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Abstract
Neo-liberalism can mean different things from different perspectives. Social scientists tend to use the concept to identify and 
critique trends of privatization, marketization, commodification and enclosures, and their associated slew of exclusionary, 
dispossessive, and regressive effects. Counterintuitively, governmentality analyses identify how practices of collabora-
tion, inclusion, participation, and empowerment—practices sometimes cited as means to resist and generate alternatives to 
neo-liberalism—are not only consistent with neo-liberal governing but also central to its functioning. This paper engages 
a biopolitics and governmentality analytical perspective to examine different kinds of fisheries policies in Newfoundland 
and Labrador (NL), Canada, where the historic cod collapse created a laboratory for examining social-ecological effects 
of capitalist overexploitation, resource mismanagement, and knowledge system blind spots. The case is useful because 
it includes, on the one hand, practices traditionally seen as reinforcing neo-liberal governance, such as property making, 
resource management access rationalization, and global eco-labels, and, on the other hand, practices where linkages to neo-
liberalism require more critical assessment, such as fisher-influenced professionalization policies, license collaboration/
consolidation initiatives, and producer-oriented eco-labels. Drawing on a governmentality perspective, this paper examines 
how governance change in NL fisheries is driven not by a single regulatory logic but, rather, by diverse “technologies of 
government” and “technologies of agency.” Diverse technologies of agency, with varying degrees of links to neo-liberalism, 
facilitate “creeping” enclosures and openings for fish harvesters in NL fisheries. The paper finds that multi-faceted social 
protection and coastal community-oriented rationalities of fisher groups are key explanatory variables in shaping practices 
for and against neo-liberal governance, suggesting that the relationship of diverse neo-liberal, moral economy and hybrid 
governmentalities to lived experiences requires more empirical and theoretical attention.
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Introduction

This paper seeks to contribute to a reinvigorated, theoreti-
cally engaged social science research agenda for fisheries 
(Bavinck et al. 2018) by engaging with conceptual and 

social struggles over the contested concept of neo-liber-
alism (Castree 2008; Bakker 2010). Over the last thirty 
years, neo-liberalism has been the subject of considerable 
scholarly interest and debate as a force for shaping the gov-
ernance of biophysical problems and resources throughout 
the world. Anthropologists, human geographers, political 
ecologists, political economists, and interdisciplinary 
scholars have been at the forefront of a global dialogue on 
the concept and its societal-ecological implications. Citing 
geographer Noel Castree’s categorizations of neo-liberal 
policies, Pinkerton and Davis (2015) define neo-liberalism 
as a set of trends including (1) establishment of private 
property rights, (2) market transferability of things previ-
ously not transferable, (3) public policy de-regulation, (4) 
market-accommodating forms of regulation, (5) state use 
of market-proxies and valorization in service provision, 
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(6) the general encouragement of voluntary civil society 
action in societal problem-solving, and (7) the promo-
tion of self-sufficiency, particularly by individuals and 
communities. The concept of neo-liberalism has featured 
prominently in critical social science literature on fisheries 
governance, particularly with respect to processes of pri-
vatization (private property making) and commodification 
(marketability and tradability) of resource access (e.g., 
Mansfield 2004; Pinkerton and Davis 2015; Bresnihan 
2016). The most widely analyzed and critiqued neo-lib-
eral governance tool in fisheries is individual transferable 
quotas (ITQs). ITQs were introduced and justified widely 
in the closing decades of the twentieth century as a fisher-
ies management panacea to avoid outcomes predicted by 
the flawed “tragedy of the commons” metaphor by trans-
forming limited allocations or shares of fish into com-
modified property rights (see Pinkerton 2013; Edwards 
and Pinkerton 2019, 2020; Olson 2011; Carothers 2015; 
Carothers and Chambers 2012; Young et al. 2018). Other 
prominent governance mechanisms critiqued as neo-liberal 
include rationalization initiatives promoting efficiency, 
conservation-oriented eco-labeling and certification pro-
grams, and even participatory and decentralized forms of 
governance such as community-based management and 
co-management (Mansfield 2004: 321; Said et al. 2016; 
Konefal 2013; Foley and Hebért 2013; Bresnihan 2016). 
In general, these and other analyses have emphasized how 
neo-liberalism threatens small-scale fisheries, labor inter-
ests, and communities and drives complex forms of resist-
ance and governance hybridization (Pinkerton and Davis 
2015; Bresnihan 2016; Foley and Havice 2016; Foley 
2017, 2019a; Pinkerton 2017).

Other literature has identified more ambiguous relations 
associated with neo-liberalism. Any sweeping characteri-
zation of complex governance processes in terms of purely 
negative and exclusionary dimensions runs the risk of 
missing diverse and sometimes hybrid institutional forms, 
agency, decision-making, and identity within, against and 
outside neo-liberalism (Gibson-Graham 2006, 2008). 
While privatization and ITQs receive significant schol-
arly attention among fisheries social scientists, the rela-
tionship between diverse institutional forms and practices 
to neo-liberalism is less clear. Such diverse and hybrid 
institutional forms, agency, and decision-making require 
more careful empirical and analytical attention (St. Martin 
2005a, b; 2007). Like the broader literature on neo-liberal 
natures (Bakker 2010), there is a tendency in critical fish-
eries scholarship to focus singularly on the usual suspects 
of private property and ITQs and miss subtler questions, 
institutions, and processes of resource and market gov-
ernance (Bresnihan 2016). Analysts are thus increasingly 
forced to contend with explaining the productive as well as 
the destructive; the inclusionary as well as exclusionary; 

and the unambiguous as well as the ambiguous forces and 
practices of neo-liberalism.

This paper joins fisheries scholars who draw on Foucault 
to explain how new and changing modes of capitalist appro-
priation and governance that might appear purely exclusion-
ary rely on productive regimes of knowledge-making and 
rationalities that know and organize ecological and life 
processes (Bresnihan 2016; Foley et al. 2018; Bresnihan 
2019a, b). For Foucault, neo-liberalism is not only advanced 
through powerful state agencies and law or corporate agents 
that restrict and destroy life but also through biopower. Bio-
power reflects a new art of government or governmentality 
of managing populations without direct, detectable instru-
ments but rather through obscure forms of pragmatism and 
tactics. It is a power of production that aims at fostering life 
through diffuse state and non-state forms of administration 
and ordering in contemporary societies (Bresnihan 2016). 
From this perspective, some practices typically understood 
as informed by purely and narrowly neo-liberal rationali-
ties, like market-oriented auditing and certification, have the 
potential to be shaped by social justice and moral economy 
rationalities (Foley et al. 2018). This points to the impor-
tance of understanding multiple, overlapping, and conflicting 
forms of governmentalities, and in the case of environmental 
governance, environmentalities (Fletcher 2017). Alterna-
tively designed practices and technologies of government 
can thus contest regressive neo-liberal environmentalities, 
transforming what might appear superficially as purely neo-
liberal tools into tactics for supporting social justice and 
moral economy objectives of sustainable development.

This paper employs such a “multiple environmentali-
ties” perspective (Fletcher 2010, 2017; Foley et al. 2018) 
to explore the potential for social justice-oriented envi-
ronmentalities in the governance of natural resources 
within and outside formal practices of neo-liberalism. 
This approach permits the critical analysis of not simply 
identifying narrowly neo-liberal environmentalities, but 
also labor-driven/oriented and community-driven/oriented 
environmentalities. A multiple environmentalities perspec-
tive allows analyses to enhance practical knowledge for the 
development and application of ethically and morally pro-
gressive technologies of governance through knowledge, 
institutional design, and subject formation. Empirically, 
rather than focus on one neo-liberal instrument, such as 
ITQs or eco-certifications, this paper will examine inter-
ventions of various actors in the development and imple-
mentation of several fisheries programs and practices 
within Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada. The objec-
tive is to reveal the multiple ways neo-liberal governance 
practices are implemented, resisted, and hybridized in par-
ticular environmental, social, and institutional contexts. 
The analysis includes policies typically analyzed in fish-
eries scholarship as neo-liberal-friendly, such as limited 
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entry licensing, individual quotas, and eco-certification, 
as well as policies that have a less clear relationship to 
neo-liberalism, such as owner-operator protection policies 
designed to restrict corporate ownership, professionaliza-
tion legislation designed to protect those who depend the 
greatest on the fishery for livelihoods, and license combin-
ing policies designed to increase the financial viability and 
safety of small-scale fishing enterprises. Rather than focus 
on how fisheries are becoming neoliberal through a single, 
powerful governance instrument, this paper examines mul-
tiple processes that together suggest that neo-liberalism is 
simultaneously being enacted, challenged, and changed 
over time. To explain the effects of multiple governance 
processes, we also draw on but expand a concept used by 
Murray and colleagues (Murray et al. 2010) to propose 
that some of the policies and programs might be better 
understood as contributing to a contradictory process of 
“creeping” enclosure and “creeping” openings of access to 
fishing, where fish harvesters exert agency in making and 
re-making governance through and against neo-liberalism.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. In 
the next section, the conceptual approach will be intro-
duced, focusing on key concepts in the governmentality 
approach, including biopolitics, rationalities of govern-
ment, technologies of government, including technologies 
of agency, and the multiple environmentalities perspective. 
Next, we examine fisheries governance practices in New-
foundland and Labrador shaped by neo-liberal rationalities 
and by social-justice-oriented rationalities, as well as by 
rationalities that do not easily rest in either category. The 
empirical analysis is divided into an assessment of six dif-
ferent categories of technologies of agency within the NL 
context. The empirical data for these sections was gathered 
through a variety of published and gray literature and field 
research based on in-depth key informant interviews with 
24 participants conducted between May and November of 
2019. The extensive document review and targeted field-
work with key informants enabled the reconstruction of 
the emergence and evolution of key policies and practices, 
revealing diverse micro-rationalities and politics resulting 
in creeping enclosure and creeping openings for fish har-
vesters. The research revealed multiple perspectives and 
experiences of different actors, such as staff of the Fish, 
Food and Allied Workers (FFAW)-Unifor union; profes-
sional fish harvesters; staff of the Professional Fish Har-
vesters Certification Board, staff from a social enterprise 
organization, buyers, processors, and provincial govern-
ment employees in Newfoundland; and federal govern-
ment employees. The conclusion reflects on the findings 
and calls for further research and practical engagement in 
understanding and advancing alternative, social justice and 
moral economy-oriented regimes of knowledge-making 
and rationalities that know and organize life processes.

Conceptual approach: biopolitics 
and governmentality

The concept of biopolitics is associated with the govern-
mentality approach initially theorized by Michel Foucault. 
It refers to the emergence and spread of a new liberal art 
of government (governmentality) in the last two centu-
ries. Governmentality is a type of governance that seeks to 
shape and regulate individuals in particular ways through a 
plurality of tactics so that they do not need to be regulated 
by others but can govern and care for themselves (Miller 
and Rose 2008:204). This art of governing is concerned 
with forms of power that operate within and beyond the 
state, across distances and domains (Miller and Rose 2008: 
10). Along with the historically specific meaning of the 
concept, secondary commentators within the field have 
developed and used a more generic definition (McKee 
2009: 466; see for example Miller and Rose 2008; Rose 
1999; Dean 2010; Dean 2017; Larner 2000). The govern-
mentality literature is underpinned by a perspective on 
power that is productive of meaning, intervention, enti-
ties, and processes (Miller and Rose 2008; McKee 2009). 
Furthermore, power is understood as not being captured 
solely by the state; power is distributed widely (Foucault 
1991). Asking what governmentality might offer criti-
cal policy analysis, McKee (2009) states that the work of 
these scholars has broadened our understanding of how we 
think about the nature and practice of government. Miller 
and Rose (2008:15–16) use Foucault’s concept of govern-
mentality to tease apart two distinct aspects of the art of 
governing.

Although distinct, the two forms or arts of governing do 
not represent different domains found in reality but rather 
they are intrinsically linked as representing and knowing 
a phenomenon, and then acting on it so as to transform it 
(ibid:15). The first aspect is referred to as “rationalities” 
or “programs” which are ways of rendering aspects of life 
thinkable in a way that they become amenable to calcu-
lation and programming. Rationalities are the ends and 
means through which governmental objectives are articu-
lated, and they materialize through thought, knowledge, 
vocabulary, discourse, language, decisions, strategies, and 
judgements (ibid; Dean 2010). To become useful, ration-
alities are converted from a concept into “technologies of 
government” which are the second key characteristic of 
governmentality (ibid: 16). Technologies of government 
are the diverse and heterogenous means, mechanisms, and 
instruments through which governing is accomplished 
through the active participation of governance subjects 
(Dean 2010: 269). These practical features of govern-
ment include devices, tools, techniques, personnel, and 
apparatuses and (i) typically assemble diverse elements, 
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(ii) take part in techno-economic systems, (iii) constitute 
logistical and infrastructural powers, and (iv) subsume the 
moral and political shaping of conduct (Dean 2010:270; 
also see Rose 1999; Miller and Rose 2008). Technologies 
of government have been further distilled into various cat-
egories (see Rose 1999), including technologies of agency, 
technologies of consumption or market, and technologies 
of performance.

This paper uses such sub-technologies of government as 
analytical tools to organize the empirical content in rela-
tion to inshore fish harvesters in NL, framing the analysis 
particularly with the concept of technologies of agency. 
Technologies of agency seek to establish or enhance the 
capacity of individuals and groups to act independently and 
make their own free choices, often in contexts of risk (Dean 
2010:196), though the integration of other technologies 
such as market and performance are important. Centering 
the analysis on technologies of agency focuses our attention 
of techniques of empowerment, consultation, and negotia-
tion, in addition to instruments of voice and representation. 
Such technologies can be co-constituted by other technolo-
gies. Technologies of market, for example, can include 
advertising, market research, and niche-marketing. These 
mechanisms allow individuals and groups to create a public 
image that is perceived as pleasurable, respectable, unique, 
and socially normal based on what they buy and sell (Rose 
1999:86). Technologies of performance include audits, the 
setting of performance indicators and the establishment of 
quasi-markets in expertise and service provision in order to 
shape conduct. These types of technologies present them-
selves as strategies to restore trust by providing a direct 
means to transform individuals into calculating individuals 
within calculable spaces (Dean 2010: 197).

The governmentality approach is also useful to under-
stand contemporary governance processes in fisheries 
because it provides a lens through which the micro-rules, 
practices, and agency of the state and other actors under 
conditions of neo-liberalism can be examined (Parlee and 
Wiber 2011; 2014; Bresnihan 2016; Johnsen 2017; Foley 
et al. 2018). As Bresnihan notes with reference to fisheries 
scientists, managers, and policy makers’ common commit-
ment to make policies work “on the ground” and to achieve 
measurable common goals (2016: 14), “There was never 
any overarching, authoritative plan for the fisheries, and 
it is this openness that makes neoliberal nature-making so 
difficult to contest. In this sense, neoliberalization is better 
understood as an activity (rather than a set of institutions) 
that both responds to and shapes the different social and 
ecological contexts it operates in.” It is more useful, from 
this perspective, to examine the rationalities and technolo-
gies of government in particular contexts. This means mov-
ing beyond the tendency to identify only the agency of the 
state and powerful market actors and institutions, even in 

forms of decentralized management. Our starting point is 
that rationalities and technologies of government preferred 
and employed by powerful agents are being molded, shaped, 
and resisted by governance subjects that have histories of 
active actions against particular neo-liberal practices. By 
analyzing such dynamics in particular places, this paper 
joins the critical literature on neo-liberalism that suggests 
policies cannot be solely understood as a derivative of a sin-
gular neoliberal movement or regulatory moment but must 
be considered within the context of past policy landscapes, 
power and political dynamics, contestation, and biophysical 
and geographical characteristics and processes that result 
in enclosures, openings, and change for fish harvesters and 
small-scale producers over time (Mansfield 2004; also see 
Bakker 2010; St. Martin 2007; Foley et al 2015; Bresnihan 
2016; Foley and Mather 2019). But what does this mean for 
the way that neo-liberalism is acted upon or not, for how we 
conceive of neo-liberalism, and for what we judge to be of 
consequence in that conception?

A key question is whether there is potential for distinctive 
social justice-oriented governmentalities in the governance 
of natural resources generally (Fletcher 2010) and fisher-
ies specifically (Foley et al. 2018). Through an assessment 
of ways in which the concept of governmentality has been 
applied to analyze processes of environmental governance, 
Fletcher (2017) identifies how the concept of environmental-
ity has been used by different scholars to refer to different 
kinds of environmental politics. Fletcher identifies distinct 
uses, such as a (i) sovereign environmentality in analyses 
of “command and control” state instruments, (ii) discipli-
nary modes of environmentality in analyses of participatory 
efforts to create people who care about and self-regulate 
the environment, and (iii) neoliberal environmentality, 
whereby market principles and incentives are privileged 
(Fletcher 2017). Understanding these distinctions are impor-
tant because research has revealed that the practice and 
implementation of environmental governance are normally 
carried out not under a unified strategy of governance but, 
rather, through the operationalization of multiple strategies 
concurrently. Yet in most situations, the complex maneu-
verings of governance practice through different technolo-
gies of government, as we shall see below, remain “largely 
invisible—either to those directly involved within it or to 
the researchers reporting upon it—as we have lacked the 
conceptual language needed to describe it” (Fletcher 2017: 
313). A multiple environmentalities lens, therefore, can help 
reveal differences in strategies through which different tech-
nologies of government are enacted and interact.

From this perspective, we can hypothesize that the effects 
of different governance strategies and different technologies 
of government in a particular place where neo-liberal gov-
ernance instruments are enacted will be complex, often sub-
tle and contradictory. Murray and colleagues (Murray et al. 
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2010) develop the useful “creeping” enclosure concept to 
describe the cumulative effects that multiple rationalities, 
technologies, and events can have on fish harvesters’ ability 
to gain access to and benefit from fish in the sea. Creep-
ing enclosure entails increasing barriers to access common 
pool resources not because of a single regulatory moment 
or logic, such as a neo-liberal policy, but instead because 
of the cumulative effects of multiple regulatory changes. 
The cumulative effects can include both direct and indirect 
impacts; they can result from multiple forces pushing in 
different directions by different agents, and do not always 
feature privatization, marketization, or commodification. In 
the case study below, the evolution of multiple technologies 
of agency together result in similar processes of creeping 
enclosures but also creeping openings for fish harvesters 
to access and benefit from fisheries. It is therefore useful 
to ally concepts of creeping enclosure and opening with a 
multiple environmentalities perspective so as to better iden-
tify and conceptualize the multiplicity of regulatory condi-
tions, changes, and effects, some of which might emanate 
from neo-liberal rationalities and technologies of agency and 
some of which might emanate from alternative rationalities. 
There is also, we suggest, practical significance to the spe-
cific recognition of agency in, and everyday social relations 
and practices of, creeping enclosures and creeping openings 
that are embedded in global and national structures of eco-
nomic and political power. Shining light on different agency 
and interests demonstrates how social relations and practices 
are productive of hybrid and new institutions. A focus on 
fish harvester experience and agency, for example, can reveal 
that people “might act at a distance from dominant economic 
and governmental rationalities, not through explicit resist-
ance but through practical forms of world-making that rely 
on and constituted different ways of knowing and doing” 
(Bresnihan 2016: 21). While outside observations might 
tend to focus on social relations and practices connected to 
the most obvious global and national power structures (i.e. 
ITQs, eco-labels), fine-grained analysis of changing fisheries 
governance in places such as NL suggests that other institu-
tions and practices have as much meaning and significance 
to fish harvester’s everyday lives, working conditions, and 
social-ecological relations.

Technologies of agency in Newfoundland 
and Labrador fisheries governance

As explained above, technologies of government include 
devices, tools, techniques, personnel, and apparatuses that 
enable state and non-state authorities to understand and act 
upon the conduct of individuals and groups, often in loca-
tions distant from centers of authority and power. According 
to Dean (2010), technologies of agency become an important 

factor when individuals, groups, or communities become the 
target of a rationality or program because they, or something 
they do, have been identified as a risk which requires inter-
vention and management. Under these circumstances, tar-
geted populations become encouraged to actively participate 
in monitoring and managing their own risk. However, a risk 
can be analyzed in terms of various and sometimes compet-
ing norms from different bodies of knowledge and expertise 
(Miller and Rose 2008:15). As such, the agency of indi-
viduals and groups can also be used to resist or counteract 
attempts to be targeted, rendered problematic, and governed. 
Below, we reveal these countervailing tendencies by includ-
ing the agency and interests of fish harvesters in different 
technologies of agency. These technologies and the forces 
of interaction they generate result in creeping enclosure and 
creeping openings for fish harvesters.

Enclosure and limited‑entry licenses

Contemporary fisheries policies and legislation in what is 
now the Canadian province Newfoundland and Labrador 
emerged out of a context deeply shaped by settler colonial-
ism, commodity frontierism, and state enclosure of social-
ecological life reproduction through periods of significant 
risk and transformation, including following Canadian state 
enclosure in the 1970s under the auspices of the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and following the 
Atlantic cod collapse in subsequent decades (Foley 2019b). 
For the Government of Canada, the contemporary condi-
tions for governing access for fisheries and coastal com-
munities were fundamentally changed in the 1970s with the 
introduction of UN-sanctioned Exclusive Economic Zone 
(EEZ), rationalized as providing states with the authority 
necessary for the conservation and optimal utilization of the 
vast resources of the sea. This rationalization of the global 
oceans enclosed, in an unprecedented way, the richest life 
producing parts of the oceans as state property (Campling 
and Havice, 2014) just as neo-liberal policies began to sweep 
across the Global North. Yet the process was not a homoge-
nous process of neo-liberalization in NL, which relinquished 
control over managing limited adjacent ocean areas when it 
became a province of Canada in 1949. Through efforts to 
meet efficiency and equity objectives, federal public policy 
in Canada throughout the 1970s and 1980s created tech-
nologies of agency that enabled actors to both constitute 
and resist neo-liberal rationalities (Matthews 1988; Foley 
et al. 2015; Barnett et al. 2017: 62). During this period, 
state property was transformed in de facto private property 
through individual quotas, individual transferable quotas, 
and rationalization programs aimed at reducing the number 
of fishers, while other powerful policies and practices were 
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developed to mitigate against the commodification of access 
rights and corporate consolidation.

The most direct technology of agency that the Govern-
ment of Canada utilized for formalizing access is the fishing 
license. For DFO, a fishing license is:

an instrument used by the Minister, under the authority 
of the Fisheries Act, [that] grants authorization to a 
person, including an Aboriginal organization, to har-
vest certain species of fish or marine plants subject to 
the conditions attached to the license. This is a tem-
porary grant as licenses are issued for a fixed period, 
usually annually. (DFO 2017a, b)

Licenses for different fish species were established in 
contexts of broader rationalities and technologies of gov-
ernment. Developed partly in preparation for the extension 
of fisheries jurisdiction, Canada’s Commercial Fisheries 
Policy of 1976, for example, aimed at rationalizing the 
fishery (Smith et al. 2012) and improving efficiency in the 
use and management of fishery resources in the hopes of 
addressing issues arising from the “common pool” nature 
of wild fisheries (DFO 2001; Foley et al. 2015). While rudi-
mentary, Canada’s early experiments in commercial fish-
eries policy contained further technologies for controlling 
entry into, and participation in, the commercial fishery in 
order to address rationalities of conservation by constrain-
ing expansion (in capacity and participants) of the fishery. 
Licenses constituted one of the major technologies of agency 
to enroll fish harvesters in such enclosure processes after 
the establishment of the EEZ. In addition to rationalities to 
constrain the numbers of fishing participants, harvesting and 
processing interests competed for power to control access to 
fish resources, foreshadowing future and ongoing conflicts 
(DFO 2001). The competition between these two sectors was 
one of the key drivers in the development of arguably moral 
economy rationalities and technologies designed to separate 
activities of harvesting and processing as instituted in the 
Fleet Separation Policy initiated in 1979 and the Owner-
Operator Policy in 1989/1996.

Fleet Separation and Owner‑Operator Policies

As a technology of agency, limited entry licenses effectively 
enrolled wide swaths of geographically dispersed fishers into 
privatized fishing governance regimes, but with access not 
necessarily commodified. Indeed, the 1979 Fleet Separation 
Policy was rationalized as a means to protect access rights 
of licensed inshore fish harvesters who operate vessels less 
than 65 feet in length by discontinuing the issuing of fish-
ing licenses for that category of the industry to corporate 
and processing sectors. Through the 1980s and 1990s, an 
Owner-Operator Policy was also developed and formalized. 
The DFO’s Owner-Operator Policy for Eastern Canada has 

the objective of protecting access to fish resources for the 
inshore sector and limiting corporate and absentee owner-
ship of fishing licenses by requiring that license holders 
personally fish their licenses. With some exceptions, the 
policy specified that licenses and vessels in the inshore 
fleet, defined by vessels less than 65-feet in length, must be 
owned by a harvester actively fishing on the vessel. These 
restrictions were not placed on license holders in the ves-
sel category of over 65 feet in length because they were 
already owned primarily by fish processing companies 
(Davis 2015:324). By 1996, both the Fleet Separation Policy 
and the Owner-Operator Policy were uniform across East-
ern Canada fishery management regions (DFO 2017a, b; 
Barnett et al. 2017).

Within this context, the inshore sector was further 
reformed through the introduction of “core” licensing, a 
technology of agency which was made available to a select 
number of multi-species enterprises. Under this concept, 
entry into the core group is only possible by replacing an 
existing enterprise (DFO 1996). This policy enclosed access 
further for the inshore sector, but in a way designed to sup-
port and protect a particular kind of inshore fishery char-
acterized by independent owner-operators. In 2007, under 
its Fisheries Renewal initiative, DFO introduced further 
measures to govern this sector through a policy to Preserve 
the Independence of the Inshore Fleet in Canada’s Atlantic 
Fisheries (PIIFCAF) (DFO 2017a, b), with the aim:

to reaffirm the importance of maintaining an independ-
ent and economically viable inshore fleet in which the 
benefit of the license holders stay with the license 
holders, and provide social and economic benefits to 
Atlantic Canada’s coastal communities. (DFO 2017a, 
b)

Here, we observe the evolution of an approach to limited 
entry licensing (privatization) shaped heavily by social- 
and community-oriented rationalities. The PIIFCAF policy 
commits to ensuring and protecting distribution of benefits 
to (i) the sector/fleet of smaller vessels (against the larger 
sectors and consolidation interests) and (ii) coastal com-
munities. According to some participants interviewed, the 
owner-operator and fleet separation policies are necessary 
protections of the inshore sector because they keep licenses 
in local communities and prevent their consolidation. From 
this perspective, these policies are antithetical to neo-liberal 
policy, with policy informed heavily by ethical rationalities 
of distributing benefits to independent smaller-scale produc-
ers and anchoring fisheries wealth in coastal communities 
(Neis et al. 2014:13; Foley et al. 2015).

However, these policies also reveal further nuances of 
the changing nature of technologies of agency in the mak-
ing of, and resistance to, neo-liberal governance. A growing 
trend developed in recent decades where some individuals 
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and corporate entities increasingly circumvented social 
protection policies through legal contracts called trust or 
controlling agreements between apparently independent 
owner-operators and a private creditor, usually a processing 
company interested in securing supply of fish (Barnett 2014; 
Davis 2015; Barnett et al. 2017; Elson v. Canada (Attorney 
General), 2017 FC 459 (CanLII)). One interview partici-
pant explained the practice: “I don’t know, they are saying 
it is owner-operator, but it’s not because a lot of these quota 
[licenses] are owned by companies. Instead of controlling 
agreements, now they rephrase it to financial agreements 
to work the system.” While this practice allows some fish 
harvesters who might not have the ability to qualify for tradi-
tional financing (e.g., through a bank) to access increasingly 
costly fishing licenses and vessels, the license is effectively 
controlled by a private entity, not the harvester (Barnett 
2014: 57). After years of lobbying by organizations repre-
senting independent owner-operators and litigation stem-
ming from cases in the province of Newfoundland and Lab-
rador, the owner-operator and fleet separation policies were 
strengthened through federal Bill C-68, An Act to amend the 
Fisheries Act and other Acts in consequence in June 2019. 
The Act includes new language affirming the Minister of 
DFO may consider “the preservation or promotion of the 
independence of license holders in commercial inshore fish-
eries,” and may consider social, cultural, and economic fac-
tors in making decisions about the management of fisheries. 
As such, the Act reasserts the government’s commitment to a 
rationality of strengthening the inshore sector and protecting 
benefits that are critical to supporting economic develop-
ment and well-being in coastal communities. This aligns 
with other public good rationalities, such as the Government 
of Canada’s mandate to protect the interests of Canadians in 
managing fisheries as a common pool resource (Fisheries 
Act, R.S.C. 1985, c. F-14), and the expectation that fisher-
ies are to be managed according to a broad suite of social 
and economic objectives, including distribution of access 
and benefits to coastal regions and communities (Stephenson 
et al. 2018, 2019; also see Edwards and Pinkerton 2019). 
Given that these legislative modifications are relatively 
recent, “in terms of enforcing it, the jury is still out,” as one 
participant stated, revealing the need for ongoing analysis of 
the lived experiences and struggles over creeping enclosures 
and openings in NL fisheries.

Individual quotas (IQs)

While owner-operator and fleet separation policies were 
designed to embed fisheries benefits in independent small-
scale enterprises and in coastal communities, the history 
of access policies and relations following state enclosure 
within EEZs was marked by immediate and growing pres-
sures to develop technologies of agency and performance 

through market-oriented access policies. In the early 1980s, 
for example, the concept of individual transferable quotas 
(ITQs) (exclusive rights to a quota(s) of a total allowable 
catch (TAC) and the ability to transfer quotas to qualified 
participants) gained attention in Canadian fisheries man-
agement (McCay 1999), partly influenced by recommenda-
tions in the 1982 report of the Kirby Taskforce on Atlantic 
Fisheries (Kirby 1982). Government and industry efforts 
were focused on rationalizing—that is reducing productive 
capacity, particularly by reducing numbers of individuals 
and laborers employed in the sector—the fishery towards 
achieving economic and social viability and improving the 
bankruptcy situation of many of the larger fishing compa-
nies at this time. Rationalization goals were to be realized 
through new technologies of agency with technologies of 
market, such as the merging of the five large processing 
companies in the province into two companies to improve 
the economic efficiency of the processing sector. Rationali-
zation of the offshore sector was implemented in the 1980s 
through the creation of an Enterprise Allocation system for 
regulating access to licenses and harvesting.

Further governmental attempts to restrict access and 
capacity in the Atlantic fishery, particularly for groundfish 
stocks, led to the introduction of several other technologies 
of agency, including restrictions on vessel replacement and 
the formulation of the 1982 Sector Management Policy for 
Canada’s Atlantic Inshore Groundfish Fishery. The Sec-
tor Management Policy for Groundfish was put in place to 
manage and control access to groundfish stocks between the 
fishing sectors, to avoid occurrences of overfishing or fish-
ing below capacity, and in effect, to restructure the Atlantic 
fishery. The policy eradicated the practice whereby license 
holders, mainly in the inshore fleets, could fish almost eve-
rywhere on the Atlantic Coast where quotas were available, 
and instituted a more restricted but structured system which 
required license holders to fish in a defined fishing area or 
zone (DFO 2001). Policies, laws, and interventions were also 
introduced to control the groundfish fishery through access 
restrictions and TAC reductions (Lear and Parsons 1993). 
Findings by the 1987 Alverson Task Force and the 1989 
Scotia-Fundy Groundfish Task Force and the 1990 Harris 
Panel reiterated the problem of overcapacity in Atlantic fish-
eries and the unhealthy decline in the stock abundance and 
called for interventions that would restructure the fishery and 
rebuild declining stocks, particularly northern cod (Alverson 
1987; Hache 1989; Harris 1990).

The rationalities of overcapacity and sector rationali-
zation played a key role in the emergence of technologies 
of agency such as individual quotas (IQs) in the post-cod 
collapse period (Davis 2015: 325). For example, the 1995 
Montreal Round Table, a conference of industry-government 
collaboration, advocated a reduction in capacity in both har-
vesting and processing sectors, and recommended that IQs, 
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ITQs, and Enterprise Allocations be considered if a clear 
majority of license holders supported the access measures 
(DFO 2001: 13). A report entitled Charting a New Course: 
Towards the Fishery of the Future also presented the concept 
of IQs and promoted the idea of introducing ITQs “where 
such management systems do not already exist” (DFO 1993: 
58). After the initial cod moratorium of the early 1990s, IQs 
were introduced to almost all fisheries prosecuted by the 
inshore sector; lobster was the only species exempt from the 
IQ policy (Davis 2015:326).

While IQs are consistent with neo-liberal policies of pri-
vatization, the emergence of IQs as a technology of agency 
was also subject to modification and hybridization. For 
example, there was significant pressure from large fish pro-
cessing and distribution companies to make them transfer-
able, arguing it would provide fishing enterprises with the 
flexibility to land their catch at times that are most profitable, 
it would reduce the number of people dependent on the fish-
ery and bring about greater vertical integration just as it had 
in other countries such as Iceland, Australia, and New Zea-
land. However, in NL, the union representing inshore fish 
harvesters and fish processing plant workers was staunchly 
opposed to adding a transferability component to IQs. Given 
the broad representation of the FFAW-Unifor in NL, they 
had considerable political impact in the province and suc-
cessfully stifled efforts to turn IQs into ITQs (Davis 2015: 
325), thus helping to maintain some critical restrictions 
against policy conditions that would more easily facilitate 
commodification and consolidation in fisheries access. In 
this sense, the union exerted agency over the policy design 
of IQs, using this technology of agency to establish their 
capacity to act independently and make choices in the con-
text of a potential risk.

These tensions between enclosure and opening for 
inshore fish harvesters in NL continued to shape policy 
change through the late 1990s, when the failure of cod’s 
recovery put enormous pressure on Canada’s federal fisher-
ies management regime. For instance, DFO’s Commercial 
Fisheries Licensing Policy for Eastern Canada, introduced in 
1996, is predominantly aimed at “reducing capacity, improv-
ing the economic viability and preventing future growth in 
capacity in the commercial fisheries” but also incorporates 
various elements and criteria associated with the protec-
tion and prioritization of inshore, small-scale, community-
based fisheries and indigenous fisheries (DFO 1996). These 
include the “core group” criterion, and residence or home 
port criterion for determining access, the adjacency principle 
for privileging resource access to the people who live near 
the resource, the owner-operator and fleet separation poli-
cies, and the recognition of Indigenous fishing rights and 
treaty provisions. This policy has shaped the relatively newer 
Fisheries Licensing Policy for DFO’s Newfoundland and 
Labrador Region, specifically for managing and regulating 

inshore commercial fisheries and plants on the coast and 
inland waters of NL (DFO 2018).

Buddy‑up and enterprise combining

Although quotas in NL fisheries were not generally trans-
ferable in a fully commodified sense, other technologies of 
agency were developed enabling fish harvesters to combine 
quota and licenses temporarily and permanently. In 1996, the 
federal government introduced a policy called Buddy-up in 
the inshore sector, which was extended in 2006 to the near-
shore sector (GOV NL 2011:29). The federal government 
describes buddying-up as a “temporary arrangement allow-
ing a maximum of two license holders holding valid licenses 
for the same species, the same fishing area, and same gear 
type operating the same vessel” (DFO 2018). The ration-
ales for developing the Buddy-up policy include economic 
goals of efficiency (e.g., reducing overhead costs), safety 
improvement goals (e.g., more harvesters working together 
to distribute the workload, with the option of fishing in a 
larger vessel), and crewing requirement improvements (e.g., 
when there is difficulty recruiting crew) (DFO 2019; also 
see Squires and Wiber 2018; Transportation Safety Board 
of Canada 2017). All of these rationales were reflected in 
comments made by research participants.

The Buddy-up policy has raised concerns and resulted in 
unintended outcomes, however. Some participants indicated 
that in some cases, the Buddy-up policy is being used to 
facilitate quota leasing and the collection of rent or royalties 
from the fishery by enterprise owners who no longer fish. 
As one interview participant explained, “in theory it [buddy-
up] is a really good idea. Basically, you have two people 
sharing the same vessel…but it’s not policed and it gets 
abused, so people are not going on the water and they have 
somebody else who’s catching their quota and they’re getting 
a share…”. This same concern has been expressed in the 
NL mid-shore fleet (Canada- NL) 2006:11). One interview 
participant suggested that prohibiting buddying-up in some 
groundfish fisheries prevents the approach from being used 
to circumvent the PIIFCAF policy that protects the inshore 
sector against encroaching corporate consolidation. Others 
within the industry are pressuring the government to extend 
the Buddy-up policy to all fisheries (DFO 2019), suggest-
ing an ongoing tension in in the design of, and practices in, 
technologies of agency for inshore fish harvesters.

While the Buddy-up policy authorizes temporary license-
combining, other policy changes allow licenses to be perma-
nently combined. In 2006, DFO introduced a policy called 
Enterprise Combining in the Canada/Newfoundland Fishing 
Industry Renewal Strategy (Canada- NL 2006). This policy 
emphasized fleet rationalization and was implemented with 
support from both federal and provincial governments. It 
enables a qualified fish harvester to buy another one out and 
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combine the quotas from their two licenses under a single 
license resulting in the removal of one enterprise, vessel 
registration, and duplicate species licenses (Walsh 2011; 
Davis 2015:327; DFO 2018). In snow crab, up to three sets 
of inshore quotas can be combined under a single fishing 
enterprise (Davis 2015: 326). This combining of enterprises 
is restricted within specific fleets and geographic areas and 
is only allowed in “predominant fisheries,” which, in addi-
tion to snow crab, include cod, Northern shrimp, and Gulf 
shrimp. Some licenses for other species can be combined 
with exceptions (DFO 2018). The process of combining 
enterprises is non-reversible, but a fish harvester may request 
to reallocate all, or a portion of, their quota acquired under 
the Enterprise Combining policy to another eligible fish har-
vester (DFO 2018).

As a technology of agency for fleet rationalization, 
enterprise combining is consistent with neo-liberal ration-
alization, but it also designed to support only those in the 
specified inshore sector and to support those remaining 
in the industry under conditions of labor contraction and 
quota reductions. Interview participants commented that it 
has been effective on both levels of rationalization; it has 
allowed DFO to reduce the number of active participants, 
and it has allowed fishermen to run more efficiently and 
increase the economic viability of their enterprises. For 
fish harvesters looking to retire, one participant noted that 
the sale of a license under enterprise combining provisions 
provides them with a solid financial base upon which to 
retire. However, other interview participants describe how 
enterprise combining has resulted in the de facto, if still 
constrained, commodification of fishing licenses, with exclu-
sionary implications for subsequent generations looking to 
enter the fishery:

I know we tried to access [inshore] quota, and we are 
to blame as much as anyone else …we’re inflating the 
price of the license. A guy that is in with a company 
[through trust agreements] that wants to buy a quota, 
he is inflating the price. So where does that price go 
to make it sustainable for a guy to get into the fishery? 
Because it is at the point now where it is not sustain-
able.

The fishery is not sustainable, this harvester is arguing, 
in terms of the exclusionary effects of financialization. Even 
qualified inshore harvesters, who tend to come from mod-
est socio-economic backgrounds, are experiencing increas-
ing difficulty in securing large bank loans to buy vessels 
and licenses needed to participate in fisheries. The follow-
ing quote suggests that the Enterprise Combining policy 
can increase incentives to circumvent owner-operator and 
fleet separation policies, whereby fish processing compa-
nies encourage fish harvesters to combine licenses through 
financing arrangements in exchange for guarantees to their 

catch. This increase in access to the resource can creep 
towards greater corporate control:

Just by way of background, processors are not allowed 
to control licenses that are used for inshore harvest-
ing. They are separate from processors. [There is no] 
guaranteed supply for [the] plant. So, [processors] 
have to cut a deal with independent fishermen. And 
those fishermen have licenses and at times they are 
allowed to combine or acquire other licenses or parts 
of other licenses and that is how they gain access…
to get access to more crab for example, one of the big 
ways that [processors] would do that is speak to a fish-
erman and encourage him to invest in another license. 
And [the processor] would finance that for him. [The 
processor] wouldn’t own it, but would finance it, and 
loan him the money to buy out another fisherman.

This view was common, seeing the Enterprise Combin-
ing policy as offering a new means for commodification, 
financialization, and corporate concentration of access in 
the hands of a few that will eventually empty harbors of lit-
tle boats and strip communities of their identity and attach-
ment to the fishery. Although enterprise combining cannot 
be described as a full ITQ system due to limits on the num-
ber of quotas that can be merged and to the owner operator 
and fleet separation policies, it is nevertheless a transfer-
able quota system that allows quotas to be bought and sold 
(Davis 2015: 327). It is, in other words, a technology of 
agency through which fish harvesters can play an active role 
in removing licenses from the system, and through which to 
trade quota as a commodity under certain constraints and 
conditions.

Professionalization

Another key technology of agency that encloses and opens 
access for inshore fish harvesters in NL is professionaliza-
tion. Professionalization emerged broadly within Canadian 
fisheries but with particular characteristics in NL. By 1992, 
various fish harvester associations throughout Atlantic 
Canada had begun working with provincial authorities with 
jurisdiction over labor on professionalization criteria and 
standards. The professionalization of the inshore harvesting 
sector in NL emerged through discussions and consultations 
led by the FFAW-Unifor union and generally supported by 
fishing co-operatives, DFO, the provincial Department of 
Fisheries and Aquaculture at the time, and other government 
and educational institutions (PFHCB 2020a). The union 
developed a comprehensive certification system following 
consultations in more than 100 communities, involving more 
than 4,000 fish harvesters. At the time, there were four levels 
of accreditation: New Entrant, Level I, Level II, and Mas-
ter Fisherman. New entrants would have to meet required 
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standards of training and competency before participating 
in the fishery, while existing bona fida fishermen would be 
“grandfathered” into the system (DFO 1993). The report, 
chaired by former FFAW-Unifor president and co-founder 
Richard Cashin, explicitly articulated that professionaliza-
tion would mean restricting access to the fishery and that 
fishermen who remained would “assume greater responsibil-
ity for the protection of the resource” and that self-regulation 
or co-management through professional organizations repre-
sents a shift in management responsibility and control (DFO 
1993:72). It would become possible for fishermen to “be 
central players in any program to reduce excess capacity in 
the various fleets affected by the groundfish crisis” (DFO 
1993:72). The objective would be “the creation of self-sus-
taining, viable fishery that benefits fishermen, coastal com-
munities and the society at large” (DFO 1993: 67). By 1997, 
the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador House of 
Assembly passed the Professional Fish Harvesters Act, 
which facilitated the creation of the non-profit Professional 
Fish Harvesters Certification Board (PFHCB). The PFHCB 
then developed specific rules, requirements, and procedures 
for accreditation to enhance governability (for government 
authorities and the industry itself) and to empower fish har-
vesters to take greater responsibility for their own welfare 
and for the environment (Davis 2015: 325).

The formal purpose of professionalization is to dis-
tinguish full-time harvesters from those whose primary 
employment is outside of the fishery (PFHCB 2020b). 
Presently, there are three levels of accreditation and they 
include apprentice (new entrant), level 1, and level 2. As fish 
harvesters complete stages of training, they become quali-
fied to further advance their career and qualifications to act 
and perform in particular ways as employees, laborers, crew, 
and owner-operators. To qualify, fish harvesters must earn 
75% of their income from fishing during the fishing season. 
One research participant suggested that professionaliza-
tion is important because “it lends some control over who 
can participate in the fishery” and prevents overcapacity by 
only certifying the number of harvesters required to meet the 
numbers under the limited entry licensing system:

…we are seeing an increase in the number of people 
pursuing [professionalization] upgrading…but at the 
same time we have to remember that in this province 
we still operate under a limited entry licensing system. 
So, there are only so many licenses that are going to 
become available…pretty basic principles of supply 
and demand.

The implementation of professionalization over time has 
created further tensions between enclosures and openings. 
Some protested that the criteria used in the program unfairly 
excluded and denied the benefits of fishing, while the union 
representing fish harvesters maintained their commitment to 

the idea that the benefits from future fisheries ought to be for 
those with more significant dependency on, and ties to, the 
fishery (Davis 2015). Dilemmas of enclosure and opening 
of access for inshore harvesters manifest in real challenges. 
For example, regulations stipulate that in order to acquire an 
existing complete “core” enterprise, an individual must be a 
level 2 professional, while a level 1 professional is eligible 
to be a substitute or “designated” operator (DFO 2018). On 
the one hand, this designated operator regulation was seen 
as an opportunity for new entrants to get some “time on the 
water” in order to advance to level 2 and develop relation-
ships whereby an older fish harvester might “make a deal” 
and pass their enterprise on to a younger fish harvester. On 
the other hand, some research participants indicated that cer-
tain fish harvesters “want to designate forever,” implying 
that some owner-operators use the designate provision as 
a means to unfairly circumvent the owner-operator policy. 
Others saw the certification process as overly stringent, thus 
hindering entry into the fishery by the younger generation 
and making it difficult to attain the credentials required to 
improve their status level. One participant described their 
current situation as such:

[I’m just designated as operator on the boat right now. 
To become eligible to be an owner-operator], I need 
more training, I need more sea time, and it’s hard 
because I’m only with a little tiny fishing enterprise, 
not big….Yeah, [reduction in quota] cuts into my sea 
time…luckily it counts being out in the shed and net-
ting anything and everything else, if it wasn’t for that, 
we’re screwed.

Other research (Davis 2015; White 2015) reports similar 
responses from fish harvesters about difficulties in obtain-
ing sea hours required for formal qualifications. The cost of 
training was even viewed by some fish harvesters as a delib-
erate attempt by government to phase out smaller enterprises 
and deter young people from pursuing fishing as a livelihood 
(Davis 2015).

At a general level, professionalization programs contain 
objectives of reducing the number of harvesters by elimi-
nating fishers who have marginal reliance on the fishery 
(exclusionary rationalization) and protecting those who 
remained more strongly attached to or dependent upon it 
(inclusionary rationalization) (Clarke 2003). Overall, these 
challenges of professionalization and its relationship to 
other technologies of agency echo findings from studies 
that document harvesters who say they strongly believe, as 
Davis (2015: 326) puts it, that exclusion was justified “in 
order for the more established harvesters to make a better 
and more secure living, even though they…feared that this 
move toward enclosing the fishery could be a step toward 
the eventual privatization of what had historically been gov-
erned as a common resource.” Such tensions and dilemmas 
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illustrate the challenges of creating technologies of agency 
that simultaneously enclose and open access for inshore fish 
harvesters.

Auditing, traceability, certification

Certification and traceability programs, a technology of 
agency often fused with technologies of performance and 
markets, have become key sites of enacting and challeng-
ing neo-liberal governance. Seafood supply chains such 
as those in NL, which exports the vast majority of its sea-
food, have become subject to market-based sustainability 
certification and eco-labeling systems (Ponte 2012) within 
a broader global scramble for fisheries assessments (Foley 
et al. 2018). In August 2008, Northern shrimp, a key prey 
of the iconic Northern cod with populations adjacent to NL, 
became the first aquatic species managed by the Canadian 
government to meet the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) 
environmental standard for “sustainable and well-managed” 
wild capture fisheries (Foley 2012: 438; Foley and McCay 
2014). This was followed by the MSC certification of Snow 
Crab in 2013, and 3Ps Cod in 2016 which has subsequently 
been suspended (MSC 2020). At the same time, traceability 
of seafood has become increasingly important at the global 
scale, with both the USA and the European Union requiring 
traceability of seafood imports to ensure food safety, and to 
protect against the mislabeling of seafood, and distribution 
of illegal, unregulated, and unreported (IUU) fish (Oceana 
2018a, b; NOAA 2020). With NL seafood products exported 
to more than 40 countries, including markets in the USA and 
in the European Union (Gov NL 2018), NL fish and seafood 
producers have had to adapt to comply with emerging regu-
lations from export markets.

In this context, the union representing fish harvesters and 
fish processing plant workers became interested in develop-
ing an alternative technology of agency that might certify 
or trace information, credentials, and characteristics specific 
to NL’s inshore fishery. While the MSC’s environmental 
standard and traceability system represented a relatively 
narrow conservation rationality or environmentality (Foley 
et al. 2018), harvesters in NL began discussing alternative 
forms of recognition and reward such as producer-oriented 
traceability initiatives. Building on similar practices and col-
laborations developed elsewhere (Parlee and Wiber 2011), 
the NL-based Fisheries, Science Stewardship and Sustain-
ability Board (FSSSB), in collaboration with a non-govern-
mental organization, implemented a traceability program for 
Atlantic lobster and halibut (FFAW 2020; ThisFish 2020; 
SeafoodNL 2016). Fish harvesters viewed traceability as a 
technology of agency that might allow them to tell their 
story and to promote and communicate their own concep-
tions of production practices that should be recognized and 
rewarded, such as sustainability, product quality, ownership 

patterns of vessels, labor and safety conditions, and profes-
sionalization of the industry.

Yet alternative seafood marketing in a neo-liberal era 
means that the fish harvesters participate in the very pro-
cesses they are resisting (Witter and Stoll 2017), highlight-
ing further tensions in how changing governance affects the 
ability of fish harvesters to control access to, and benefits 
from, fisheries. The behavioral changes anticipated in these 
technologies do not always manifest (Parlee and Wiber 2011, 
2014; Bresnihan 2019b) and they tend to increase the power 
of actors such as large-scale seafood buyers at the expense of 
less powerful suppliers and to cultivate and maintain com-
petition among individual fish harvesters and among fleets, 
creating pressures for the development of “environmental 
entrepreneurs” (Parlee and Wiber 2014; also see Parlee and 
Wiber 2011; Foley et al. 2018; Bresnihan 2019b: 166). In the 
case of NL, the union representing fish harvesters and fish 
processing plant workers acted as this kind of entrepreneur, 
engaging with dominant neo-liberal technologies but also 
developing their own novel technologies by adapting those 
prevalent in neo-liberal institutions and processes.

Conclusion

This paper used the governmentality approach to analyze 
the micro-rationalities and technologies of governance in 
the making and re-making of fisheries governance in New-
foundland and Labrador. It demonstrates the contradic-
tory and complex nature of diverse practices of regulatory 
enclosure and opening for inshore fish harvesters in NL. 
Regulatory change simultaneously creates and reduces 
opportunities for access to fisheries by small-scale har-
vesters, thereby challenging, refining, and revising cur-
rent conceptions of neo-liberalism as having purely nega-
tive, regressive, and exclusionary outcomes. Regulatory 
change and its consequences are not only shaped by the 
powerful institutions of neo-liberalism but also by less 
dramatic policies, actions, and responses (Murray et al. 
2010). Privatization policies of limited entry licensing 
and individual quotas were developed alongside owner-
operator and fleet separation policies, which provide 
powerful institutional protections to prevent consolidated 
corporate ownership and vertical integration over fisher-
ies. Over time, new practices of fish harvester creden-
tialization (professionalization) and micro-consolidation 
(authorized through Buddy-up and Enterprise Combining 
policies) were driven by industry rationalization ideas 
(reducing numbers of workers and enhance economic effi-
ciency) as well as by ideas to accommodate the needs and 
interests of fish harvesters committed to ensuring access 
to fisheries that support them making a living from the 
sea. The relationship of these policies and rationalities 
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to neo-liberalism are contradictory and complex, then. 
If policies of professionalization, enterprise combining, 
and eco-labelling schemes are neo-liberal, they are sub-
stantially informed, moderated, managed, and regulated 
through a broader moral economy informed by specific 
social and coastal community protection principles, such 
as those defining the owner-operator and fleet separation 
policies. NL fisheries are, in other words, governed by 
multiple environmentalities, including those informed 
by moral economy rationalities, neo-liberal rationalities, 
and hybrid rationalities, all bound together in institutional 
contexts overwhelmingly accommodating to the most pow-
erful and prevalent global and national rationalities and 
technologies of neo-liberalism but developing through 
both abrupt and less dramatic ways and relations.

The multiple and contradictory manifestations of neo-
liberal rationalities and technologies of governance in 
this case help explain the dynamic roll-out of what Mur-
ray et al. (2010) call “creeping” enclosure, which is the 
cumulative effects of multiple events and processes on fish 
harvesters. The cumulative effects can include both direct 
and indirect impacts, they can result from multiple forces 
pushing in different directions, and they do not necessar-
ily feature attributes typically associated with neo-liberal 
approaches to fisheries management and governance. Like 
other enclosures, these are historically and geographically 
contingent (Peck and Tickell 2002: 383; McCarthy and 
Prudham 2004; Castree 2008; Bakker 2010). Ultimately, 
the history of contemporary fisheries governance in the 
Canadian province of Newfoundland and Labrador is char-
acterized by power struggles and power relations, such 
as those shaping conflict and cooperation between har-
vesting and processing sectors over controlling access to 
the fishery and the ongoing activities of fish harvesters 
who are accommodating, challenging, and revising neo-
liberal technologies of government from state and non-
state actors. While the high-stake debates around different 
forms of quotas and access rights are understandably the 
focus of much research on neo-liberal fisheries govern-
ance, more research is needed to understand other technol-
ogies of government, such as hybrid quota models, license 
consolidation under conditions of restrictions against 
corporate ownership, professionalization, and producer-
controlled traceability and eco-certification. These tech-
nologies are characterized by ongoing tensions between 
creeping enclosures and creeping openings. Such tensions 
are driven in part by power struggles and the agency of 
fish harvester organizations as they seek to keep open, 
and open up new, windows of opportunity to support their 
ideas and interests of social justice against the crudest 
aspects of the art of liberal governance.
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