by the Comhar na nOilean 

Teo (Irish Islands Federation). The report, written in response to CFP reform, recommended 

that “a more flexible license should be made available in the special case of the islander fleet, 
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where fishing opportunities are in any case geographically (and seasonally / weather) 

limited,” (Carleton, 2009). 

The report on “Promoting Sustainable Rural Coastal and Island Communities,” was 

published in 2014 and this is where the wording of the Bill comes from. Recommendation 

10: 

“The sub-Committee recommends that the Government examines the feasibility of 

the issuance of. ‘Heritage licences', to rural coastal and island communities. Such 

licences would optimally facilitate traditional fishing practices in conjunction with 

the establishment of a producer organisation representing vessels under a certain 

LOA (Length Over All) in designated areas,” (Joint sub-Committee on Fisheries, 

2014). 

Currently, the Island Fisheries (Heritage Licence) Bill 2017 states  that the  act is “to provide 

for the issuing of heritage licences to island fishermen to facilitate the continuance of 

traditional fishing practices on Ireland’s offshore islands; and to provide for related matters,” 

(Island Fisheries (Heritage Licence) Bill 2017). The Bill contains the following definitions; 

an island fisherman “means any person who is habitually resident on one of Ireland’s 

offshore islands and who is engaged in fishing to earn a livelihood” (Island Fisheries 

(Heritage Licence) Bill 2017). Small-scale fishing by definition in the Bill means that the 

vessels are less than 12 meters LOA, use non-towed gear, and the fishing will take place 

within 6 nm territorial limit of the island in which the fishermen is a resident. This differs 

from the EU definition as it stipulates a geographical limit.  The heritage license itself is 

envisioned to be, “non-transferable and the holder of the licence shall not lease, sell or seek 

to transfer the licence and such licence will only be operable when the licence holder is 

aboard the fishing vessel while fishing” (Island Fisheries (Heritage Licence) Bill 2017). If 

the licence holder is unable to use the fish quota attached to it, the quota will be put back 

into the community Producer Organisation (PO) and redistributed. This community PO is 

not in existence to date. What is important to note, however, is that conceptually the Bill 

contradicts Irish policy regarding fisheries being a public resource in which users must 

follow regulations, such as an investment in capacity, to gain access. In one interpretation 

the Bill can be seen to privatise a public resource in order that  islanders have guaranteed 

access to quota.  

As part of legislative procedure, the Bill went into the committee stage in which interested 

stakeholders, such as islanders, fishermen, civil servants, politicians, and fisheries 
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representatives, attended. The committee was chaired by members of parliament under the 

umbrella of the Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine. The stakeholders in 

attendance were able present their views and discuss their opinions through this committee 

structure. A report was published with the findings of the committee in November 2018 and 

eight recommendations were made. This research was primarily conducted before the report 

was published therefore opinions were given reflecting the original wording of the Bill. Key 

recommendations included renaming the licence, extending it to coastal communities on the 

mainland, and the development of regulatory procedures for the licence:  

Recommendations on the Framework of the Bill 

In concluding its detailed scrutiny of the Island Fisheries (Heritage Licence) Bill, the 

Committee recommends the following: 

1. That consideration is given to renaming the proposed Heritage Licence. The 

Committee suggests that naming the instrument a Heritage Fishing Opportunity 

Licence (HFQL) may be more appropriate. 

2. That an allocation of 0.5% to 1% of the national quota be set aside for heritage and 

traditional fishing, which can only be accessed through holding a HFOL. 

3. That consideration is given to further detail regarding appeals procedures, review 

processes, and provision for offences, sanctions or enforcement powers. These 

points may be addressed by incorporating these aspects of the HFOL into the current 

Licensing System, recognising it as an additional instrument intended to allow 

access to additional quota. 

4. Noting Recommendation 10 of the 2014 Joint Sub-Committee on Fisheries Report 

(2014), that the HFOL be introduced for island communities on a pilot basis. 

5. That consideration be given to expanding the scope of the Bill to include certain 

coastal communities that experience particular disadvantages. 

6.  That the requirement for a vessel to be licensed and entered in the polyvalent 

register is continued. This protects the integrity of the register and the safety of the 

fleet. 

7.  That provision be made for requirements that relate to track record can be set aside 

for quotas allocated under the HFOL, but that similar requirements for ordinary 

quota remain in place. 
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8. That provision be made to allow for the transfer of the right to avail or benefit of a 

HFOL between a number of named beneficiaries, who are fishers who use the same 

licensed vessel. 

Table 3: Recommendations on the Framework of the Bill (Joint Committee on Agriculture, 

Food and the Marine, 2018).  

As highlighted by the people advocating for the Bill, the Bill not only responds to a national 

recommendation, it also responds to EU and international standards of protecting islanders 

and coastal-dependent communities.  In relation to the CFP, the bill aligns with recital 19 

and 20 (Regulation No. 1380/2013) where preference to traditional fishing practises for 

small scale fishermen within 12nm is referenced and the dependence of small offshore 

islands on fishing is highlighted. These recitals emphasise the need for protecting these 

communities. Ireland thus far has not acted on these recitals and the Bill will be a novel 

recognition of the importance of fishing for small offshore Irish islands. As the Bill specifies, 

the gear used will be non-towed therefore more environmentally friendly, which aligns with 

Article 17 of the CFP, that is: “to provide incentives to fishing vessels deploying selective 

fishing gear or using fishing techniques with reduced environmental impact, such as reduced 

energy consumption or habitat damage,” (Regulation No. 1380/2013). 

At an international level, the Bill responds to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations (FAO) “Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale 

Fisheries”, section 10.7, which state that countries should “promote as appropriate, that local 

governance structures may contribute to an effective management of small-scale fisheries, 

considering the ecosystem approach and in accordance with national law,” (FAO, 2015, 

p.15).  The Bill also responds to the Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations, 

Goal 14 of which aims are to conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 

resources for sustainable development, a stipulation which includes providing access for 

small-scale and artisanal fishers to marine resources and markets ("Goal 14”, n.d.). 

2.8.2 Possible Implication of the Bill for Islander Fishermen 

In essence, what the Bill seeks is that through issuing heritage licenses, a non-transferable 

fishing quota is assigned to an islander fisherman (Island Fisheries (Heritage Licence) Bill 

2017).  The licence would facilitate traditional fishing practices through a diversification of 

fish species. The heritage license will be assigned to islanders who are already registered on 
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the polyvalent general fishing licence register and have a boat which is under 12 meters 

(IIMRO, 2018). There are about sixty islander fishermen which would benefit from this 

license. Under the license, fishing can occur within 6nm limit of the island and only if the 

license holder is on-board the boat. However details are likely to change as the Bill 

progresses as is evident from the recommendations of the report based on the Bill.  

The islander fishermen, through their representative organisation the IIMRO, are working 

with Low Impact Fishers of Europe (LIFE), who promote the use of selective gear such as 

nets, pots, hooks, and lines which enable fishermen to catch a better fish product in an 

environmentally conscious way.  This approach to fishing creates a higher quality product 

with a higher market value. The IIMRO have begun to apply for an Island Producer 

Organisation status with the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (IIMRO, 

2018). This status will be essential in creating management and marketing opportunities for 

the islanders and will also align with CFP protocols. An island PO will potentially be able 

to benefit from EMFF funding in future endeavours.  

In conclusion, the Bill is an attempt to reclaim the island commons, it is based on 

recommendations from previous reports and if it succeeds it will change how fisheries are 

managed in Ireland. The Bill, is a way for management to adhere to recommendations made 

both nationally and internationally in the protection of islands and is a way for islanders to 

restore traditional fisheries. The Bill is not uncontested, and this is apparent in the interviews 

conducted for this research (see Chapter 4 and 5). The Bill does demonstrate, however, the 

potential for a new co-management solution for Ireland, examples of other such systems 

were given briefly in the theoretical overview and included community quotas. The Bill, is 

part of the “double movement”, in which communities work to change neoliberal structures 

in accessing their resources.  
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3 Methods 

This research is exploratory in nature and in order to achieve its aims an in-depth literature 

review of any information pertaining to fisheries and their effects on the islands of Ireland 

was conducted. Documents accessed include scientific papers, books, reports, government 

and policy documents, parliamentary debates and transcripts, as well as news articles. 

Parallel to the in-depth literature review a number of semi-structured, in-depth interviews 

and informal interviews were conducted with a variety of critical informants. These included 

fishery participants such as fishermen, industry representatives, politicians, and community 

members.  

Based on the in-depth literature review and in consultation with fellow research social 

scientists, three research questions were established to be answered through the interview 

process. These were: 

1. What are the main contributing factors to the current state of fisheries in the islands? 

2.  What cultural, historical and livelihood values are attributed to island fisheries by 

islander fishermen themselves and other stakeholders? 

3. Is the Heritage Bill perceived as an adequate means, or a stepping stone, to address 

the cultural, economic and historical values of island fisheries? 

The objective of the interviews was to collect qualitative data which could be analysed and 

interpreted in relation to answering the research questions which include the current state of 

island fisheries, perceived values of island fisheries and perceptions of the Island Fisheries 

(Heritage Licence) Bill 2017. The method of using a semi-structured interview approach 

with open-ended questions was selected as it is a recognised social science research approach 

in which the researcher is in charge of guiding the interviews, but the participants dictates 

the direction the interview takes (Bernard 2006). The interviews were recorded using a 

dictaphone and transcribed and analysed using Atlas.ti. Field observations were conducted 

at islands, major ports, and local harbours over several months, which enhanced the research. 

It must be noted that the majority of the interviews (9 out of a total of 10) were conducted 

before the “Detailed Scrutiny of the Island Fisheries (Heritage Licence) Bill 2017,” report 

was published in November 2018, hence participant responses should be taken in reference 

to the original wording of the Bill. 
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3.1 Selection of Interview Participants 

For the research, non-probability sampling was used as the respondents needed to be of a 

certain culture and people who were informed on fisheries matters. The resulting sample was 

small (n=10) and largely skewed to favour people who had knowledge of the following: 

• Island fisheries and their communities  

• Inshore fisheries 

• Heritage License (Islands Fisheries) Bill 2017  

Although the sample size was small, the backgrounds of the respondents were broad 

including islanders, fishermen, activists, politicians and industry representatives. As the 

interview participants are from a select group, in order to protect their anonymity their 

identities are coded, see Table 3. 

Through the process of recruiting participants the ‘snowballing’ technique was used wherein 

respondents identified other potential informants for inclusion in the research (Biernacki & 

Waldorf, 1981). Although originally the aim was to include a more expansive focus on 

island's fisheries, as the research progressed the interview sample became more focused on 

respondents involved in the Heritage License (Islands Fisheries) Bill 2017 process. 

Fishermen can be reluctant to speak to researchers and therefore their sample size was small. 

This reluctance is understandable when considering ‘the failure of previous investigations to 

exert any positive effects on the conduct of the fishery’ (Britton, 2014). This did not affect 

the validity of the results of this research as enough information was gathered through other 

participants to create themes and results as saturation was achieved. Studies have shown that 

meta-themes arise after 6 interviews and saturation can be achieved after 12 and this was the 

case for this research, meta-themes arose after the first few interviews (Guest, Bunce & 

Johnson, 2006). The sample size is also reflective of the guidelines for this research and the 

timeframe in which interviews were able to be conducted, more of which will be mentioned 

in the limitations discussion in section 5.5. 

Interview protocols were established in which each respondent was informed of the purpose 

of the study through email exchange, phone conservations and face-to-face. Interviews were 

undertaken from September 2018 until January 2019. These were conducted both face-to-
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face in various parts of the country and also on the phone. The interviews were recorded 

with the permission of informants, with the assurance that identities would be protected.  

Participant Description Position 

1 Civil Servant Department of Agricultural, Food and Marine 

2 Politician  

3 Islander Islander Activist 

4 Inshore Fisherman Over 20 years’ experience, involvement in representative 

structures 

5 Fisheries 

Representative 

Over 20 years’ experience, involvement in representative 

structures 

6 Inshore Fisherman Islander 

7 Fisheries 

Representative 

Over 20 years’ experience, involvement in representative 

structures 

8 Civil Servant Department of Agricultural, Food, and Marine 

9 Scientist Previous experience of working with fishing communities 

in Ireland  

10 Scientist Previous experience of working with fishing communities 

in Ireland 

Table 4: List of Interviewees 

3.2 The Interviews 

The interviews were semi-structured and followed a script which was tailored to the 

respondent's backgrounds. The use of a semi-structured interview script enabled a flexible 

approach but also ensured the main themes of the research were covered. The opening 

section of the interviews related to the respondent's personal backgrounds. After the 

introductions, the conversation revolved around the current state of island fisheries which 

allowed respondents to express their opinions on the inshore sector as a whole and what 
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changes they had experienced over time. The later section of the interview related to the 

respondents' opinions of the Heritage License (Islands Fisheries) Bill 2017, which then led 

to the respondents expressing their hopes for the future of the inshore sector. 

3.3 Field Observations 

Field observation was employed as a method to research different fisheries operations in 

Ireland. These observations included visits to three islands, Whiddy and Bere Island in Cork 

in the south and Árainn Mhór in Donegal on the northwest of the country. Visits to these 

islands also enabled observations of three mainland harbours. Two of these harbours are the 

largest fishing ports in Ireland; Castletownbere and Killybegs. Table 5, details the number 

of fishing vessels licensed to Whiddy, Bere and Árainn Mhór island residents, a major 

concern of this research (Irish Fleet Register, 2019). 

Island Number of Licensed Fishing 

Vessels 

Number of Licensed Fishing 

Vessels <12m LOA 

Whiddy 1 1 

Bere 6 6 

Árainn Mhór 20 9 

Table 5: Islands visited for research 

3.4 Analysis 

Analysis of the data collected involved an in-depth reading of fieldnotes and interview 

transcripts. The qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti was also used in analysis which 

enabled further identification of the themes and concepts that had arisen in the interviews as 

well as through interactions with and observations of people (Bernard, 2006; Glasser & 

Strass, 1967). Using Grounded-Theory developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), enabled 

dominant themes to transpire; these dominant themes are fisheries management, power, 

confusion, Heritage License (Islands Fisheries) Bill and the future. 
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4 Results 

The themes that emerged out of my analysis of the data collected from interviews, 

complimented by field observations, produced the following: 

• Fisheries Management; including aspects such as quota allocation, the representation 

of fishermen in fisheries forums and how this influenced island fisheries. 

• Power; in regard to governance and political power within Ireland and how these 

manifests in fisheries, including creating tension amongst fisheries participants. 

• Heritage License (Islands Fisheries) Bill 2017; people’s perceptions and analyses of 

the Bill. 

• Confusion: in relation to fisheries management in general and the Bill more 

specifically. 

• Future; the future for islander fisheries and small-scale fisheries as a whole in 

Ireland. 

Some of these themes share commonalities but, for analytical purposes, it is useful to 

categorise them according to the research questions they address:    

1. What are the main contributing factors to the current state of fisheries in the islands? 

2.  What cultural, historical and livelihood values are attributed to island fisheries by 

islander fishermen themselves and other stakeholders? 

3. Is the Heritage Bill perceived as an adequate means, or a stepping stone, to address 

the cultural, economic and historical values of island fisheries? 

This results chapter is structured around each research question, as set out in the order above, 

and its relevant theme. The chapter uses participant’s quotations extracted from interviews 

presented in their original form, though with some exceptions; these include words that were 

taken out when referring to places or people, a method employed in order to protect the 

anonymity of the participants in this research.      
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4.1 Main Contributing Factors to the Current State of 

Fisheries in the Islands 

The themes that emerged from discussions surrounding the main factors contributing to the 

current status of islands fisheries are:  fisheries management, confusion and power. 

Importantly, Ireland’s fisheries management policy does not differentiate between islander 

and mainland fisheries. Hence, many of the issues which affect the current state of the 

fisheries in the islands affect the mainland fisheries, a situation highlighted by participants 

in this research.  The Irish economy has been struggling since the economic crash of 2008 

and this is magnified in rural communities, "most communities, in general, are struggling 

and small fishermen are struggling” (Participant 5). For fishermen, they must not only 

contend with the financial burden, but also with how the weather affects their livelihoods. 

The Atlantic storms creates limitations for fishermen: 

“Weather is a big constraint in this part of the world, so if the weather is very bad 

some of the smaller boats can’t go off-shore so they tend to stay in the more sheltered 

bays,” (Participant 7). 

Weather, and the constant battle with the harsh Atlantic, impacts also on material structures 

“over the years the infrastructure around the coast deteriorated so much,” (Participant 7).  

4.1.1 Fisheries Management 

It can be argued that Irish governance under the CFP has contributed to the tenuous status 

of island fisheries, as bigger fleets are continuously favoured over their smaller counterparts 

in fisheries policy. According to Participant 6, a fisherman, when the CFP was being created 

it “was such a bad deal for the small guys,” (Participant 6). He also argued that the inshore 

fleet was, “sacrificed,” for the common European market. “It's only recently there has been 

a change of thinking even at European Union level," (Participant 4).  "Change of thinking," 

in this statement is in reference to EU policymakers attempting to steer policy in favour of 

smaller vessels. The latter are perceived to be better suited to the environment and the socio-

economic context of fishing communities.  

The contradictions inherent in creating an overarching policy for European Member States, 

each of which have individual needs, is highlighted in the following: 

“You see in Europe, Europe is obsessed with the Mediterranean as there are a lot of 

problems with fish stocks in the Mediterranean, so they are all the time looking at 
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small scale as being 12 meter and under. Whereas to us up here with the North East 

Atlantic, [on] under 15 meters [to] being our inshore fishery, because of the scale of 

weather and the environment they have to contend with,” (Participant 7). 

This statement demonstrates the differences between fishing fleets in the EU and brings into 

question Ireland’s own definition of the inshore, or lack thereof. 

The inshore sector, according to Irish fisheries management is, "loosely considered vessels 

under 12 m in length and day fishing, fishing within sort of 6 miles of the coast and not 

staying overnight,” (Participant 1). These boats also have towed fishing gear of a variety of 

sizes. The composition of the inshore fleet for the smaller operators is, “about 1800 of the 

small scale guys the small inshore guys and about actually 1.5 to 2 people on each vessel,” 

(Participant 8). These vessels are, “still in the 21st century actually fisherman owner, 

operated vessels,” (Participant 8). These facts together suggest how fishing is intrinsically 

linked to local communities. 

Fisheries management policy regarding quota allocation has had an immense effect on the 

state of the island fisheries. Respondents had their own opinions on how these policies 

operate and how they affect the inshore fleet.  Civil servants from the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and Marine follow government memoranda on policy, therefore their 

statements regarding quota reflect the definition included in the literature review that is that 

legally Irish quota is a public resource. Quota is under the guardianship of the Irish 

government to use the in the manner deemed fit: 

“quota stays in national ownership and it is utilised to the full extent possible by 

allocating to individual vessels in consultation with the industry at the Quota 

Management Advisory Committee and it is regularly reviewed and checked and any 

update that hasn't been used is redistributed the following month,” (Participant 1). 

This redistribution is made as the government does not want opportunities lost, “it's not just 

lost to the fishing community involved, it lost to the Irish economy as well,” (Participant 8). 

This is a further commentary on the monetary value of fisheries as in theory the policy is 

designed to have the greatest economic benefit to the country. Focusing on assigning quota 

through an economic lens is arguably why the islands and other SSF have not fared well 

through the quota allocation process. 

In Ireland property rights are not directly granted to individuals, which is the system in other 

Member States, rather rights are assigned to vessels owned by individuals or companies. 
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Participant 4 highlighted problems in the Irish system (individuals in the statement refers to 

vessel owners): 

 “We have bespoke ministerial policies that allocate the vast, vast majority of the 

more valuable quota to a very, very small number of individuals.  So, well it's not 

privatised, I suppose it’s nearly quasi-privatisation,” (Participant 4). 

As stated in the literature review, it is capacity which is the marketable commodity in Irish 

fisheries. Putting the marketable value on capacity creates its own distinctive problems; 

having capacity, for instance, means having a track record which means access to quota for 

certain stock species; 

 “you have a polyvalent license, you have a polyvalent license with record right, that's 

a blank cheque, anybody that has a polyvalent license with a track record are being 

offered blank cheques, polyvalent without track record, its worthless,” (Participant 

6). 

Having capacity highlights the issue of cost for fishermen and this is an issue that affects all 

fishermen regardless of whether they are islanders or mainlanders. In order for fishermen, 

“to get access to significant amounts of quota , there is no question about it they do  need to 

buy to a big boat, they need to go and take an investment and they need to buy capacity and 

those are structures that have been put in place by the State “ (Participant 5). This also creates 

issues for new entrants to quota fisheries, such as high costs, “a guy fishing on his own with 

pots you are still talking about €50 – 70,000 which is fairly high entry cost,” (Participant 4). 

This in particular is difficult for islanders who many need, for a variety of reasons, to restrict 

their livelihood activities to those possible on the islands. 

A lack of management in the inshore sector was a key issue raised and one that affects the 

current state of island fisheries. There is a perceived historic lack of management in the 

inshore sector, which is described as, “kind of a neglected sector, I suppose decades of that, 

and it comes about there's no management it's very much free for all,” (Participant 4). This 

lack of management has resulted in unsustainable fishing practices, “it’s a race to the bottom 

and that’s something that has not been addressed by anybody, people would have 

traditionally fished 60 -100 pots, some people [and] families [now] are fishing 3000 pots for 

a 10-metre vessel, it just cannot be sustainable,” (Participant 5).  This is also expressed by 

Participant 4, a fisherman, “the sector is in a fairly precarious state at the moment, I mean 

you know we are almost entirely dependent now on a couple of key shellfish stock.” It must 
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be noted that there are other reasons for this dependence on shellfish stocks and the 

"precarious state", results not just purely from unsustainable fishing practices Fishermen, 

who traditionally fished diverse species, have been confined to certain non-quota species 

due to the inequities arising from quota allocation.  

The increase in shellfish fishing is market driven and has led to an intensification of pots off 

the west coast. Not only is it leading to an over-saturation of pots, but from a biological 

perspective, “large lobsters can’t be found anywhere anymore” (Participant 5). “It's become 

competitive I suppose, you have a lot of people competing for maybe a dwindling resource 

and I kind of think it's just dog eat dog” (Participant 4). This competition may also be 

attributed to the number of inshore boats, as Participant 5 believes, suggesting the “numbers 

are far too great.” There are other reasons why fishermen are now focusing on shellfish 

stocks, even if they have access to other stocks: 

“there's a lot of factors a lot of guys will tell you they stopped fishing whitefish 

because it is no longer viable because of the seals and the seals depredation, other 

fellows will tell you they stopped fishing white fish because they basically couldn't 

compete with larger trawlers fishing very close to the shore in Ireland,”(Participant 

4). 

What all respondents did acknowledge, however, is that one of the largest issues is declining 

fish stocks, a resource depletion attributed to a variety of factors; 

“Don’t forget a lot of this is down to the fact that the stocks are down so much. The 

stocks are down because I mean they have been fished so hard,” (Participant 7). 

“I mean that's what we are getting from a lot of our members and from my own 

experience there isn't as much fish in the bay or inshore as it used to be before.  A lot 

of people are saying it is because of big trawlers that are fishing alongside small 

boats,” (Participant 5). 

Fisheries policymakers have acknowledged that there is a gap in the management of the 

inshore sector, "there have been different initiatives over time, but these had waxed and 

waned and really there was a gap,” (Participant.8).  One such gap was lack of national 

representation for the inshore sector, including the islands, leading to managers making 

decisions regarding fisheries policies without input from the inshore sector:  

“There was no voice if you like, for the smaller fleet inshore there, you were leaving 

a vacuum always and trying to make a judgment call as to whether or not these were 

factual positions or assumptions or anecdotal,” (Participant 8). 



58 

 

This lack of voice meant that "there was a big gap in the voice that was there for the other 

2000 odd boats,” (Participant 1). This number is large considering the community element 

of fishing for coastal communities. 

 “Going back to 5or 6 years previous to that I don't think the decision makers wanted 

to talk to people from the inshore sector. I don't think they really realised a value of 

it. People thought the Irish fishing industry, they pictured a guy in a trench coat with 

a couple of big super trawlers up in Killybegs or something like that you know… I 

don't think people realised the Irish fishing industry is really about guys with small 

boats because they make up the vast majority of the numbers,” (Participant 4). 

The Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine set up Inshore Fisheries Forums in 2014. 

According to the Department, “from our point of view it has been hugely beneficial,” 

(Participant 8). The creation of these forums, according to the department, has enabled them 

to develop policy in conjunction with inshore fishermen which would not have happened 

previously. When referring to policy development, Participant 8 highlighted: 

“Up until a couple of years ago, it's the sort of issue that would have been almost 

impossible for the inshore fisheries sector and including the island groups to have a 

concrete standing in because they didn't have an official footprint.”  

 Other respondents, had contrasting opinions on the forums, “it’s a forum, which is important 

it’s a forum, it’s a talking shop” (Participant 6).  Several participants were critical of the 

structure of the forum. Meaning that, as a forum, it does not have the power to avail of certain 

measures, and it has a clear mandate to generate policy suggestions through discussions, 

which may also effect the working efficacy of forums: 

 “Within in the national inshore fisheries forum, they are finding it very difficult to 

strategically move forward because they have a lot of internal pressures within 

memberships and within the directorship of that as well,” (Participant 5). 

Overall however, a lack of representation for the inshore sector in previous decades contrasts 

with the current representation provided by the forum structure, highlighting the importance 

of political power at a local and national level, as discussed in Chapter 5. 

4.1.2  Confusion 

Confusion surrounding the directives of fisheries policies and management was apparent in 

the responses of several respondents, particularly in regard to the specific impact of quota 

management on island fisheries. Participant 4, for example, was unsure of the policy on 

quota allocation, and consequentially, the impact of this: 
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“Maybe it's a problem of scale, maybe there is a bunch of fishermen on an island and 

they are only allowed to catch a tonne a month or something. Maybe that's not 

enough? Maybe they need to build scale in order to justify sending their fish to some 

factory on the mainland?”  

Participant 7 made it apparent that access to quota is not an issue for fishermen, “if they are 

licensed then they have full access to the entire quota.”  If the islander fishermen have access 

to quota, then it brings into question why are islanders campaigning for quota and why does 

this Bill exist? This confusion was brought up by several respondents, however as access is 

granted by investing in capacity, capacity could be the main factor prohibiting commercial 

fishing for islanders 

Confusion over policy directives is further emphasised in relation to regulations surrounding 

mackerel, a species frequently mentioned in my participants commentary on island fisheries. 

The specific policies most often referred to concern the hook and line mackerel fishery, a 

fishery islanders could potentially benefit from. The allocated hook and line mackerel quota, 

is not being caught to its full extent, ‘the polyvalent sector have access to quota and in a lot 

of cases we are not actually catching that,’ (Participant 4). The reasons for this are variously 

debated, according to Participant 7: 

“Other than fill in a log sheet and say they caught it, they can work away and not 

have to have any special permission or authorisation to do that. The trouble is there 

is 500 tons available every year and most there is about 270 maybe closed 300 tons 

caught every year.” 

Participant 1 highlights the following as some possible reasons for the lack up the uptake of 

mackerel quota by the inshore boats, “the sector didn't know they had access to certain stocks 

like the 500 tons of mackerel.” For those that did know about the quota their feedback, “was 

that the fish were too small to be in high demand by the restaurants,” (Participant 1) 

These statements suggest that there is a lack of formal communication regarding access to 

this particular stock and that also, for those who did access the hook and line mackerel 

fishery, the market incentive was not great enough to sustain commercial extraction. The 

confusion over policy directives, evident in the responses of research participants, 

exemplifies the complexities of fisheries management as well as the potential for conflicts 

to arise as a result of the particular interests of each stakeholder group. Confusion also arises 

from the fact that policy derived at a national scale is implemented locally and that 

communication problems, between national and local levels, are particularly pertinent in 
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island communities. The possibility of  disconnect between fishers and governance is another 

contributing issue which is further analysed below.  

4.1.3 Power 

In discussions of fisheries policy, especially with regards to quota, respondents observed that 

these are matters which are "deeply political" (Participant 10). Contested power relations 

within the political realm, create conflict. In Ireland, PO's are fishermen representative 

organisations in which politicking plays a major role, according to my respondents.  This 

political play influences the state of inshore fisheries, as exemplified in a statement from 

Participant 2: 

“You have a dominant sector, greed is what really dominates that, greed will continue 

to dominate, and they will stop anybody else from getting anything else.” 

It is not required under Irish management that fishermen should join a PO. Not only is the 

inshore sector perceived to have been neglected by management, it is also thought to be not 

fully represented by PO’s. There are conflicting opinions in my research participant 

responses over why such a lack of representation for the inshore boat sector exists. 

Participant 4, a fisherman, stated, for example, that PO’s, “don’t really represent inshore 

boats.” For industry representatives, such as Participant 7, however: 

“there is nothing stopping them attending a PO, absolutely nothing, because they 

won’t, I mean we’ve tried and the other PO’s tried, if you are only speaking for one 

sector it does if you were speaking for the whole industry it would strengthen, we 

would be delighted to have more members, it would bring in far more income. But 

you wouldn’t get them to join a PO.” 

Participant 5 suggested that the lack of cohesion between fishermen leads to a lack of 

political clout in the overall Irish political environment. Further, that it would be 

advantageous if the smaller Irish fleet joined together with the larger fleet as one PO: "if you 

had that amount of fishers in one organisation, taking government on they would have to 

listen to you quite seriously, because you could potentially there is a lot of voting power.” 

Inshore fishermen, as noted, have not been fully represented by PO’s. This situation persisted 

until recently suggesting that this sector had little or no voice in fisheries management and 

policy development. Conversely, the large fleet sector has both voice and influence:  
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“The producer organisations who had been the official representative of the fishing 

industry. that were very involved in negotiation processes at national and EU level 

were the only people who were speaking on behalf of the Irish fishing industry,” 

(Participant 8). 

As representatives of PO’s are involved in fisheries negotiations at both national and EU 

levels, they have perceptible political influence over fisheries policy direction. Hence, it is 

understandable that people perceive the large fleet sector as having an unjust advantage in 

quota management allocation on a national level.  This opinion is contradicted, however, by 

the response of Participant 1 who argued that PO's do not have the power to “distribute 

quota”, and that even if this “was a view held by some of the representative organisations,” 

it is incorrect. It is understandable that popularly people believe that PO’s have influence in 

quota management and distribution, the reasons for which will be discussed further in 

chapter 5. 

This perception of PO’s having power, particularly those representing the large fleet sector, 

is further illustrated in regard to the different policy informing pelagic fisheries. According 

to Participant 4, “each species are allocated by a specific ministerial policy and that's really 

very, very stark difference in industry between large and small.”  This disparity in policy-

making is further highlighted in relation to the importance of track record, such as those 

existing for mackerel. “Track record was designed by various lobbyists within the fishery 

industry and it was designed to suit the members, so I think 95% of the quota is given to 

approximately 50 vessels and the other 5% is for the other 750 odd vessels that are left in 

the fleet,” (Participant 4). Participant 4 also suggested that, irrespective of official rhetoric, 

privatisation was at work:  

 “I mean the producer organisations would say oh god no it's not privatisation but I 

mean the truth of the matter is, there's only a very small number of companies not 

even individuals there are companies, that that have access to this public resource.” 

The power dynamic between inshore fishermen and government can also be viewed in the 

following statements; here civil servant participants comment on the disconnect between 

fishermen and government in the past and how their recent efforts to be more inclusive was 

met with some suspicion: 

“They were fairly sceptical, suits they were calling us.” (Participant 8). 

“A number of them commented it was the first time they had met someone from the 

Department, and which I found it's hard to believe,” (Participant 1). 
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“The sector we're of the view that policy was forced upon them rather than being 

involved in formation of that policy,” (Participant 1). 

“they felt that that they weren't part of the process and that they were excluded from 

it you know one of the reasons we have set this up is that we can't talk to sheets of 

paper,” (Participant 1). 

As the inshore was not part of previous policy making with the Department of Agriculture, 

Food and Marine, the suspicion among fishermen may be attributed to caution over this 

change in power dynamics and new inclusion in the process. 

From my field observations of visiting Bere Island, there is a notable disparity between it 

and the mainland in terms of fishing practices and visible fishing paraphernalia. The 

mainland harbour of Castletownbere is one of the biggest harbours in Ireland and its port is 

crowded with large vessels from various EU Member States as well as many of the Irish 

fleet. Heading to Bere Island, to its small harbours with very few boats moored, epitomised 

the contrast in Ireland between the small and large scale sectors. There was a similar disparity 

in Killybegs, where some of Ireland's largest trawlers are located. These trawlers are over 

50m LOA and the contrast of them moored alongside smaller vessels of around 10m LOA 

is a strong visual representation of inequitable power in fisheries. These vessels create a stark 

contrast to Árainn Mhór, located in the same County.  

In summary, the following points were raised as contributing factors to the current state of 

island fisheries: the CFP and its overarching policies; quota policy allocation; access to 

capacity; lack of management of stocks and; the historic lack of representation for the inshore 

sector and islanders. The theme of confusion demonstrates the lack of information regarding 

island fisheries, an issue which can be linked to management. The discussion concerning 

power shows how the historic lack of representation through PO’s has hindered island 

fisheries development, it also points to the lack of clout for fisheries as whole and the unequal 

power relations between the government and the inshore sector.  

4.2 Cultural, Historical and Livelihood Values of Island 
Fisheries 

The results demonstrate the complex factors involved in the current state of island fisheries. 

They also, arguably, point to the effects of neoliberal governance on ecosystems and small 

communities. This research question, concerning cultural, historical and livelihood values, 
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yielded fewer direct responses in my interviews compared to my other research questions. 

This will be examined more fully in the discussion chapter, though I note here that the 

question engages with a relatively abstract epistemology. The themes which arose in relation 

to this question concern fisheries management, power and the impact of these on cultural, 

historical and livelihood values.  I will endeavour to unpack this theme using statements 

from the respondents.  

It is necessary to give an insight into the values islander fishermen attach to their fisheries 

before going into a detailed discussion of the themes. Participant 6, who is an islander 

fisherman, spoke in detail and with nostalgia about his life experiences. He had several 

insights into what fishing means in his life and what fishing means to a way of life on the 

island. These statements reflect the intrinsic value of the sea and fishing to this islander 

fisherman.  

“from when I was young, from 4 or 5, I was given a very simple, a very simple way 

of life, you know I lived on the piers because that’s where the town centre was at the 

piers, as you can imagine on an island the hub of the place was the pier, we were 

given a very inherent way of life.” (Participant 6). 

 “See as far as you can see, that’s my farm. That is my farm, I came here, well I didn’t 

come here, my people came here not to harvest the land, but to harvest the sea, that 

is our farm right there,” (Participant 6). 

These statements not only demonstrate the cultural, historical and livelihood values of 

fishing to this individual, but give insight into how life was lived on that island in his 

childhood.  

4.2.1 Fisheries Management 

The 2006 ban on commercial drift net fishing for salmon was a fisheries policy consistently 

referred to in interviews.   Wild salmon was an important fishery culturally, historically and 

in terms of livelihood practices in many islands such as the ones located in Donegal. Salmon 

touches on all the themes identified above and demonstrates the devastating impact the 

imposition of policy, conceived at national and European level, can have on an island way 

of life.  

Before the ban in 2006, a seasonal fishery existed which complimented additional streams 

of income for islanders: 
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 “Starting in the Spring, we had April part of May you fished lobster. June and July 

you would fish salmon for 2 weeks. In August it was always typically holiday time. 

Then you go back and fish lobster for the month until the first or second week of 

September, take your gear then and then you would go off and do bit of harvest 

herring and the winter herring and then of course of the winter would dictate, tie up 

and work on your gear do it all again,” (Participant 6). 

Salmon is referred to as, “life bread” and the “one building block that made the house 

complete,” (Participant 6).  The value of salmon for the islanders has a central cultural 

component but it also has an explicit emotional aspect: 

“Our way of life, destroyed, destroyed, who you are.  The fabric of who you are, they 

never thought about that. See when you take away that soul. It's very emotive, it's 

emotive for me,” (Participant 6). 

 

The consequences of the salmon ban has cultural impacts.  “Since the salmon ban came in, 

we lost that generation that we won’t get back,” (Participant 6).  When referring to the lost 

generation, Participant 6 refers to his son and his generation who now have lost the 

knowledge of the sea, “if I wanted to go fishing tomorrow morning, my son can’t tie a rope, 

can’t tie a knot. He wouldn’t know how to tie off a boat, he wouldn’t know how to row a 

boat.” 

Besides cultural and historical values attached to salmon, there existed a livelihood value, 

that is, salmon fishing was commercially valuable. When the ban was implemented, the 

economic incentive associated with the salmon fishery ceased.  It became no longer 

economically viable for people to sustain their livelihoods on the island, resulting in an 

exodus from, for example, Árainn Mhór, as mentioned in the literature review. Fishing for 

salmon clearly maintained island populations in the past. On one island alone in the late 

1980s to early 1990s:  

Participant 6: There was a thousand people on the island, 800 – 1000 people easily 

 Q2: All for fishing? 

Participant 6: Most certainly 

 

This number reflects the amount of people on the island rather than the number of people 

who were fishing, the latter of which was around one hundred people, according to 

Participant 6. Thirty years later the population on this particular island is less than half. 

Population decline has serious and widespread consequences on island ways of life, “you 

can see the effects of the fishing restrictions on the population on the island over the years, 

                                                 
2 Q refers to the interviewer 
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and the effects on the school numbers, on everything else, the knock-on effect,” (Participant 

3). 

From my field observations, the visibility of fisheries was different on each island. On 

Whiddy, for example, there was only one resident islander fisherman, contrasting starkly 

with the buoys surrounding the island marking the vast aquaculture industry in the bay. The 

appearance of these is an indication of how fishing culture has changed over the past few 

decades. On Árainn Mhór, deserted harbours brought to mind how bustling these would have 

been at the peak of the fishing industry. It was evident, however, that fishing is still a part of 

island life: there are boats scattered along the coastline, and boats on land for repair along 

with pots and nets. It is the scale of fisheries that differs today for the islanders: there are 

now 19 boats registered to the island with additional people also working as crew, but in the 

peak time of fishing there were one hundred people involved in fisheries on Árainn Mhór.  

4.2.2 Power 

The ban on commercial fishing for salmon clearly demonstrates the power of outside 

political decisions to affect the islands. This power from external forces changed the cultural, 

historical and livelihood values associated with salmon for the islanders.  From the 

perspective of the islanders, the ban could have been “changed with a stroke of a pen,” 

(Participant 6). The wild salmon fishing ban also highlights the government’s ability to 

discount the historic and cultural value of this fishery as well as the broader livelihood value 

of the salmon drift net fishing licence.  That no account was taken of the repercussions of 

the ban for islander ways of life is further expression of the unequal power relations that 

exist between the mainland government and islanders  

Islander fishermen resisted the salmon ban and the disavowal of their historic way of life in 

a variety of ways. When fishermen were offered compensation to relinquish their license, 

for instance “we didn’t take it, we didn’t take the compensation because it wasn’t ours to 

give,” (Participant 6). Participant 6 was referring to the fact that the right to fish for salmon 

was not his right individually but was a right inherent to generations of islanders as well as 

future fishermen.   

The decision to ban commercial salmon fishing is perceived as a political one. Participant 6 

argued that the salmon fishery, when it was operating in the final years, was the “most 

regulated fishery in the history of the state.” These regulations were implemented in an 
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attempt to conserve salmon as a national resource as wild salmon stocks were observed to 

be in decline. The ban on drift net fishing was a response to this decline. There are other 

industries, however, such as angling, tourism, farming and aquaculture that have an impact 

on salmon stocks. The government, however, chose to sanction the inshore fishermen by 

targeting commercial salmon fishers, “they protected the hoteliers, they protected the 

tourism, they protected the farmers,” (Participant 6). This highlights the power or lack 

thereof of the commercial salmon fishermen when competing against external groups. 

Notably, the wild salmon stock has not recovered to this date.  

Given that fisheries are an intrinsic part of islander life, the loss of access to this resource 

has led to islander activism and the local creation of organisations to represent them and 

campaign for fishing policy changes. This demonstrates the power of resistance inherent in 

islanders acting collectively: “I’m a part-time fisherman but a full-time advocate of island 

fishermen,’ (Participant 6). This activism demonstrates determination as it is no small feat 

to lobby for over ten years and collectively unite disparate populations. It is, “time-

consuming but I suppose the islands have an added complication as they're very, very spread 

out geographically,” (Participant 3). Not only is it time consuming it is costly, “there is a lot 

of work gone into this, time and effort I suppose, maybe the strength of it, is the fact that its 

self – funded our whole campaign from day one, we never received a penny, whether we 

were eligible or not this is all self-funded by ourselves,” (Participant 6). 

Through this lobbying and activism, islanders experienced the power that adheres to political 

office as well as garnering their own “grassroots” power. “They'll say ok you need to talk to 

another department, and you can spend a good bit of time being pushed from pillar to post,” 

(Participant 3). It is through this lobbying that islander fishermen also managed to get 

acknowledgment for offshore islands in the CFP recital: “Small offshore islands which are 

dependent on fishing should, where appropriate, be specially recognised and supported in 

order to enable them to survive and prosper,” (CFP, Regulation, EU, No 1380/2013). 

In conclusion, the wild salmon fishery can be viewed as a symbol of the cultural, historical 

and livelihood values of islanders in this research. It demonstrates the components of a 

seasonal fishery and how, through fisheries management decisions, this “life-bread” was 

taken away causing population decline, a loss of generational knowledge and economic 

hardship. The theme of power inequity is shown by the governments apparent favouring of 
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other sectors impacting wild salmon stock over the island’s wild salmon fishery and the 

primarily economic reasoning through which the government implemented the ban. The 

power demonstrated by the islanders in resisting the ban is indicative of a “double 

movement”, as argued in the discussion chapter.  

4.3 Perceptions of the Island Fisheries (Heritage 
License) Bill  

For the islanders interviewed in this research, the cultural, livelihood and historic values 

were expressed in the desire for fishing rights to return to the islands. Historic fishing rights 

include seasonal fisheries which sustained populations, island economies and enabled the 

passing on of traditional knowledge. Islanders have been greatly affected by external forces, 

yet it is now the islanders who are using their own power to try and regain rights. This, in 

short, is what the Bill seeks to do. The section is divided into people’s perceptions of the Bill 

followed by the themes of confusion and power.  

4.3.1 Heritage License (Islands Fisheries) Bill and People’s Perceptions  

The majority of the interviews (9 out of a total of 10) were conducted before the “Detailed 

Scrutiny of the Island Fisheries (Heritage Licence) Bill 2017,” report which was published 

in November 2018, hence the perceptions of the respondents should be taken in reference to 

the original wording of the Heritage License (Islands Fisheries) Bill. 

All respondents acknowledged that there are issues surrounding the inshore sector and for 

islanders. People’s perceptions of the Bill were mixed, which can be attributed to the 

confusion surrounding the Bill. This lack of clarity meant some respondents could not give 

input into their perception of the ability of the Bill to address the cultural, economic and 

historical values of island fisheries. Respondents acknowledged that islanders have unique 

circumstances, but many questioned if the Bill was the best method to address these 

circumstances. There is no clear picture of how many people are clearly for or against the 

Bill. People believed something needs to be done about island fisheries, but the Bill, in its 

original format, is not what they could fully support. 

For participants supporting the Bill, they believe that it is a positive step in the process of 

gaining recognition for island fisheries, but “even if we get it, there is another battle ahead 
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for us," (Participant 6).Whether the Bill passes or not, there is work ahead for islander 

fishermen and the fisheries sector as a whole.  

 Participant 6, who is campaigning in support of the Bill, summarises what his hopes are and 

how this will restore the cultural, economic and historical values of fisheries to his island; 

“Heritage is quota, it’s to get back to traditional ways of life. What I would, what I 

would love to see really is me to be able to come home on a Friday evening, this is 

my vision right, of how this heritage is going to work out, to come in on a Friday 

evening on a wee boat with some crab, some lobster, some mackerel some pollock. 

A variety of a fish in a box, or 2 boxes, or whatever. I go down to the little stall down 

on the pier and give it to a vendor, lovely display of ice where every visitor in the 

place can go and buy fresh fish on the island, direct sales, 100% profit back to the 

fisherman. That’s my definition of my heritage.” 

Participant 6’s commentary on what heritage means for him is very much reflective of the 

academic accounts of heritage as discussed in the literature review. For this participant the 

Bill aligns with his heritage aspirations. Conversely, the following statement is a very critical 

commentary on the Bill: 

 “I have very mixed feelings about this, more than mixed feelings really, it is based 

on something, that is something not workable and it is not doing any favours and 

would not do any favours to island fishermen. In fact, I think it would actually a very 

serious backward step for them,” (Participant, 7). 

The “backward step”, is in reference to the possible conflict the Bill could cause in the 

fisheries sector as a whole. Participant 7 also thought that the Bill would place constraints 

on islander fishermen, such as the stipulated fishing limit of 6nm of fishing around the island 

and this would be a “backward step,” for the islanders. This constraint would go against the 

freedom and diversification islanders want, according to this participant.  

The diversity of attitudes concerning the Bill may be attributed to confusion or a lack of 

knowledge. Participant 4 said: “I think, look, the broad objective of the bill nobody can 

disagree with it, it’s basically trying to put a bit of life into Ireland fisheries again.” His main 

problem with the bill related to the wording and the "method" in which it would be delivered. 

The method here refers to the concept of what the Bill proposes regarding assigning quota 

to the islands (more details are provided in the discussion section). The concern over the 

method also feeds into a concern over the possible ramifications for other participants in 

fisheries and the discord this may cause. Participant 4 acknowledges that the islanders need 
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help, but was unconvinced about the possible cost of this help for mainland fishery 

participants; 

“I don't think anyone would begrudge the island guys getting a leg up. They do face 

very specific challenges and you need specific measures to meet specific challenges 

but I suppose the danger or not the danger, but there is a perception out there that is 

it going to be a case of to rob Peter to pay Paul, are you going to rob mainland 

fisherman to pay island fisherman?” (Participant, 4). 

4.3.2 Fisheries Management 

Quota for island fishers is what the Bill ultimately intends to secure. Respondents discussed 

how the Bill contradicts Irish fisheries policy in relation to quota ownership, thus, using the 

Bill to try and restore island fisheries may cause issues: 

 “you cannot take quota and assign it to an island or to a group of people on an island 

or at one particular individual on an island. It's against the law and it is against the 

way Ireland set up its exploitation of what is a national resource and it must be 

available on a pro rata basis or on a fair basis to everybody who is entitled to apply 

to use that resource,” (Participant, 7). 

Some respondents believe assigning quota to a named community will create issues for 

future Irish fisheries policies and also generate problems for islanders: “I don't think 

privatising it for them is the way to go because I think you would be setting a very dangerous 

precedent.” (Participant, 4). It is clear from this statement that the participant did not perceive 

islander quota as a community development quota, but rather as an individual or private 

quota right. Privatising, in Participant 4’s comment, refers to the idea that if a quota is 

granted to a named group, such as the islanders, this gives them rights to quota which no 

other group in Ireland has. As noted, quota is allocated to vessels in Ireland. Ring-fencing 

was a common term that was used to describe the Bill's reference to quota allocation among 

islanders. Participant 4 also had an interesting perspective on the difference between 

community quota and private quota: 

 “If you think of Ireland in theory, we have community quota, we have the national 

quota it's not privatised it's there. So then what the Bill sets out to it sets out to take 

a portion to ring-fence a portion for a group of individuals, now I know it could be 

an island cooperative or whatever, but it's still a group of named individuals.  So, in 

effect, you are taking a public quota and you are privatising it in order to make it a 

public quota so that like to me that there is something fundamentally wrong in the 

approach there,” (Participant, 4). 
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Participant 7 expressed several concerns about ring-fencing: “if you have it allocated to the 

island than that's ring-fenced to the island, we the rest of us can have no say what happens 

to it.” Participant 7 also suggested that the Bill had the potential to restrict access to quota 

species in the future, “their ring-fencing quota they would be prevented from going to other 

species." For example, if a new species was to become available in the future, islanders 

would have not have access to it as a consequence of the restrictions set out in the Bill. 

Further issues with quota management, as expressed in the Bill’s terminology, were 

mentioned by Participant 4; 

“Quota itself is done by fish that was one of the problems with the islands heritage 

bill it doesn't specify what quota we're talking about.” 

“When you are talking about quota you need to identify which species you were 

talking about because you know they are managed differently.”  

As summarised in the literature review, quota allocation in Ireland is done by species, 

therefore, to create a blanket allocation to a specific group would not work, in the opinion of 

Participant 4. 

Access to capital was an issue highlighted by several participants. Participant 5 argued that 

quota was already available to islander fishermen, though capital is needed to access quota, 

“they” in this context refers to islanders: 

 “they have the same access to quota as somebody on the mainland, they have the 

same access, if they if they can afford it, I understand that's an issue, but somebody 

living on Árainn Mhór and somebody living Burtonport, they have the same access 

to the resource as everybody else. There are actually no differences.” 

 “has to be pointed out, that even people from coastal and island communities can 

afford to do that, you know they can make that investment and the people before 

them have done it and some of them are even doing it today.” 

Access to quota means having capital to invest in capacity, which many fishermen cannot 

afford due to the high costs involved. Access to capital is not the only concern. According 

to Participant 7 the Bill would not help islander livelihoods, as scale is another important 

factor in financially successful fisheries: 

 “If it is a minuscule amount they are asking for, then it isn't going to do what you 

are saying, that it will give them a better livelihood. Because a minuscule amount is 
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what it is a minuscule amount, unless they eat it themselves, it’s of no value to them. 

You have to have the critical volume to make these things work.”  

According to Participant 3, conversely, small scale is best suited for islander fishermen: 

“we're never going to have big scale on the islands but that's suits because smaller 

volumes and higher prices you can still make a living or help make a living on the 

islands a lot of the fisherman  would be seasonal because the fishing small boats you 

can't be fishing when the weather is bad.” 

Participant 4 also engages with the “argument of scale”. He further questions the lack of 

hook and line mackerel quota uptake by small-scale fishers:  

“It [the Bill] continuously points that it is actually about very small-scale, you 

know there is a reference of the guys going out with hook and line and coming in 

with 50 - 60 kilos a day and they just want a small bit of fish to sell to local 

restaurants and themselves.  And that then defines the argument of scale but like 

the 50-60 kilos of a day they already have that so why aren't they catching it so is it 

about something else?” (Participant, 4). 

Participant 7 suggested that to make money a value added product is required: “haddock, 

you need to do be doing something with it other than just wet fish on a counter, you are not 

going to make any money out of that.” Participant 7, suggested that producing smoked fish 

and creating other high-end products would be financially beneficial for islander fisheries. 

4.3.3 Confusion 

It was apparent from the interviews that confusion over the Bill was a dominant theme. 

People are unsure what it aims are, what its possible benefits are, and what cultural, social 

and livelihood values of island fisheries it referenced. The main confusion, though, arose 

from the actual name of the Bill.  

When referring to the name of the Bill, Participant 6 stated, “heritage license, but that wasn’t 

our term, it’s their term.” The term “heritage license” was not created specifically for the 

purposes of the Bill, rather it originated from previous research and the 2014 report 

“Promoting Sustainable Rural Coastal and Island Communities,” as Recommendation 10 as 

discussed in the literature review.  

Participant 7 stated, “the biggest flaw for me, everyone was getting confused with the 

terminology,” and “calling it a license Bill was a terrible mistake, again, a licence in the 

fishing scheme things, a licence belongs to a vessel not a person.”  Participant 1 was also 
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confused by the language of the Bill, the “name of the Bill, for example, the island fisheries 

heritage licence Bill, we sort of assumed at an early stage that these guys were looking for a 

licence of some sort of fishing boat licence." 

As well as the name of the Bill, there was confusion over the intention of it. Participants are 

unsure whether the Bill is for a boat license, or what fish stocks it is concerned with, or if 

there were already systems in place that the islanders could use to achieve their goals. This 

confusion is highlighted in the following statements: 

“We were sort of puzzled, of what this Bill actually wanted to achieve,” (Participant 

1). 

 “I suppose the method then that it seems to propose how it's going to do it I mean 

they come across as being obscure, and maybe slightly contradictory again maybe 

it's just the fact you know I don't have a full understanding of it or maybe a full 

understanding doesn't exist on it.  But there are a few things kind of that necessarily 

make sense in it,” (Participant 4). 

“I don’t really know what exactly they want or why or what quota they want to get 

access to?” (Participant 5). 

"We were kind of left scratching our heads as too, well island fisherman  can get a 

licence  for their fishing boat already,  so they are already licensed and registered so 

that's fine,  they already have access to quota  for a number of species  so that's in 

place so really what is this intending to do?  What is it that we can't see that it is 

intending to do?" (Participant 8). 

Participant 8 highlights the uncertainty over why islanders are not already benefiting from 

existing fisheries policies and quota. If the lack of access to quota is due to cost, then this 

also suggests the precarious economic situation in islands.  

In conclusion, the Bill’s intention is to give quota to islanders, which will lead to 

diversification of stocks fished and restore some fishing cultural values. For the respondents 

that were unsure of the Bill, their concerns included that it would create further constraints 

on the islanders by “ringfencing” them. In terms of fisheries management what the Bill 

proposes does not work under Irish law, but laws can be changed. There is concern, however, 

regarding the repercussions of this change.  
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4.4 Future 

Although it was not part of the original research aims, it seems pertinent to include a 

discussion on the future of island fisheries, as respondents highlighted possible outcomes, 

both positive and negative. At the time of writing this research, it is not known whether the 

Bill will pass. Thus, it is unclear what potential consequences the Bill could have on the 

future of island fisheries. Respondents did have opinions in general regarding the future of 

island fisheries and the inshore sector as a whole. 

 “Well I would like to think it is very bright, I think it could be I mean, I think there 

is a change in thinking that you know big is it necessarily better. I think there is a 

change in thinking that you are nearly better off having 10 small boats as opposed to 

one big boat because you know it's more sustainable not only from an environmental 

perspective but also socioeconomic.  So I'd like to think I'd like to think its positive,” 

(Participant 4). 

What Participant 4 means is that there is a change in direction at the EU level regarding scale 

in fisheries and the need to protect coastal communities. He believe that this change will be 

positive for smaller fleets. 

However, this optimism was tempered by concern over low stocks in the inshore sector: 

“There needs to be a focus [on the] internally on the inshore sector, I believe  there 

are too many boats fishing, too many pots, there needs to be very, very, very strong 

management plans drawn up, for people fishing crabs, lobsters, and shrimp in 

particular,” (Participant, 5). 

“I think there has to be conservation in lobster and crab, unquestionably because it 

will be fished to extinction,” (Participant, 6). 

“I think we need to get back to more of the diverse inshore fishing I think it's the kind 

of thing there's almost a sort of unhealthy reliance now on key shellfish fisheries, you 

would just be a bit worried about that. I think you know if it was the case, it could be 

a little bit more diversification back into quota species, it would be a good thing,” 

(Participant 4). 

Representation for the islanders is seemingly growing which will enable islander fishers to 

have a voice in future decision-making in fisheries policy. For the inshore sector as a whole, 

the forum structures also enable participation in decision-making as "legitimate 

stakeholders," (Participant 8). The representation provided by the forums does not solely 

concern the fishery sector but also sectors such as renewable energy, enabling inshore 

fishermen to have a much wider say in future policy directions. "A lot of those policy areas 
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may or may not impact on fishing going forward, so this is a good platform for all sort of 

ideas to be bounced and developed,” (Participant 1). The IIMRO is hoping to set up a PO, 

“the PO gives us a seat at the table now, it doesn’t give us access to quota, but it gives us the 

argument,” (Participant, 6). An “argument” is what will be key for the future of islander 

fishermen to enable them to discuss quota allocation alongside other PO’s and the 

government.  

Technology will become increasingly important in island fisheries and inshore fisheries. 

Future policy includes vessel monitoring and digital catch reporting, which the EU 

commission has proposed as a requirement for all sea fishing boats. 

“if you talk about the future of inshore fisheries, island fisheries or small-scale 

fisheries,  it is going to be a huge game-changer for them. They will have to have 

some kind of devices on board that monitors their location and position and reports 

it back to an official body and they will have to have some kind of a digital catch 

reporting mechanism,” (Participant, 8). 

This sort of technology may be of vital importance to demonstrate how islander fishermen 

operate and digital catch records could lead to evidence of fishing histories for future 

generations. 

Several participants highlighted the potential bright future of island fisheries, irrespective of 

the Bill. Positive steps for island and small-scale fisheries could be achieved in conjunction 

with structures already in place and help from organisations such as BIM. 

“things like the hook and line fishery you can end up bringing stuff in that goes 

straight to high-end restaurants markets instead and that does get better prices,” 

(Participant, 8). 

“there's a fantastic opportunity there for small scale coastal fisherman to go out 

there catch things like mackerel, keep them in immaculate condition, absolutely 

you know pristine and because they are dealing with small quantities, they should 

be able to do that. So, they can land that, and they could get top price for it and go 

straight to restaurants and supermarkets where they want to have nice looking fish,” 

(Participant, 7). 

“There’s a lot of potential for the smaller scale side of you could do a lot of added 

value and stuff like that.  But that needs to be done in tandem with policy 

development and all the rest of it you know.” (Participant, 4). 

What these participants observe is in fact what the Bill aims to achieve: a vision of heritage 

promoting a small -scale fleet and a high-end fish product that could be sold on islands or 
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elsewhere. This aim could be funded through structures like the EMFF, and support from 

the EU.  

Arguably the biggest issue facing Ireland’s fishing industry is that of Brexit. This could be 

potentially devastating for all fishing communities. 

“Brexit then is another big issue, it’s going to drive, potentially, vessels from other 

coasts and other Member States into Irish waters that normally fish in UK waters, 

more pressure on resources and stocks and having a very negative biological impact. 

Nobody has done that assessment nobody has been clearly able to say what that is, 

but if you, shift them from one place to the other, there is going to be biological 

effects and economic effects on coastal communities. It doesn’t look very good.” 

(Participant, 5). 

Brexit is a complete unknown for all sectors involved and this is also the case for fisheries 

in Ireland. Brexit was also highlighted as a potential reason for the Bill not to be passed as 

the snowball effect of Brexit may cause an election in Ireland resulting in the Bill being "lost 

in the stacks," of legislative procedures, according to Participant 3. 

Although there is no certainty when discussing the future of island fisheries, results do show 

some factors which could potentially be instrumental in island fisheries development, such 

as the change in thinking at the EU, low stocks, representation, technology and Brexit. From 

the overall results it is evident that there are participants which support the Bill and those 

that do not. Island fisheries are governed by national fisheries management, though since 

1983 another layer of management has been added by the CFP. These structures constrain 

islander fishers, but islanders, drawing on local values, are empowered to resist.  
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5 Discussion 

The aims of this research were, fundamentally, to gain insight into island fisheries: their 

current status, the cultural, historical, and livelihood values of island fisheries and peoples’ 

perceptions of the Islands Fisheries (Heritage Bill) as a means to meet these values. The 

interview participants in this research have a variety of backgrounds and experiences in 

fisheries. This variety enables the research results to have a broad range despite the small 

sample number (n=10). This discussion chapter, like the previous chapter, is divided into 

research questions and their relevant themes. It concludes with suggestions for further 

research while discussing the limitations of this research.  

5.1 Main Contributing Factors to the Current State of 
Fisheries in the Islands 

From the results of this research the following themes emerged as contributing factors to the 

current state of island fisheries; fisheries management, power and confusion. Prominent 

points of discussion raised by participants include: Fisheries management under the CFP, 

national quota allocation policies, access to capacity, a lack of management of stocks and an 

historic lack of representation for the inshore and islanders were. These points are linked to 

the theme of power. Power inequities are exhibited in the historic lack of representation for 

islanders on PO’s, the lack of ‘clout’ the fisheries sector as a whole has in Ireland in 

comparison to other industries and the relationship between the government and the inshore 

sector. Confusion is another issue tied up with the distribution of power.   

In Ireland’s fisheries management there is no policy distinction between the mainland and 

the islands, therefore results included issues pertaining to the inshore sector as a whole. This 

is based on the fact that the islander fleet is mainly inshore in composition, meaning that 

vessels are small-scale, being 12m LOA, and operate under polyvalent licenses and potting 

licenses to target stocks such as crab and lobster. Respondents who did not have a 

comprehensive background knowledge of the islands could only allude to what they perceive 

are issues for island fisheries.  These respondents assumed that the issues pertaining to 

inshore fisheries in general are in large part the same as what contributes to the current state 

of island fisheries. What is clear from the results is that fishing communities throughout 

Ireland are struggling and for islanders they have additional compounding factors arising 

from living on an island, issues to be discussed later in this section.  
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Engaging in daily conservations revolving around the weather is a cultural trait in Ireland. It 

is not surprising, therefore, that the weather surfaced as a topic in interviews. The islands 

featured in this research are on the west coast of Ireland from where they are subjected to 

the storms of the Atlantic. Not only does the weather dictate when fishermen can operate, it 

also dictates where they can fish and has the potential to confine the small-scale fleet to 

sheltered areas.  The weather and spatial confinement have consequences, such as increased 

competition in areas and a lack of income due to bad weather, leading to financial pressure 

and the possible reassignment of fishing opportunity for fishermen.  

Communities in rural Ireland are struggling in the aftermath of the economic collapse of 

2008. Many of the small fishing communities are in areas of deprivation where there are less 

opportunities for people than for those in urban areas. Donegal, a largely rural county, for 

instance, is classed as an extremely disadvantaged area (Joint sub-Committee on Fisheries, 

2014). It has high rates of unemployment and high levels of emigration. Donegal also 

happens to be where Killybegs, one of the biggest fishing harbours, is located, as well as 

several of the islands that feature in this research. Donegal has higher levels of employment 

in fisheries and higher seafood consumption rates in comparison to other counties in Ireland 

(Mc Cormack, 2017).  It is also where the development of commercial fisheries began back 

in the 1950’s and where the peak of pelagic fishing occurred in the 1980’s. Donegal is a 

crucial part of the history of Irish commercial fisheries (Donkersloot &Menzies, 2015). 

Donegal has also experienced the impacts of neoliberalism, including power being 

consolidated into the hands of the few while smaller fishermen, unable to compete, have 

been pushed out of the market. Its small communities have a decreasing population in line 

with changes in the fishing industry over the last few decades.  

For the islands, such as Árainn Mhór, maintaining a population is vital for the island to 

survive. The population on the island fluctuates in accordance with the impact of external 

policies, raising the question of the value assigned to islands by the government, an issue 

further discussed in section 5.2. It is interesting to note that the islands are recognised as an 

‘integral part of the state’s heritage’ (Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 

2015). There are initiatives in place to preserve the islands and its populations, a point raised 

by representatives during discussions of the Bill. Islanders are recognised as having unique 

circumstances and therefore are afforded some leeway in areas such as certain tax schemes, 

social welfare and farming. While there are subsidies available for farmers, no such subsidies 
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exist in the fishing industry in Ireland. The purpose of this research is not to debate the merits 

of introducing fishing subsidies into fishing, though it is important to note that exemptions 

and protections are afforded to islanders in other aspects of their lives. This recognition by 

the government of the importance of the islands has not translated thus far into fisheries, and 

this can be attributed to the current state of fisheries in the islands.  

5.1.1 Fisheries Management 

The current state of the fisheries in the islands may be viewed as a by-product of management 

to avert a “Tragedy of the Commons”. Controls and regulations were put in place by the EU 

and Ireland in order to ensure the viability of this natural resource for future generations.  

These controls are a neoliberalist approach to conserve ecosystem services by “controlling 

access, especially by granting exclusive property rights to individuals or units” (McCay, 

2012). This summarises how fisheries are managed within the EU. It is from granting rights 

to certain sectors of fishermen that socio-economic disparities can occur, especially in the 

case of small-scale fishermen.  

As discussed in the literature review, the CFP is in place to create a common market for 

fisheries products and policies and it uses several methods for member states to regulate their 

fisheries. As policy is usually developed using a top-down approach, a disconnect may be 

emerge between policy makers and fishermen (Delaney, & Hastie, 2007).  The following 

quote from an islander fishermen is indicative of this disconnect: “Fishing isn’t done at sea 

anymore, it is done at table in Brussels,” (Ó Domhnaill & Fitzpatrick, 2016). This quote 

points to the changes in fishing livelihoods and the fishing industry. It also shows how a 

disconnect can exist between management in Brussels and island fishermen off the west 

coast of Ireland. Creating policies to cover all the Member States of the EU means that 

communities may be sacrificed for the “greater good”. Participant 7, an island fisherman, 

believes that the inshore sector was “scarified” for the creation of common EU waters in the 

1970s.  This sacrifice may be attributed to an historic lack of representational channels 

available to small-scale fishers and the unequal power structures impacting on inshore 

fisheries.  

The EU has a definition of small-scale fishermen (SSF) “fishing carried out by fishing 

vessels of an overall length of less than 12 m and not using towed fishing gear” (EMFF 

Regulation 508/2014). This definition is required to be implemented by Member States. In 
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Ireland this formal recognition does not exist in management policy. The Department of 

Agriculture, Food and Marine have a “loose definition” (Participant 1) of what they consider 

the inshore sector to be, as mentioned in the results section above. There are advantages to 

this definitional disparity. Each member state in the EU has a different fleet depending on 

its needs as determined by factors such as its geography, weather and target species. If 

Ireland was to adopt the EU definition into legislation, it could negatively impact the vessels 

between 12m LOA and 18m LOA. These vessels operate in the same manner as their smaller 

counterparts in that they are unable to operate in certain weather conditions and usually target 

the same species.  Therefore, to a have a rigid definition enforced could disadvantage the 

fishing fleet of Ireland. Conversely, adhering to the EU definition may give recognition to a 

previously unacknowledged group and ensure that there is protection afforded.3 The EU 

definition of SSF recognises this sector as using more environmentally friendly fishing 

methods and as being more aligned with the socio-economic needs of communities.  

Inshore boats make up eighty percent of the Irish fleet and support 2,500 to 3,000 jobs 

(Department of Agriculture Fisheries and Marine, 2019).  Inshore fishermen have 

experienced profits in recent years as a result of the Asian market driving up the price for 

stocks such as crab. This growth is beginning to reverse and many fishermen are struggling. 

The decline in this market has been compounded by dwindling stock levels, rising 

operational costs and increasing competition.  

The inshore fleet is distinctive for having owner operated vessels. Fishing is economically 

as well as culturally important well. As a commercial venture it is a crucial means of gaining 

income for individuals, families and communities. Owning and operating a commercial 

fishing boat is a large undertaking with associated responsibilities. This is particularly the 

case considering the environmental context, such as the unpredictability of sea conditions, 

in which fisheries operate. Seasonal fishing and freedom of movement, as practiced and 

experienced generationally by islander fishermen, has been constrained by the imposition of 

neoliberal regulations developed without their involvement. It should be noted that these 

regulations are an in place, ostensibly, to preserve stock levels and preserve future value. 

Fishermen do recognise that there is need to have regulation to protect fisheries, however 

                                                 
3 It must be noted that the Bill does aim to use the EU definition 
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the method in which these regulations operate is of issue, for instance, they are perceived 

politically as favouring large vessels.   

Under Ireland’s fisheries management policies island fisheries have fared badly. It is, 

however, positive that the Irish government has maintained the stance that quota is a national 

resource and that “property rights are not granted to individual operators,”, particularly in 

comparison to the dire social consequences flowing from Individual Transferable Quota 

fisheries in other countries  (Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 2016 a). As 

highlighted by a participant, technically fish are never owned by fishing operators, it is the 

ability to capture the fish that is the marketable value (Participant 1). Capacity is available 

for an individual, company or co-operative to purchase and thus gain access to quota for 

certain stocks. This is where neoliberal ideologies appear; people who have invested in the 

market want to protect their investment to ensure they have continued access to quota. The 

Irish government insists that it is against policy for individuals to have property rights in 

fish, but using capacity as a market tool has allowed a consolidation of fishing rights into 

the hands of the few. This “quasi-privatisation” (Participant 4), implies that people with 

capital can invest and gain capacity to fish. In terms of policy implementation, the Irish 

government has the ability to influence the distribution of fishing opportunities. Quota 

allocation, however, is decided in conjunction with the Quota Management Allocation 

Committee (QMAC), which has historically been compromised of PO’s representatives. 

This means that vessels with the largest capacity have been representing the entire fishing 

sector, which brings into question the power dynamic in fisheries. The Irish government 

wants to ensure that fishing opportunity is assigned to generate the best economic benefit to 

the exchequer, but in doing so, it does not take into consideration the impact of perceiving 

this natural resource as having only a monetary value.  

Access to capital is of concern for islander fishermen. Islanders have relatively less means 

of creating opportunities to gain capital to invest in fisheries. As previously mentioned, 

islanders rely on a variety of income streams, such as subsistence farming and tourism. 

Fishing is a complimentary income for islanders, but they are restricted by species fished 

and their capacity to fish. It is the neoliberal ideology of rewarding people with money to 

invest while simultaneously dispossessing the people who wish to maintain their traditional 

small fishing operations that creates conflicts over values. Not all islander fishermen, 
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however, have been disadvantaged by quota regulations; a few islanders benefited greatly 

by investing early on and they now own some of the largest trawlers in Ireland.  

A system of imbalance exists between the large and small fishing fleets and there is a policy 

gap in regards to the inshore sector and islander fisheries. As quota allocation favours the 

vessels with more investment and proven history in the fishery, the inshore sector is 

neglected.  This has led to the inshore sector restricting their harvest to non-quota species 

which have few management policies. While island fishermen traditionally targeted multiple 

stocks including crab and lobster, they are now restricted solely to these. This is seachange 

from the diverse fisheries previous generations of islander fishermen enjoyed. Proving that 

a fisherman can catch a certain quantity of fish is to prove it is economically viable for 

government to assign the vessel quota. Economically viability is a pillar of policy in Ireland 

regarding assigning fishing opportunities. For islander fishermen, proving this viability is 

challenged by the inconsistency of catch resulting from the tumultuous Atlantic storms.   

Respondents in this research indicated that fish stocks in the inshore sector are declining, an 

issue that needs management’s attention. In the case of islanders, and especially if the Bill 

does not pass, they will be forced to keep harvesting these two stocks. The fishing industry 

has also expressed concern over the depletion of inshore stocks. Currently there are no quota 

policies in place for key species such as lobster and brown crab. Crab, particularly, has seen 

a surge in fishing effort, in line with the demand from Asia. This market driven surge 

combined with a lack of management is a recipe for disaster for the inshore sector.  

Respondents alluded to such impacts on the “dwindling resource”, (Participant 4) with 

fishermen finding it more difficult to find species of market quality. The remnants of fishing 

pots strewn around the coast of Ireland also attests to this.  Declining fish stocks is not just 

an Irish issue, it is a global problem resulting from “too many fishermen chasing too few 

fish,” (Bresnihan, 2016). An argument can be made that it is not the number of fishermen 

that have increased dramatically, it is the method in which vessels operate. A system has 

been created in which fishermen have been rewarded for investing in vessels and increasing 

the amount of fish being caught, which is not a system in which “the tragedy of the 

commons” is averted.  

There were no clear results from the research concerning the reasons for a lack of 

management and representation for the inshore sector over decades. Participant 4, however, 
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stated that maybe it was partly their (the inshore fishermen’s) fault as their silence as a sector 

did not alert management to the issues they face as a whole. There is evidence to contradict 

this sentiment as there have been initiatives taken by inshore men regarding lobster 

management plans. Inshore fishermen worked alongside government agencies to establish 

these plans, but over twenty years later nothing has been implemented (Bresnihan, 2017). 

Islander fishermen have also campaigned for over a decade to highlight the issues they face, 

an activism which has resulted in more action being taken at the EU level than the national 

level thus far. 

The overall management of the Irish islands has historically been passed from department to 

department, creating a lack of accountability for island issues (Ferriter, 2018). Island 

fisheries management includes several departments as well as the main department, the 

Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine. For instance, if the island is near or part 

of the Special Conservation Area, it falls under another department, and if salmon is 

involved, it’s another department again. It is clear that island issues have the potential to get 

lost among the layers of bureaucracy.  

The government has attempted to remedy the historic lack of representation for the inshore 

sector with the creation of the inshore fisheries forums. As these forums involve other 

inshore stakeholders as well as fishermen, it is a space for people to discuss policy regarding 

the inshore holistically. There is still a need, however, for inshore fishermen to have direct 

input into fisheries policy. As Participant 6 suggests “it’s a forum, which is important it’s a 

forum, it’s a talking shop,” What is meant by this statement is that there are limitations to 

what they can discuss. There are several islanders’ representatives on the regional and 

national inshore forums but there are terms of reference for the forums, meaning some topics 

are precluded from having time spent time discussing them, some of which directly relate to 

the islands, it is a “double edged sword”, in this regard (IIMR0, 2018 a). Having 

representation for islanders on such forums is, however, on the whole, beneficial.  It means 

islanders are informed of policy directly. This is progress even if its decades later than it 

should have been. 

From the literature researched and the interviews conducted, it appears that the islanders 

have been at the forefront of creating a voice for inshore fishermen. They have mobilised for 

over a decade, generating reports, putting on conferences and involving the scientific 
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community and media in their fisheries narratives. That is not to dismiss achievements of 

other fishing communities throughout Ireland. There has been work done and representation 

is increasing for the inshore sector. The islander representatives have managed to 

collectively mobilise islands in creating a unified platform representing thirty islands. This 

is more than any government has managed to achieve in fisheries management policy.  

 Islander fishermen have lobbied to create recognition for their unique sets of circumstances. 

The fishermen succeeded in gaining formal recognition in the last CFP reform in Recital 20 

(see literature review), but there has been no action in relation to Recital 20  by the national 

government, except by politicians who are supporting the Bill.  This demonstrates that even 

though the islander’s fishermen have worked within the policy parameters of the CFP, this 

has not been a means through which they have gained recognition for their fisheries. This is 

not to say it has been a waste of time for the islanders, as it does contribute to their case. 

Other EU member states have created degrees of recognition for islanders and their fisheries. 

Irish fisheries management policy, however, differs from that of other member states in that 

quota is not owned by individuals. Attempting to replicate similar policies recognising 

islander fisheries is likely unworkable, thus new policies need to be put forward for research.   

5.1.2 Confusion 

Confusion was apparent in the response of non-island participants who commented on the 

current state of the island fisheries. Their confusion centred around the belief that if the 

islander fishermen were fully licensed, they should have no issue accessing quota, thus 

raising questions about the validity of the Bill. If the islanders had access to enough quota, 

however, they would not be campaigning for the Bill and for special recognition of island 

fisheries. A lack of access to quota is further evidenced by the fact that islanders applied for 

105 tonnes of mackerel quota in 2018, but their request was denied (Bonner, 2018).  The 

incorrect assumptions of non-island participants may be attributed to lack of information or 

misinformation. It is glaringly evident that islanders do not have full access to the quota they 

need to sustain their historic and culturally significant livelihoods.  

Scale was mentioned as a possible issue for islanders. Participant 4 suggested that island 

fishermen might not be catching enough fish to make fishing economically viable. Islanders 

must take their catch to the mainland to process as the islands do not have processing 

infrastructures or facilities. This creates added costs for islanders and a specific quantity of 
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fish is needed in this venture to secure profit. Scale is also an internal issue for islanders.  

The IIMRO requested a specific tonnage of mackerel quota that is 105 tonnes, the amount 

that islanders believe is of sufficient scale for that species and their fishermen. Islander 

representatives from the IIMRO have emphasised that their goals are to remain small in scale 

and for people to remain on the islands, therefore, an exponential increase in scale is not 

desired.  Their wish, rather, is for a diversification of the fish stock available to them, creating 

a more sustainable income stream for small-scale island fishers to deal with stresses and 

shocks.  

Participants’ comments regarding the mackerel quota policy exemplify the confusion 

surrounding island fisheries. As detailed in the literature review, there is an allocation of 400 

tonnes to a hook and line fishery for mackerel for boats less than 15m LOA. The first point 

of confusion is that many respondents frequently referred to it as 500 tonnes. Although the 

discrepancy of 100 tonnes is not great in the overall figures of quota allocation in the EU, 

100 tonnes is what the islanders were asking for and were denied. From the results it is clear 

that not all fishermen were aware of the 500 tonnes allocation and the quota has never been 

fully utilised.  Respondents from government departments and industry were unsure why 

this lack of uptake occurred. Arguably, it could be attributed to the historic lack of 

representation for inshore fishermen, but this is not clear from the results. It will be 

interesting to see how this policy develops with the increased representation of the inshore 

fleet and islanders in fisheries management.  

Confusion surrounding the current state of island fisheries can also be linked to a lack of 

management which in turn leads to a paucity of data. The main species targeted by the 

islander fishermen are crabs and lobsters neither of which are not under CFP quota 

management and there is an absence of official data on the stock levels. Inshore fishermen 

themselves have worked to preserve stocks with initiatives such as changing the minimum 

landing size for brown crab and v-notching lobsters, but a lack of data on these species 

persists. There were efforts by governmental agencies to create a management scheme for 

lobster. Due to the volume of research needing to be undertaken, it took scientists more than 

a decade to publish a consultation document for lobster management. The lobster 

management scheme has not been enacted to date (Bresnihan, 2017).  
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The paucity in data hinders island fishermen, as management structures use history as part 

of their policy to ensure relative stability. If there is no record, then there is no access under 

the terms of the policy. If one was to attempt to determine how many fish were being caught 

by islander fishermen through online databases, this would involve looking at landing figures 

by vessels at harbours over a period of time. As statistics tend towards recording data from 

the larger vessels and fish landed by entire fleets, the information specifically on islander 

fisheries is difficult to discern. This shortfall may also be linked to management policies 

regarding the smaller fleets. For vessels under 12m LOA category which sell fish, a sales 

note must be completed. If these vessels sell to restaurant it is up to the discretion of the 

restaurant to complete the sales notes. Sales notes are not available online to view. This type 

of policy reflects the relative informality and flexibility of this category, but the lack of 

information means less evidence to support SSF under management structures. It seems 

imbalanced to have fishermen use a system that does not enable them to work within the full 

parameters of the system 

5.1.3 Power 

“You have a dominant sector, greed is what really dominates that, greed will continue 

to dominate, and they will stop anybody else from getting anything else,” (Participant 

2). 

Neoliberal governance of fisheries is associated with the “greed” identified by Participant 2.  

Power inequities and politicking play a large role in the current state of island fisheries. 

Power is associated with imbalance: an individual or group of people have control over 

others, leading to feelings of grievance. There sentiments emerge in the context of critique 

over the disparity between large-scale and small-scale quota allocation in Ireland. In 2017 it 

was revealed that the Irish government had allocated to four PO’s, which only account for 

10% of the fleet, 90% of the quota (Mooney, 2017).  These companies have followed policy 

to acquire capacity and therefore quota, but the quota allocation highlights the imbalances 

associated with such policy. This imbalance rewards people with capital and does not take 

into consideration social, cultural and environmental factors.  The influence of the TAC on 

small-scale fishermen is evident not just economically but also socially and culturally, and 

has led to a ‘loss of individual fate control’ (McCormack, 2017) a loss of investment in 

communities leading to emigration and associated social issues. Power inequities are 

intrinsically linked to neoliberal governance of ocean ecosystems.  
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Power has been consolidated into the hands of the few and the people who invested heavily 

in the market are also involved in management. This is in large part due to their strong 

representation by the PO’s. It was this representation that enabled them to ensure 

favourability in policy-making from the outset. As Participant 4 reiterated, there is a “stark” 

difference between the large and small fleet quota allocation, and this is because of the POs’ 

lobbying power. It is only in recent times that representation for the inshore has been 

included in the QMAC. There was no clear reason found in this research as to why the four 

PO’s do not represent the inshore fleet in its entirety, an inclusion which would boost 

numbers dramatically. Respondents indicated that PO’s would be more than willing to 

include the inshore fleet, but as Participant 4 commented, in his opinion, the PO’s do not 

represent the best interests of the inshore sector. The larger vessels in POs target different 

species and therefore POs may not have the resources to focus on inshore targeted species, 

though this is inconclusive in my research.  

The neglect of the inshore sector may also be viewed as self-enabled. Islanders have a history 

of being independent, people who did not always fully obey laws and this applies to 

fishermen as well: 

“In the past, fishermen were literally outside the reach of power, operating in the 

open seas, able to avoid what regulations existed through their peripheral location 

and the absence of any effecting policing,” (Bresnihan, 2016, p.14). 

This ‘freedom’ associated with islanders does not mesh well with regulations under the CFP.  

That is not to say that all fishermen and islanders operate in a manner outside of the law, it 

is simply to highlight their long experience of having external regulations and polices 

imposed without prior consultation. Islanders and the SSF are examples of social sectors in 

Ireland which have long been neglected by the creation of policy that directly impedes on 

their livelihoods.  

A lack of representation has been a contributing factor to the declining state of island 

fisheries. It has also, however, mobilised fishermen across the islands as exemplified in the 

creation of the IIMRO. Without the islander’s collective resistance this research would not 

have taken place, to put it simply, islanders are responsible for the Bill. Other island 

organisations such as the DIMRO as well as concerned individuals have been campaigning 
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for over a decade to bring recognition to island fisheries. This resilient quality brings to the 

fore the value of fisheries to islanders and its role in developing the Bill.   

As expressed by an islander fishermen, “fishing isn’t done at sea anymore, it is done at a 

table in Brussels” (Ó Domhnaill & Fitzpatrick, 2016). This quote epitomises island fisheries. 

These fisheries have changed as a result of the governance structures in place: from the 

traditional currach fishery in the time of British colonial rule, to the commercial development 

of fisheries instigated by the Irish Republic to, in the last few decades, the quota policies 

imposed by the CFP. It is under CFP governance, in particular, that islanders have been most 

constricted, and for instance, they can no longer target traditional species. This not only 

brings into question the effects of fisheries management but also the effects of external power 

structures imposed on island fisheries.  

5.2 Cultural, Historical and Livelihood Values of Island 
Fisheries 

From the results, salmon was used to epitomise the cultural, historical and livelihood values 

of fisheries for islanders in this research. The themes of discontent over fisheries 

management and associated power inequities were prevalent in relation to salmon 

particularly as these relate to how the salmon ban changed a way of life on the islands.  

“I doubt if there is anyone, apart from an islander himself, who can see an island, any 

island, from the inside,” (Kiely, n.d.). 

It became apparent early on in my field research, augmented through the interview process 

that assessing the cultural, economic and historical value of island fisheries was an aim 

which would have limited results. There are numerous factors which could account for this. 

First, it was a somewhat naïve ambition to try and determine what values pertain to all island 

fisheries. Every island has a different cultural, economic and historical blueprint, therefore 

trying to determine cross-cutting values would entail interviewing specific people on each 

island who were knowledgeable on its unique values. My field research did not afford this 

possibility, hence my discussion on this question is limited to information derived from 

literature and results analysed from my interviews.   

Islands have been a source of interest and inspiration for centuries. The islands: 
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“magnify fundamental themes relevant to the wider Irish historical experience: the 

fate of cultural and linguistic identity, the experiences of communities on the 

margins, the gulf between rhetoric and reality in state building, the constructions of 

the myths on independence and the relationship between the centre and the 

periphery,” (Ferriter, 2018, p.5). 

While islands may originally have been valued for their strategic importance to settlers and 

the appeal of isolation for religious figures, in modern times the value of islands includes a 

broader spectrum.  Islands have attracted scientists, artists, politician’s and more, who 

wished to study the heritage, culture and history of the islands. Outside interest, however, 

has not resulted in islands being protected in the best interest of islanders, which is evident 

in this research. What is also evident is that the islanders themselves have been instrumental 

in advancing their own interests. Islanders have created an outside awareness of their 

struggles through, for instance, projects, reports and documentaries that reflect their needs. 

Therefore, if the islanders have highlighted the value of fishing it is morally important to 

protect this resource in way which befits their aspirations. 

 “Dúchas na Mara”, translated from Irish, means the sense of belonging to the sea. Dúchas 

na mara, demonstrates how the value of the sea and its fisheries are multifaceted to islanders 

and intrinsically intertwined. Jerry Early, a generational fisherman and activist from Árainn 

Mhór, summarises the impact of outside policy on his life and how the dúchas na mara is 

being dissipated:  

 “The ongoing losses suffered by Ireland's indigenous and sustainable island fishing 

communities are undermining the cultural life of our coastal peoples and they live 

every day with the threat of further losses. Making a living out of the sea is not just 

about fishing, it is a way of life and fundamental to the fabric of life in coastal 

communities. 

 

People are sustained not just by the food and income it supplies, they are sustained 

by the songs, stories and ancient traditions it inspires. Ireland's islanders have been 

farmers and fishermen for generations, living in harmony with the needs of the land 

and the environment. However, current and future generations of island-dwellers are 

forced to emigrate or move to the cities, this unique way of life is being lost.” (Early, 

2017). 

Jerry Early’s comments concur with the results of this research and echo the sentiments 

expressed by Participant 6, regarding the meaning of fishing in his life, a life he inherited as 

an islander.  
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5.2.1 Fisheries Management 

Salmon has a strong cultural connection for Irish people, it is a part of folklore, history and 

art. “Salmon has been fished for millennia on the island of Ireland and has become an 

important cultural identifier,” (Britton, 2014). Salmon is a prominent theme in the research 

results regarding island fisheries. Emotive and strong terminology is used in association with 

salmon and the value it has for islanders. Describing salmon as “life bread” and a 

“cornerstone” of island life (Participant 6), is indicative of the deep cultural significance of 

salmon.   

“Our way of life, destroyed, destroyed, who you are.  The fabric of who you are, they 

never thought about that. See when you take away that soul. It's very emotive, it's 

emotive for me” (Participant 6). 

 

This statement is a powerful indication of how strongly salmon was valued for this 

respondent on his island. Salmon was intrinsically linked to the life of the island and it 

epitomises the cultural, historical and livelihood values of fisheries as a whole. “A livelihood 

comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and activities 

required for a means of living,” (Chambers & Conway, 1991).  An example of the impact of 

taking away this livelihood was mentioned in the literature review and in the interviews. On 

Árainn Mhór after the moratorium on drift net fishing for salmon, the island experienced a 

population decline of nearly 200 hundred people, several businesses closed, and an estimated 

€1 million was lost from the local annual economy (Delaney, A, 2012). This has had a huge 

economic effect on the island, and from a fisheries perspective, there is less incentive for 

people to continue fishing or for new entrants to participate. Fishing has more than an 

economic value to islanders, yet it is important to also stress this economic aspect of 

fisheries; it is a crucial livelihood and a source of social reproduction. The “knock on effect” 

(Participant 3) of losing people to emigration is particularly poignant for such a small 

community.  One such consequence is increased danger; having less people living on the 

island means that there may be less people qualified to help in the case of emergencies at 

sea. Less families also implies that sustaining school numbers so that schools remain opened 

is a delicate balance for islanders. The impact of the ban, imposed to protect salmon stock, 

has resulted in the ecosystem of island life being thrown into disarray.   

The loss of salmon to the islands additionally references the loss of living knowledge. 

It is this dúchas na mara that Participant 6 refers to in terms of the loss of generational 
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knowledge which has affected his own family. His son, for instance, has lost the opportunity 

to learn the skills passed down through generations of islanders. This participant also alluded 

to how traumatic it had been for younger generations to see their fathers lose an inherent 

component of their lives. This “living knowledge” is a central component of the value of 

islander fisheries, a value which should be protected, preserved and enhanced for future 

generations. It draws attention to the meaning of fishing to islanders; it is a cultural right to 

pass knowledge and history to generations to come.  

Islanders were aware that salmon stocks were diminishing. Before the ban in 2006 they 

followed regulations to protect salmon stocks and, by inference, their livelihoods. They are 

also aware that, since the ban has been implemented, there have been biological 

consequences for other species. Fishing a diminished diversity of stock has added pressure 

on brown crab and lobster stocks. This targeting is contrary to the knowledge they inherited 

from their fathers and their fathers before them. Seamus Bonner describes fishing as part of 

island life in the following: 

 “Seasonal fishing has always been key to the way of life on the islands. Taking fish 

when they were at their best and allowing them to recover in the off season is the 

island way. Fitting in with the natural way of things comes second nature to 

islanders.” (Wallace, 2018) 

Therefore, losing a diversity of species from fisheries not only effects the livelihood values 

of islanders but the cultural and historical values as well.  

5.2.2 Power 

“Irrespective of whether they were Gaeltacht islands or English-speaking islands, it 

is quite clear that there was a historical dependence in offshore island communities 

on fishing as part of their livelihood. This had dried up and a source of employment 

and income was taken from them,” (Ferris, 2018). 

The above quota is from a politician, Martin Ferris, who sponsored the Bill. The poignant 

part of his statement is his use of the word “taken,” as this demonstrates the power of outside 

political decisions to affect the islands. His sentiments echo that of Participant 6 who 

believed that the ban on drift net fishing for salmon could have been “changed with a stroke 

of a pen.”   

The ultimate decision and specific policy was implemented by the Irish government 

regarding drift-net fishing for salmon, but external powers were also influential, these 
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include: the EU, North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organisation (NASCO) and even the 

Vice President of the United States of America, Al Gore (Peace, 1996). This highlights the 

multiple levels of power engaged with creating a policy that would impact severely on island 

communities off Ireland. The Irish government, notably, had a choice in the specificities of 

the policy implemented. While nationally people placed the blame for the ban on the EU, 

this is not quite the full picture. The EU did not force Ireland to implement the policy, rather 

they encouraged the Irish government to find a solution to protect the salmon stocks 

(Jourdain, 2014). 

This solution chosen by the government was to focus on commercial drift-net fishermen 

rather than other groups who also impact salmon stocks. These groups include anglers, 

tourists, aquaculture famers and terrestrial farmers. Participant 6 stated ‘they protected the 

hoteliers, they protected the tourism, they protected the farmers,’ (Participant 6). As 

discussed in the literature review, farmers were also protected when Ireland joined the EEC; 

farmers have obvious voting power. Notably, salmon stocks have not increased while the 

pressure on other stocks, such as crab and lobster, has led to declining numbers.   

The Irish government, in compensation for the salmon ban, assigned a monetary value to 

drift-net salmon licenses called a hardship scheme.  This amount did not reflect the future 

value of salmon licenses yet no other fisheries opportunity was offered, such as quota for 

other species. As salmon are culturally significant, many islanders did not relinquish their 

licenses believing that the right to fish was inherent to islanders, and that if stocks were to 

become viable again that right to fish should be afforded to future generations.  

The salmon ban has mobilised islanders and as echoed by Participant 6:“I’m a part-time 

fisherman but a full-time advocate of island fishermen.” Islander participants in this research 

expressed nostalgia for the time on the islands when fishing created a vibrant, bustling 

community. Although nostalgia for the past is likely a human trait, it is a quintessential trait 

in Ireland. Conversations often refer to the period before the 2008 economic collapse in 

which Ireland experienced great wealth. Islanders, significantly, have used nostalgia to 

empower resistance and highlight the value of their fisheries: “nostalgia may be creative, 

may empower agency, may be used as a weapon of the weak, and may have a critical role to 

play in the field of power and resistance,” (Mc Cormack, 2016 p. 186) 
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Islanders have lobbied at EU and national levels for over a decade, a mobilisation of 

nostalgia which may be associated with Polanyi’s concept of a “double movement”. 

Nostalgia is a response to market policies which do not take into consideration the intricacies 

of community resource management. The “grassroots” power of the islanders sees them 

working within the parameters of formal fisheries management to garner recognition for 

their rights as islanders to access the resources the seas around them offer.  Their work has 

accumulated in recognition in the CFP and, as of 2019, the EMFF. It is hoped that the 

national government will take heed and follow. 

5.3 Perceptions of the Island Fisheries (Heritage 
License) Bill 2017 

This research was conducted before the “Detailed Scrutiny of the Island Fisheries (Heritage 

Licence) Bill 2017,” report was published in November 2018. People’s perceptions may 

have changed since the report was published, but in terms of this research people’s 

perceptions were mixed. For islanders and for supporters of the Bill, it is a way of returning 

the traditional fishing practises to the islanders. Practices in which they inherited and are part 

their cultural, historical and livelihood values. For the participants who have mixed opinions, 

this is based on the terminology and the method in which the Bill aims to achieve quota 

allocation. From their perspective, the Bill is unworkable through the system of management 

currently in place in Ireland and they believe it will hinder the islanders rather than enable 

them to achieve their goals. The following section will discuss the results regarding this 

divide in opinions as well as the themes of fisheries management and confusion.  

From the perspective of the respondents who supported the Bill, their belief is that the Bill 

is a stepping stone in addressing cultural, historical and livelihood values of island fisheries. 

The Bill aims to assign a non-transferrable quota allocation to island residents who are 

licensed fishermen. This quota will enable diversification of stocks and will enable islander 

fishermen to return to their traditional fisheries practices. As Participant 6 highlighted 

“Heritage is quota, [it’s] to get back to traditional ways of life,” that is, a return to a 

diversification of stocks fished and to seasonal fisheries. This was the way fishing was 

practised by islanders before the implementation of regulations under structures such as the 

CFP. That is not to say that the CFP and its quota management system are categorically 

flawed, but rather to highlight that islanders themselves have their own traditional methods 
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of fisheries governance. Seasonality of the fish was determined through the migration of fish 

in relation to the proximity of the island. This traditional way of fishing enables stocks to 

replenish in off seasons and fish of the best quality is captured. This traditional fishing was 

taught through generational knowledge built up on the islands. Although salmon may be 

viewed as a species which was fished too extensively, and the islander’s traditional 

knowledge did not prevent the species from declining, other factors contributed to the 

salmon stocks demise, as noted above. It was the islanders and commercial drift-net 

fishermen, however that were assigned the full blame for and repercussions of the demise 

rather than this being processed as a shared responsibility. 

Allocating quota to islanders opens up many livelihood possibilities, for instance, it increases 

the number of stocks available to fish and thus revenue streams. Additionally, islander 

business owners would no longer be reliant on sourcing fish from the mainland to supply 

their restaurants, hotels and other eateries. Participant 6 commented that in order to supply 

the local island restaurant with good quality fish, fish must be bought from a supplier on the 

mainland. This supplier is an hour-long drive away from the mainland pier that is the point 

of connection to the island, and the fish is sourced from the other side of Ireland, the east 

coast. This type of supply-chain is indicative of globalisation and neoliberal principles 

governing resources, but it seems inequitable for a resource that is right around an island to 

be off limits to its inhabitants.  

Stakeholders involved in the Bill acknowledge that, if the Bill does pass, there is a lot more 

work ahead of them; much of the infrastructure on the islands is in need of repair and 

upgrading and market opportunities and branding initiatives for island fisheries need to be 

developed. The IIMRO has been researching initiatives to coincide with the enactment of 

the Bill. If the Bill passes it may be possible for the IIMRO to use funding from the EMFF 

and co-manage island fisheries with BIM and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 

Marine.   

The respondents who expressed strong feelings against the Bill believed that it conceives of 

a tool that is not possible under Irish fisheries management. These respondents did 

acknowledge that work needs to be done to help island fishermen and the inshore sector as 

a whole, but were nevertheless critical of the Bill. The term “backward step”, was used to 

express the opinion that the Bill would add further layers of bureaucracy to the lives of the 
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islander fishermen; it would entail fishermen acquiring yet another license to avail of the 

quota. Further, the stipulation of 6nm as an island baseline was thought to cause more 

restrictions for islanders. Even if islanders desired a return to previous ways of fishing based 

on the diversification of stocks and seasonality, these participants argued that the Bill would 

not potentiate this, rather it would limit fishing geographically and impose yet more rules 

and regulations for them to follow.  

5.3.1 Fisheries Management   

The main opposition to the Bill raised among the participants of this research relates to its 

perceived move to privatise quota and thus fishing access. This critique refers to the method 

by which the Bill proposes to allocate quota by granting a specific amount to a specific group 

of people.  In the opinion of these participants, the Bill contradicts Irish fisheries 

management as it goes against the defining principle of Irish quota which is that quota is a 

public resource. Hence, quota is described as “a public resource managed to ensure that 

property rights are not granted to individual operators,” (Department of Agriculture, Food 

and the Marine, 2016a, p. 1).  However, the perceived privatisation argument can be 

countered: if quota is a public resource and there are members of the public who wish to use 

it, why are they not allowed to do so collectively? As a type of community development 

quota there are precedents set for its operation and these are described in the literature as a 

means to address the inequities arising from privatisation.  Understandably, there are 

parameters set on who can access quota, as under the CFP and its guiding principles, relative 

stability must be ensured. This latter governance does not, however, take into consideration 

the cultural and community element of fisheries, something addressed directly in the Bill. 

Quota is a national resource and it is not privatised hence respondents argued that the Bill 

could not be enacted within the parameters of Irish policy, that the Bill is essentially illegal 

and that it would be grossly unfair to other participants in the fishery. Quota “must be 

available on a pro rata basis or on a fair basis to everybody who is entitled to apply to use 

that resource” (Participant, 7).  The terms “fair basis” and “entitled” are interesting in this 

context, raising questions as to who determines what is fair and who should be entitled to 

access a public resource. Fisheries management policies are governed by neoliberalist 

principles of allowing the market to determine the most efficient user of the resource. In this 

logic the people who invest the most financially have the most to lose if the resource is over 

exploited. This logic is also prevalent in Ireland; people who invest the most gain access to 
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fishing opportunities. The very existence of the Bill makes explicit that islanders, the 

traditional users of the resource, cannot access fishing opportunities. This references a point 

made earlier, that is “identifying inequity is an easier task than articulately a shared vision 

of equity” (Carothers, 2011). An identification of inequity is evident in the context of 

discussions around quota allocation such that fisheries participants cannot find a common 

vision of equity between the small scale and larger fleet. 

Ring-fencing is a term that was used frequently by respondents to express how they 

perceived the Bill to be of negative value to islanders. The term was used in reference to the 

stipulations within the Bill which geographically restrict fishing activity out to 6nm of the 

baseline of islands. It also refers to the perception, based on these participants reading of the 

Bill, that if new species became available these would not be accessible to islanders. Ring-

fencing, however, may also have positive connotations implying that the Bill affords 

islanders equitable treatment in terms of quota allocation. Dr Ruth Brennan raised the issue 

of equality and equity at the Committee discussion regarding the Bill:  

“Two people were trying to see a football match over a wall that blocked their view. 

Those two people were of different heights. One was tall and one was short but 

neither could see over the wall. They were given equal treatment and they were given 

two stools to stand on that were exactly the same height so they were raised up by 

the same amount. One person could now see over the wall but the other person could 

not. That is equal treatment. Equitable treatment means that the person who is shorter 

is given a slightly taller stool, and now they are both able to see over the wall. That 

is why it is so important to use those terms precisely,” (Brennan, 2018) 

This is how the Bill should be viewed, as a chance to create equitable circumstances in which 

islander fishermen can access quota to fish in their natural island resource. 

The argument against the Bill advanced by the political party currently in government, Fine 

Gael, is that the Bill goes against the EU and the CFP. However, the EU cannot dictate the 

method by which fishing opportunities are distributed and is only required to be informed of 

the method used. This fact was also reiterated by Director General Machado, of the European 

Commission, DG Maritimes, Affairs and Fisheries. Machado met with the IIMRO in 2015 

to discuss the Bill during which he stipulated that quota assignment was a matter for the 

national government and that the Bill did not contradict the CFP (IIMRO, 2018 a). The CFP 

includes Article 17 which states, “Member States shall use transparent and objective criteria 

including those of an environmental, social and economic nature” (European Parliament, 
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2013). The word shall, is important in this context as it emphasises the criteria to be used by 

Member States. It would appear under the wider fisheries policy management in Ireland that 

only one of these criteria is used and that is economic growth. There are some limited 

exceptions to this focus on economics; three fisheries have measures implemented in 

relevance to the social and environmental criteria of Article 17. As noted, 400 tonnes of 

mackerel quota is set aside for a hook and line fishery for small boats. There is also a quota 

for under 18m gill net fishermen, and the herring and albacore tuna fisheries have specific 

measures pertaining to social and environmental outcomes (Department of Agriculture, 

Food and the Marine, 2016a).  These measures, however, seem paltry in comparison to the 

wider allocations which adopt a neoliberalist approach. Further, many fishermen are not 

fully aware that these special allocations exist, a fact highlighted in this research and from 

discussions about the Bill during committee hearings.   

Another issue arising from the Bill raised by respondents in this research concerns the 

management of quota. In Ireland quota is allocated by species and each species is managed 

differently.  This means that different methods are used depending on the species managed, 

such as gear, specific time frames and the allocation of quota to ICES areas. The respondents 

argued that because of these management policies, splicing an amount of quota from the 

national amount would be unworkable. The IIMRO included a list of species with their 

submission to the committee stage of the Bill discussion. These quota species are determined 

by the IIMRO to be of relevance to the islands and include species such as albacore tuna, 

cod, hake, ling and sole. There are 18 species listed and the majority are managed under 

different policies. The IIMRO are the in the process of applying for PO status, thus it may 

be presumed that this would enable them to operate in a  manner similar to other PO’s, attend 

QMAC meeting and operate within the parameters of policy management.  

Respondents reiterated that if the islanders wanted to gain access to quota, they must invest 

in capacity in order to do so. Investing in capacity is not an option for every fisherman as 

the cost involved is often outside their financial capabilities. Islanders rely on a number of 

streams of income to sustain their livelihoods. Investing large amounts into one income 

stream may not be financially possible or indeed rational. As pointed out by research 

respondents, in order to make profits in fisheries scale is needed to justify investments, in 

other words, the amount of fish being caught and its landed value needs to match or exceed 

the investment.  The islanders do not want to scale up their fishing activities and they do not 
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want to leave the islands, which is precisely the point of the Bill. They want a portion of 

quota assigned to them which they can fish using traditional methods. In their perspective 

this quota will help sustain fishing livelihoods and island fishing communities.  

5.3.1 Confusion  

The confusion surrounding the Bill, including the terminology used in its writing, was a 

prominent feature in the interviews conducted for this research. People were unsure about 

the aims of the Bill and the potential it had to address the cultural, social, and historic and 

livelihood values of island fisheries. A main source of confusion was the actual name of the 

Bill: Islanders Fisheries – Heritage Licence. The Bill originated from a report commissioned 

by Comhar na hOilean Teo, as part of the reform of the CFP, in which islanders’ issues were 

highlighted. The report stipulated that “a more flexible license should be made available in 

the special case of the islander fleet, where fishing opportunities are in any case 

geographically (and seasonally / weather) limited” (Carleton, 2009). This stipulation was 

then brought into the 2014 report “Promoting Sustainable Rural Coastal and Island 

Communities,” as Recommendation 10: 

“The sub-Committee recommends that the Government examines the feasibility of 

the issuance of ‘Heritage licences', to rural coastal and island communities. Such 

licences would optimally facilitate traditional fishing practices in conjunction with 

the establishment of a producer organisation representing vessels under a certain 

LOA (Length Over All) in designated areas.” 

A reference to this as the greatest “flaw” is therefore unjustified. The IIMRO chose a 

recommendation from a report created by government agencies and officials in conjunction 

with stakeholders. In a twist of irony, the person who chaired the Committee which created 

the 2014 report was Deputy Andrew Doyle, the representative of Fine Gael who voted 

against the Bill progressing. 

Respondents in this research were confused by the term “license”. In Irish fisheries policy 

the term license usually refers to the practice of granting an individual the ownership of a 

boat to invest in capacity to fish. Originally it was thought that this license would be granted 

to any islander so that they may fish, once it was realised that this was not the case the 

confusion increased. People could not understand why fishermen would want another license 

to fish (this was the term created from previous recommendations from a government 

committee). Granting a license so a person can access quota is not a method typically used 



99 

 

in the Irish fisheries management system. Participant 8 voiced the uncertainty concerning 

why islanders are not already benefiting from existing fisheries policies and quota. However, 

there are few options in place for the majority of island fishermen who cannot afford to 

invest in capacity, therefore, they are limited to catching crab and lobster.  

The Bill exemplifies and this research highlights the fact that equitable standards need to be 

employed so that islanders may return to fishing a diversity of stocks seasonally. The method 

for doing so promoted by the Bill has caused controversy and confusion. Arguably, as the 

Bill can be amended to address major concerns, a less critical assessment of it should be 

adopted. It is clear that there are issues for islanders in accessing fishing quota and if it is 

part of Irish policy to protect the islands and their communities, there needs to be action 

taken to sustain livelihoods and protect cultural heritage. 

5.4 Future 

A discussion about the future was not part of the aims in this research. As the outcome of 

the Bill is unknown, however, there is need to look at possible futures for island fisheries. A 

positive happening for island fisheries and the inshore sector in general is the increasing 

emphasis on small-scale fishermen at the EU level, an emphasis which may trickle down to 

the national level such that changes will be made. As discussed in the literature review, an 

inshore strategy has been developed by the Inshore Fisheries Forums in conjunction with 

government agencies regarding the future. Irish islands have also been recognised in the 

EMFF strategy and funding will be made available to them. This a huge step in the 

recognition of island fisheries and island fishing livelihoods.  Hopefully this will transition 

into national policy management in the near future with the implementation of the Bill. 

Whether the Bill passes or not, there is a need for cohesive management measures to be 

implemented to address the declining stock levels in the crab and lobster fisheries. While 

regulations exist, such as the minimum size landing for brown crab, these are insufficient. 

Respondents suggested that there are “too many boats fishing, too many pots” (Participant, 

5). If the crab and lobster fisheries are not protected, a situation could occur akin to the ban 

on drift netting for wild salmon. Crab and lobster are also culturally valuable in island 

fisheries and there is not enough management in place to prevent stocks levels from falling. 

The ban on drift-net fishing for salmon, combined with other factors, has led to the increased 

fishing of crab and lobster. Islanders, and others, do not want to see these fisheries close. 
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The closure of a fishery is the last resort in fisheries management.  By seeking a 

diversification of fishing stocks through the Bill, islanders envision a situation in which they 

are able to ease pressure on the crab and lobster they now target. 

The IMRO representation of islanders expresses the values islanders place on their marine 

resources and is a means through which islander causes can garner support in the future. 

Such causes include not only a concern for fisheries but also the future influence of other 

factors, such as renewable energy, on islands. By being part of the inshore forums and having 

their own representation this ensures islanders have a voice in their islands future direction. 

Technological innovation will be part of the future of island fisheries, for instance, the 

implementation of vessel monitoring systems to be introduced in the near future on  all sea 

fishing boats. The under 10m LOA fleet have currently no digital recording of their fishing 

activity, efforts and landing.  The introduction of monitoring means that the SSF will be 

working on similar level to that of the bigger fleet with regards to this technology. This raises 

the possibility that if the fleets are operating under similar levels of regulation (though on a 

different scale) there should be equitable treatment of the smaller fleet, such as the granting 

of quota opportunities. This equity however hits against neoliberalist models of eco-system 

governance. However neoliberal openings do exist, for instance, in the CFP’s recognition of 

cultural and social criteria in fisheries as well in the availability of EMFF funds for islands. 

These openings may accord with Foucault’s recommendation that we treat neoliberal 

policies “with permanent vigilance, activity, and intervention,” (Foucault 2008: 131-2). 

Brexit can be seen as history repeating itself for Ireland in some regards. It evokes the 

historic neglect of fisheries that occurred when Ireland gained independence and when it 

joined the EEC. The government is battling to negotiate agreements for its key industries 

linked to the UK and farming is yet again at the forefront of this as well as in the Irish media. 

This is understandable from an economic perspective as farming is a much larger contributor 

to GDP than fisheries, but the possibility of an influx of additional vessels into Irish waters 

will be detrimental to the Irish economy as a whole. This could have human and ecosystem 

costs, such the wiping out of fishing communities and overfished stocks. Participant 7 mused 

that if Brexit happens, and in the worst case scenario, “the islanders, they might be the only 

fishermen left,” (Participant 7). Meaning fishermen could not financially remain in the 

industry and compete with additional fleets in Irish waters.  As no one has any idea what 

will happen with Brexit, this would have been an ideal time for the inshore sector to mobilise 
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as one or the fishing sector as a whole to demonstrate their concerns nationally. Over 14,000 

are employed directly and indirectly in the seafood sector and their interests should be taken 

into consideration at this time. That is not to say there is not work going on behind the scenes, 

as participants such Participant 7, referred to PO representatives campaigning at fisheries 

talks at EU regarding Brexit. It is hoped that Irish fisheries are not sacrificed in this ongoing 

saga and lost to the neoliberal trade wars that may ensue post-Brexit. 

Although the future is unknown for island fisheries there are some positive strides being 

made currently which should bode well for the future. On the positive side, there is increased 

representation for islanders and the inshore fishermen and thus they will have input into 

future policy making. There is also a growing recognition at the EU level of islands and this 

should translate into national policy with the latest EMFF funding opportunities. Brexit is a 

great unknown, although there is hope that if Irish representatives are campaigning at Brexit 

negotiations for their fisheries the Irish waters will not be too greatly impacted.  

5.5 Limitations 

“The archival material relating to the islands is as scattered as the island themselves,” 

(Ferriter, 2018, p.12) 

The above quote summaries a limitation in this research; finding data on specific issues 

pertaining to the islands was difficult. As mentioned previously, there are many different 

government departments involved with various aspects of the islands and a lack of cohesion 

among the departments. Regarding fisheries there is very little information available on the 

inshore fleet in terms of their specific geographical location. Reports focus on the general 

picture rather than on specific areas such as the islands.  This is not only a limitation for 

research but importantly for the islanders and fishermen themselves who need their catch 

history to be recorded and recognised in order to access quota.  This is not a limit created by 

islanders and fishermen but rather a limit which has evolved with policy development.  

Conducting research without a lack of affiliation with a nationally recognised organisation 

or institution created limitations in this research, such as the ability to create a network of 

contacts. The IIMRO were instrumental in recommending material to research and 

suggesting possible contacts, but my original intention to speak directly with fishermen and 

islanders was not fully realised. There were many factors involved in this, a more flexible 

timeframe combined with a budget would have yielded greater results, but this is the case 
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for most research and especially for a self-funded master’s thesis research project. The 

sample variety in terms of islander participants may be viewed as a limitation to this research, 

and therefore included in next section, recommendations are included for potential future 

research of islander communities as it pertains to island fisheries.  

By using the the process of recruiting participants through the “snowballing” technique, this 

can create a bias, as recommendations favoured people who were of the same mind-set 

(Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Therefore, to counter this limitation it was vital to ensure a 

variety of opinions were included. Through the “snowballing” technique the limitation of 

the timeframe also emerged, as once one recommendation took place, contact had to be swift 

with the next respondent in order to keep the effect going.  

A limitation in using a semi-structured interview approach with open-ended questions is that, 

although the researcher oversees guiding the questions, it is ultimately the participants who 

dictate the direction the interview takes (Bernard 2006). As conversations around quota are 

politically charged, emotions were often high in interviews. When discussing the Bill many 

respondents expressed their views in a strong manner and it was challenging to ensure 

questions were answered while respecting the opinions of the participants.  As nearly every 

interviewee had a different background, it was important to tailor the script to each person. 

The change in script also reflected the time the respondent could afford to give to the 

interview which resulted in a difference in the length of interview. Interviews ranged from 

30 minutes to 3 hours which is reflective of the difference in how in-depth conservations 

were. In the shorter interviews, it was important to ensure the main points were covered, but 

this did not allow a more in-depth conversation to flow. 

5.6 Recommendations and Further Research 
Opportunities 

A review of the research literature and results highlighted the opportunities for further 

research opportunities with regards to island fisheries. There is a great amount of potential 

for future research and some of these opportunities are currently being enacted at a 

government level, scientific level and local level. The potential for research however is 

superseded by the need for action, there have been many reports, conferences, protests and 

more enacted by the island communities and fishermen alike. There needs to be action taken 

in the form of clear communication between fishermen and management on the future of 
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fisheries in Ireland. Fisheries are viewed a public resource and the users of this resource, the 

fishermen from all sectors need to be involved in the conversation. There has been strides to 

eliminate the gap between management and inshore fishermen by the creation of the National 

Inshore Fisheries Forums, but as this research demonstrates there may be issues associated 

with this forum. The key recommendation from this research is communication and action 

for the inshore sector, now is the time with potential change happening in Ireland with Brexit. 

This change could potentially benefit inshore fishermen and islanders as well. If change was 

to happen there is need for trust to be built among management and fishermen, the forums 

structure appears to have created a level of trust thus far, and hopefully in the future this will 

continue.  

With regards to research, to begin at a local level regarding the islands, it is evident that the 

islanders are instrumental in highlighting their issues and concerns. One potential which 

arose was the need for more comprehensive profile on the islander fishermen, which could 

be done through an island wide survey or workshops. This could potentially have each 

islander fishermen create a profile which details their relationship with fisheries, their 

background, and perceived changes in fisheries over time, their current practices and what 

they see as the fishing potential for the future. Not only could this information enhance their 

argument over access to fisheries, it also creates an historical record of the change in fisheries 

over time. This all-island type of historical record would be of importance in documenting 

the change in island culture and way of life. 

Research into youth on the islands and their relationship with fisheries has great potential. It 

would be interesting to document young people’s perception of fisheries and how many 

would be interested in entering the profession. Entry costs are high, and this can be a 

deterrent for young people, however, if funding becomes available through EMFF for 

training youth and helping with entry costs, it would be important to first ascertain the level 

of interest young people have in pursuing fisheries as a livelihood. Research possibilities 

with youth include investigating the potential for employment in other parts of the business 

of fisheries such as processing, marketing, management and tourism sectors and innovations 

such as the creation of island branded fish products. The increasing role of technology in 

fisheries and the involvement of youth in this will be essential to the future of island fisheries. 

A study with youth could also have a gender component which documents gender roles 
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historically and currently in fisheries. All of this would add to the historical profile of the 

islands.  

There is great potential for research on the inshore fisheries as a whole, as having available 

concrete data would create a baseline of data into the future. In 2019 “The Irish Inshore 

Fisheries Sector Strategy 2019-2022”, this strategy echoes the recommendations and 

findings in this research regarding the need for: information to create a socio-economic 

profile of inshore fisheries; increased representation; improved management of stocks; 

improved infrastructure and; more work on enhancing the sustainability of the sector 

(Inshore Fisheries Forums, 2019). 

Overall there are great potentials for research on island fisheries and the inshore sector. 

Although there maybe information lacking in some respects, there is still a need for policy 

development and action. Reports developed by the various governmental agencies and 

islander communities could be used as a starting point for co-management and action.  
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6 Conclusion 

 

Any discussion of natural resources and the right to access these resources is likely to evoke 

a discourse peppered with emotions. Such discourses raise important social equity questions 

and a type of resistance, based on a moral economy, may become discernible.  This is 

especially the case when discussing the islander fisheries of Ireland, as is evident in this 

research. The creation of exclusive rights to access fisheries and the exclusion of certain 

communities based on neoliberal principles goes against the defining principle of Irish 

fisheries management in which fish stocks are perceived as a national asset and quota is 

described as “a public resource managed to ensure that property rights are not granted to 

individual operators,” (Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, 2016 a, p.1). 

Nevertheless, while property rights may not be directly granted to individuals, capacity, 

which accumulates in the hands of the few, becomes a quasi-property right determining 

access to fisheries.  This commoditisation of capacity may be a different approach to that 

characteristic of other ITQ systems, but it shares similar consequences; the creation of 

unequal access to fisheries, particularly for small scale fishermen who find it increasingly 

difficult to operate and compete. This type of inequity is evident globally wherein governing 

access to resources based on market principles restricts the rights of traditional and 

indigenous users.  

This inequity is evident in Ireland for small scale fishermen in general and islander fishermen 

in particular, the latter being the focus of this research. It is in conflict with the protection 

that island communities are formally afforded in Ireland. The sea is a crucial part of islander 

identity and islands are recognised as an “integral part of the state’s heritage” (Department 

of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2015). Fisheries policies, however, have resulted in 

traditional livelihoods being lost resulting in population decline in the islands. There is a 

need to ensure protection is afforded to the communities that are already struggling to 

prevent a further loss of the culture and heritage associated with the islands. As lamented by 

the Irish President Michael D. Higgins, on a visit to an island in Cork: 

“The Irish State must ensure that island communities are given the necessary support 

to maintain this living part of our heritage and to provide employment, education 

and a quality of life to those who inhabit them,” (English, 2015). 
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His reference to the island communities as being part of “this living part of our heritage”, is 

poignant as it characterises the essence of the island communities; they are part of Irish 

heritage and are “living”, rather than being mere reminders of former eras. The Blasket 

Islands are a case in point and can be conceptualised as both “memorialised” and “living”. 

Blanket Island communities were evacuated, and the islands are now void of human life, but 

the reminder of the heritage of human life still exists on those islands. State recognition of 

the importance of the “this living part of our heritage”, is pertinent and policy needs to be 

developed, and more importantly implemented and enacted, as part of this recognition. 

A concern over population decline is a powerful motivator for islanders to seek change and 

create sustainable livelihoods in alignment with their values. Herein nostalgia plays a 

powerful mobilising role. Nostalgia in relation to this research can be linked to a time when 

the islands had fisheries which followed traditional practises inherited generationally among 

island communities. The Island Fisheries (Heritage License) Bill is way for the islanders to 

reclaim their commons and restore the cultural, historical and livelihoods values that 

fisheries have traditionally sustained. While there are unresolved issues surrounding the Bill, 

it is clear that it goes at least some way to address the major inequities of quota allocation in 

Ireland. The Bill is an opportunity for new co-management solutions to be created and 

implemented which reflect the islander’s values. 

It is evident from this research that there are complexities in managing fisheries in Ireland, 

that stocks are in decline and that change is needed. Power relations and political play will 

largely determine the direction this change will take, yet there is hope for the inshore sector 

as its importance is increasingly recognised across the political spectrum, nationally and 

internationally. With this growing recognition of the inshore sector in Ireland and the EU 

there is also an opportunity for islander fishing communities. The representative structures 

of these island communities have negotiated the political power dynamics of fisheries 

management and their resilience in the face of the imposition of external polices and 

regulations which negatively affect them, is notable. The power inherent in islander 

community’s activism cumulated in the creation of the Island Fisheries (Heritage Licence) 

Bill. The Bill has very real potential for changing how fisheries in Ireland are managed and 

could signify the beginning of new possibilities for islander communities:  

“Islands, by their very definition, beg the question of beginnings.” (Gosling, 1990) 
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