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Abstract: The exploitation of marine resources is an important economic activity in 
Chile. Nevertheless, Chilean fisheries are in crisis. This thesis analyse the situation of 
pelagic artisanal fisheries in Bío-Bío region. To gather information a fieldwork was 
done in the region during December 2014, visiting several artisanal fishing places. 
Industrial overexploitation, and pollution produced by non-fishing industries located 
by the coastal border (as thermoelectric plants and pulp mills), have contributed to 
drastically decrease the availability of marine resources. Artisanal fishers are severely 
affected by the situation. Resource scarcity and problems accessing fishing rights and 
quotas have stressed artisanal fishers‟ economic conditions. Economic problems have 
increased poverty levels, producing several social problems. The State has made 
several attempts to solve sectors‟ problems implementing mainly neoliberal policies 
focused on privatizing (enclosure of commons) and commoditizing the ocean. 
Nevertheless, these policies have not been enough to solve the problems, and the 
crises persist. To achieve a sustainable development within the artisanal sector it is 
essential to understand the roots, complexities, power relations and historic-material 
conditions of the crises. Therefore, this thesis contributes to the discussion analysing 
the transition process artisanal fishers from Bío-Bío region are having from their 
traditional economic systems to becoming part of the global capitalist system. This 
transition is essential to understand fishing sectors‟ crisis in its three dimensions 
(social, environmental and economic) and to have an idea of where the sector is 
heading. 

 

 

Keywords: Sustainable Development, Political Ecology, Primitive Accumulation, Artisanal 
Fisheries, Chile, Crisis.   

 

 

Alberto Isakson, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 752 36 
Uppsala, Sweden 



v 
 

Artisanal Fisheries in Crisis: A Political Ecology approach to Pelagic 
Artisanal Fisheries in Bio-Bio Region, Chile 
 

ALBERTO ISAKSON 
 

Isakson, A. 2015. Artisanal Fisheries in Crisis: A Political Ecology approach to Pelagic Artisanal 
Fisheries in Bio-Bio Region, Chile. Master thesis E in Sustainable Development at Uppsala 
University, No. 231, 31pp, 30 ECTS/hp.  

Summary: An important economic activity in Chile is the exploitation of natural resources 
for export, and marine resources are an example of it. Since the 1960s Chilean marine exploitation 
grew strongly, nevertheless it peaked in the 1990s. As resource availability decreased, economic, 
social and environmental problems increased, leading to several crises. This thesis analyse the 
situation of artisanal fisheries in Bío-Bío region, Chile, and how they are affected by the crisis. To 
gather information a fieldwork was done in the area during December 2014, and several fishing 
places were visited. The trip was part of a seed grant from the International Social Science Council 
(ISSC), granted to and coordinated by Gloria Gallardo.  

Industrial fisheries have overexploited the ocean, while non-fishing industries (as 
thermoelectric plants and pulp mills) have polluted it. Thus marine resource availability has 
decreased. Artisanal fishers are severely affected by the situation. Resource scarcity has stressed 
their economic conditions, and as economic problems grow, poverty levels increases and several 
social problems emerge. Since the 1990s the country has witnessed many artisanal fisher protests 
demanding solutions to their problems. The State has made several attempts to solve sectors‟ 
problems, mainly implementing neoliberal policies focused on privatizing and commoditizing the 
ocean. Nevertheless, these policies have not been enough to solve the problems, and the crises 
persist. Resource scarcity and neoliberal policies have triggered a transformation process in 
artisanal fishers‟ traditional economy, changing it towards a market economy. This transformation 
is also pressuring to change artisanal fishers‟ ancient culture and traditions. The economic 
transformation generates the encounter of two different productive and social systems: tradition 
versus modernization.  

The fishing system is highly important for the economy of Chilean coastal areas. Thus, 
making it sustainable is needed to improve the living conditions of the people related to it. To 
achieve a Sustainable Development within the artisanal sector it is essential to understand the roots 
of the crises. Therefore, this thesis contributes analysing the evolution of Bio-Bio‟s fishing sectors‟ 
crisis in its three dimensions: social, environmental and economic. 

 

Keywords: Sustainable Development, Political Ecology, Primitive Accumulation, Artisanal 
Fisheries, Chile, Crisis.   
 

Alberto Isakson, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 752 36 
Uppsala, Sweden



 

1 
 

1. Introduction 
Artisanal fisheries in Bio-Bio region (Chile) are in crisis. Since the 1990s, the sector has faced 
various economic, social and environmental problems. Aspects related to resource availability, e.g. 
overexploitation (Cárdenas, 1985; Morales & Gezan, 1986; Gauer & Andrade, 2000) and access to 
fishing rights, have stressed artisanal fishers‟ economic conditions. Economic problems have 
increased poverty levels among fishing towns of Bio-Bio (Dresdner & Barriga, 2004), generating 
social problems. Non-fishing related activities located in coastal areas (such as thermoelectric 
plants, ports and pulp mills) have degraded the environment where artisanal fisheries develop, 
affecting their livelihoods and health (Thiel et al., 2007; Gaymer et al., 2008; Pérez, 2008). Since 
the early 1990s, the State has made attempts to solve fishing sectors‟ problems by creating a 
“general fishing law” to regulate it (Gauer & Andrade, 2000; Glaría, 2010) nevertheless, problems 
persist.  

The combination of economic, social and environmental problems artisanal fisheries face is 
what I call “crisis”. Analysing these three aspects is central for the thesis, because they correspond 
to the three main dimensions of Sustainable Development, the field of study of my Master Degree. 

1.1. Study relevance, justification and purpose 
Due to the crisis, artisanal fishers‟ livelihoods and culture are under threat. Nevertheless, among 
actors involved there is no consensus regarding causes or future consequences of the situation. 
Therefore, the objective of this thesis is to contribute to the discussion analysing the historic-
material conditions that led to this crisis; thus contributing to a better understanding of artisanal 
fishers‟ crisis. 

To achieve a sustainable development for the artisanal sector it is essential to understand the 
roots and complexities of the problems. Getting insights into the historical processes of 
transformation will enable a more acute analyse of the crisis. Therefore, I will focus on the 
transition process Bio-Bio artisanal fishers are having from their traditional economic systems to 
becoming part of the global capitalist system. It is an on-going process, nonetheless it is quite 
advanced. Despite its global dimension, the analysis will be done from a local perspective, i.e. 
from artisanal fishers‟ problems. It‟s important to clarify this thesis focus on artisanal pelagic 
fisheries. Thus, it does not consider artisanal fishers exploiting benthonic resources.  

1.2. Structure of the Thesis 
This thesis is divided in five Parts. Part I correspond to the Introduction, Conceptual Framework 
and Methodological Approach, where an overview of the problem and how I approach it is 
explained. In Part II an International and National (Chilean) Background of fisheries is presented. 
This background will provide the reader with the basic information needed to understand the 
fishing sector. In Part III I present the results of the fieldwork, and in Part IV those results are 
analysed. Part V corresponds to the final discussion and the concluding section, which provides an 
overview of the main themes analysed. At the end a section with references and an appendix are 
presented. 

2. Conceptual Framework 
In this section I will present the theories I will use to analyse the crisis. These theories help 
understanding why the market system expands to areas that have other kind of economic systems; 
and the effects that expansion has in the socio-economic organization and environment of those 
areas. 
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2.1. Primitive Accumulation 
Primitive Accumulation (Marx, 2010, Chapter 23) is the term Marx uses to explain the beginning of 
capitalist accumulation. This process is characterized by the separation of labour from the means of 
production. Labour loses property over the means and the product, and therefore is forced, in order 
to survive, to integrate as mere commodity a production logic alien to it: thus, becoming 
proletarian. i.e. it‟s a process of proletarianization, which implies the loss of freedom and economic 
autonomy, and the change in workers way of living. It is not only a change in economic relations, 
but it represents the transformation of the whole socio-economical system, result in change to 
social relations, culture and power configurations. Through primitive accumulation it is possible to 
understand the historical transition from feudal to capitalist society. Marx and Polanyi explain that 
for the case of European early Primitive Accumulation, the commodification of nature, specifically 
the privatization or enclosure of the soil was a keystone in the process (Polanyi, 2011). The 
transition from one society to other is not homogenous over space and time. In Europe it took 
several centuries (Polanyi, 2011). In other societies the process was stopped, reversed, but then 
began again. There are societies were the process is still going on, and others were it hasn't began 
yet (Hicks, 1984). Usually the transformation is violent. The societal order that is subject to being 
supplanted resists the emergent system and pushes back (Marx, 2010; Polanyi, 2011). Primitive 
accumulation is an inherent element of modern societies, through which capital expands to the rest 
of the world. It has also been interpreted as the phenomenon where the South is subordinated to 
North‟s economy (De Angelis, 2001), i.e. southern processes are triggered (in some cases forced) 
by the North to operate in terms of northern requirements. This is similar and coherent with the 
dependency theories. Harvey suggests that as the first primitive accumulation already took place, 
the following expansions should be referred as “Accumulation by Dispossession” (Harvey, 2004, 
2006). It‟s a modern expression of imperialism driven by neoliberal policies and globalization, by 
the state and capital (Harvey, 2004). Harvey‟s (2006, p.153) Accumulation by Dispossession  
includes privatization of common property, peasant expulsion, elimination of alternative production 
and consumption methods, colonial expansion, natural resource grabbing, monetization and 
taxation and indebtedness. As we will see, several of these aspects are present in Bio-Bio‟s fishery 
crisis. 

2.2. Political Ecology 
Political Ecology (PE) is a framework for analysing human-environmental relations (Grossman, 
1998; Robbins 2012) and helps to link political-economic processes with aspects of ecology. Thus, 
it implies political-relations between social processes and ecosystems. PE is in essence a field were 
many disciplines intersect (Stonich, 2001). It is not one unified body of knowledge, structured 
around immobile assumptions, concepts or methodologies. Rather it is a framework, a dynamic 
field, where several theories can be combined to explain complex relations between power, politics, 
economics and ecology.  

PE is concerned about diverse aspects: (i) the conflicts produced by unequal distribution of 
power and resources, locally and globally (Hornborg, 2001); (ii) how power relations are presented 
in society and how they interact with the ecosystems; (iii) it aims to link relations of local 
communities to larger dynamics, e.g. as market relations (Wolf, 1972); and (iv) PE is needed to 
study contemporary economic relations (production and consumption) in terms of historical socio-
political conflicts and contradictions in the process of capital accumulation (Gallardo & Friman, 
2010; Alarcon, 2012). All of these aspects are central to the problem I analyse, which combines 
different agents in complex interactions and power relations. The theories proposed will helps us 
analysing these aspects. 
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2.3. The Commodity Frontier Theory 
Jason Moore challenges the idea of anthropocene suggesting we are in fact living in the 
capitalocene, which is an historic era where endless capital accumulation is privileged (Moore, 
2013a). This historic process would be the cause of modern socio-ecological problems. The central 
idea is that capital accumulation is inseparable from the ecological crisis, part of the same dialectic, 
and therefore should be considered in one unified theory of capitalism. To explain this relation 
Moore uses the concept of frontier. A fundamental process of capitalism is the expansion of its 
frontiers, i.e. its geographic expansion to new areas (Conde & Kallis, 2012; Muradian, 2012; 
Moore, 2000, 2013b, 2013c) to provide the system, at low cost, with what Moore call the four basic 
goods (the four cheaps): labour-power, food, energy and raw materials (Moore, 2012). Therefore, 
the system needs to expand to new areas which are lowly commoditized, with low labour control 
and costs, and which presents the highest opportunities of appropriation and accumulation: the 
frontiers. To comprehend the process, we need to understand two fundamental contradictions of the 
capitalist system: (i) the tendency to economic crisis product of the over-accumulation of capital 
and the consequent fall in the profit rate (“tendency of the profit rate to fall”) (Marx, 1967); and 
(ii) a tendency of ecological crises due to the appropriation without respecting the limits of nature‟s 
“free gifts” (Marx, 1967, p.745). Therefore the expansion of the frontier is a way of controlling the 
over-accumulation process (organic composition of capital), and thus avoids the fall in the profit 
rate (crisis). The expansion increases the availability of the four basic goods in the international 
market, thus reduces its cost (price).  

The expansion is also synonymous with the appropriation of nature.  This increases with 
investment (capitalization) to raise productivity (Moore 2011a, 2011b, 2012, 2013b). Once the new 
reserves are depleted, the process needs to be repeated in a new frontier. Marx explains that though 
production (labour) humans transform nature and are simultaneously transforming themselves 
(Marx, 1977, p.238). The expansion of the frontier has big consequences for the eco-social system. 
As it appropriates and transforms human and non-human nature, it affects social relations. Another 
aspect of the transformation is that during the exploitation process, labour and nature are 
simultaneously “weakened” though the exploitation and appropriation processes (Marx 1977, 
p.638; Moore, 2013). Finally, when the system evolves, nature and society start being organized in 
terms of economic-relations, as speculative stock market (Schwartz 1985, p.72; and Moore, 2011c, 
2013b). This describes a simultaneous process where both nature and society are commoditized.  

According to this logic the constant appropriation of nature (resources and land) by 
capitalism “is needed”. Therefore the system needs to constantly identify new horizons to expand. 
So when one frontier is weakened, a change in the geographic organization of the system could be 
expected (Harvey, 1998). Through this theory we can understand for example deforestation, soil 
depletion and other biophysical crises. Ocean Grabbing can also be understood using this logic. 

2.3.1. Ocean Grabbing 
Ocean Grabbing is the process of enclosure of world‟s oceans and fisheries resources, and it occurs 
mainly through laws, policies and pushed by industrial practices (Saunders and Gallardo, in prep.; 
Pedersen et al., 2014). In this process coastal communities‟ access to fisheries and productive 
organization and their self-determination are threatened by forces external to them (usually external 
to their country). These forces take possession of marine and coastal resources to commoditize and 
trade them in the international markets, often leading to marine environmental degradation and in 
some cases to severe resource depletion. Thus, it can be understood as a phenomenon driven by 
primitive accumulation and the commodity frontier theory.  

The framework I proposed helps understanding artisanal fishers‟ crises and its historical 
context and development. The commodity frontier theory explains why the capitalist system 
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expands to new areas. Primitive Accumulation explains what happens in the economic and social 
organizations (relations) when capitalism displaces the former or traditional organization. And 
Political Ecology will help us analysing the effects this transformation has in society and the 
environment.  

3. Methodological Approach & Methods 
This thesis is mainly based on a qualitative study approach. The methods used are focused on 
capturing social-economic events and people‟s perceptions about these events without quantifying 
them. Therefore qualitative methods were used to collect and process the empirical information. 
Nevertheless, in some parts of this thesis quantitative methods are used to support the qualitative 
analysis. 

3.1. Critical Discourse Analysis and Observation 
The empirical material gathered through interviews and texts collection was processed using a 
Critical Discourse analysis (McKee, 2003). Taking into account the framework of this thesis, it was 
important to analyse the information in relation to possible political ecology conflicts. In this aspect 
Harvey‟s (1996) approach to Critical Discourse Analysis helps to situate discourses in relation to 
other aspects of the social process as: (i) power; (ii) thoughts, desires and imaginary; (iii) institution 
building; (iv) material practices; and (v) social relations (Harvey, 1996). 

A relevant source of information during the fieldwork was observation. Being in the fishing 
places gave me the opportunity to see how the activity develops and the material situation of 
fishers‟ lives. Therefore observation was relevant in understanding the social crisis and the 
economic activity.  

3.2. Methods 
During Fall Semester in 2014, it was agreed with CSD research forum‟s (CEFO) seminar 
coordinator, Associate Professor Gloria Gallardo (thesis supervisor), that three students from the 
Master Program in Sustainable Development (2013-2015)1 would use part of the material gathered  
in Chile during a CEFO field visit to fishing communities in 2013 (with PhDs associated). We 
analysed the 2013 interviews to see if this material was in our scope of interest, and if there was 
room for conducting an own supplementary research for our own master thesis project. Subsequent 
to this a field trip, which involved several researchers, was programmed for December 20142. This 
trip was part of a seed grant from the International Social Science Council (ISSC), granted to and 
coordinated by Gloria Gallardo. The name of the project is “The Global Marine Governance 
Network for Justice (JUSTMAR): Co-constructing Sustainable Fisheries Future”. Part of the 
already existing material, in addition to that collected during December 2014, constitutes the 
empirical material that is included in this thesis. This empirical material was combined with 
quantitative data; therefore this thesis use mixed methods. 

3.2.1. Fieldwork: Interviews 
In December 2014, we visited two areas in Chile: Punta de Choros in Central-North Chile (IV 
region of Coquimbo), and five fisher places around the city of Concepción in Central-South Chile 
(VIII region of Bio-Bio) in the Gulf of Arauco: Cocholgüe, Coliumo, Lo Rojas, Laraquete and 
Lota. Our trip lasted 21 days, and the research process was divided between both locations. We 

                                                           
1 Paula Lenninger, Ivan Grecco & Alberto Isakson (thesis author). 
2 Researchers were: Gloria Gallardo (PhD in Sociology; CSD Uppsala University, Sweden), Fred 
Saunders (PhD in Environmental Science, Södertörn University, Sweden), Eva Friman (PhD in 
Intellectual History; CSD, Uppsala University, Sweden), Alvaro Espinoza (PhD in Environmental 
Science, University of Concepción) Rodrigo Díaz (Anthropology, UAHC, Chile). 
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started alone in Punta de Choros. Then we had a two day visit in Santiago, where we met the rest of 
the Chile-ISCC research team, and finalized together in Concepción area. With the previously 
collected interviews (2013) and the ones conducted during 2014, a total of 25 interviews were 
recompiled: 11 interviews were conducted in Central-North area (or other geographically close 
related areas), 1 was held in Santiago de Chile and the other 13 were located in the Concepción 
area. We interviewed fishers, state official and NGO‟s representatives collectively with the ISSC 
researchers and collectively among us the three master students in Punta de Choros. The complete 
list of interviews can be seen in Figure 10 (Appendix). This thesis focuses on Bio-Bio region was 
and is principally based on 7 interviews. From 2014: Unions of Lo Rojas, Lota and Cocholgüe, 
interview with the director of ECOCEANOS and with regional directors of SERNAPESCA and 
SUBPESCA. While from 2013 I used an interview also done with Lo Rojas union. When referring 
to the interviews of 2013, material which is borrowed, they will be named as Field Trip 2013. 

3.2.2. Participatory Methods  
To gather the empirical information we used a Participatory Approach, being our main tool semi-
structured group-focused interviews with fishers, fisher groups (unions and associations) and 
relevant actors related to the fisheries. Participatory tools are a method in coherence with the 
objectives of the study. It is a learning process where people involved learn together. Researchers 
learn about the issues, and the people interviewed have the opportunity to reflect together with their 
peers about their own situation, learning as well. These tools permit us to have a bottom-up 
approach to the problem (Gallardo, 2008), giving us insights into how resource users give meaning 
to the events and situations of interest. Following the ISSC project, the main questions we made in 
the interviews where regarding fisheries past, present and future visions. A key aspect of a 
participatory methodology is that the researcher is not an objective-external observer alienated 
from the reality; rather he/she takes part of the knowledge creation process.  

3.2.3. Rationale behind the selection of the cases. 
This research project will focus specifically on Bio-Bio region on three fishing places: Cocholgüe, 
Lo Rojas and Lota. These towns are relevant because they represent different realities of the 
pelagic artisanal sector. Cocholgüe represent small artisanal fishers, while Lota and Lo Rojas 
represent bigger artisanal fishers with more complex economic and labour relations and more 
intensive extractive technologies. Lota and Lo Rojas are two of the most important artisanal fishing 
places of the region regarding amounts of boats and landings. The three cases share very similar 
environmental, social and economic crises. Therefore they can be considered as different sides of 
the same coin, and together gives a good proxy to the artisanal pelagic reality of Bio-Bio region.  

3.2.4. Collection of texts & data 
A secondary and very important source of information was the collection of relevant texts as: 
scientific articles; policy documents regarding Chilean official fishing strategies; official 
governmental documents regarding the condition of fisheries and fishers; Chilean official fishing 
laws; NGO and environmental organizations reports about fisheries; and media articles as news and 
opinion piece of relevant actors. 

Quantitative data (statistics) were also collected and constitute an important source of 
information. It complements qualitative data corroborating information received through the 
interviews, as for example fall in captures and biodiversity or the deterioration in working 
conditions. I accessed statistics through official databases from the Central Bank of Chile, the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO, UN), the Institute of Fishing 
Encouragement of Chile (IFOP), National Fishing Service (SERNAPESCA) and Service and 
Fishing Subsecretary (SUBPESCA). The main source of statistical data was obtained from 
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SERNAPESCA through the transparency law, request SIAC N°460103015 (6 April 2015) 
regarding industrial and artisanal landings by specie and region in the last two decades. 

4. International and National Context 
In 2012 world fish production reached 158 million tons, of which 86% was utilised for direct 
human consumption, providing almost 15% of animal protein share to 4.3 billion people, while the 
remainder (14%) was destined to non-food uses,  such as fishmeal and fish oil (FAO-UN, 2014a). 
Globally, 43.5 million people make their living directly from the fishing sector and 520 million 
indirectly (FAO-UN, 2012). Nevertheless, as Gallardo (2008) suggests, oceans are becoming 
landscapes of extinction. Oceans are being overexploited and affected by industries located in 
coastal areas. Since last century a long list of marine species has been devastated in different parts 
of the world due to overfishing (Gallardo, 2008). 

Chile is over 4,300 km long and has more than 18,000 km of ecologically significant 
coastline (Gallardo, 2008). The country also has one of the most productive marine ecosystems in 
the world benefiting from the Humboldt Current, resulting in more than 1,000 fish species, 80 
species of seaweed and 50 shellfish (Gallardo, 2008). These conditions explain why Chile is the 8th 
fishery in the world (3.2% of global catch) and the 2nd biggest fishmeal producer (FAO-UN, 
2014b). 

 
Fig. 1: Chilean Fish Landings by Sector 1981-2014 (tons) 

The Chilean fishing sector started growing in the 1960s with the arrival of industrial fisheries. 
Until then, the activity was characterized by artisanal fisheries. During the 1970s the dictatorship 
implemented the neoliberal model in Chile, making deep economic reforms. The state was 
minimized, the economy was opened to international trade, private investments was promoted, 
price controls eliminated, financial market liberated, regulations were reduced and public 
companies and services -as health, education and pensions- where privatized (French-Davis, 2008). 
During the 1980s the fishing activity, pushed by the neoliberal reforms, grew strongly. 
Nonetheless, it peaked in 1994, with more than 7.5 million tons3; from then on it has declined and 
has not recovered its former production levels (Fig. 1). Between 1994 and 2014, production fell 
from 7.5 to 2.1 million tons (fell 71%). Today Chile‟s main fisheries are anchoveta (Engraulis 
ringens), jurel (Trachurus murphyi), merluza (Merluccius gayi gayi) and sardina (Sardinops 

                                                           
3 Excluding aquaculture and benthonic landings. 

1: Total Fish Landings excluding aquaculture and benthonic production 

Source: own calculations based on data available at SERNAPESCA   and data received through the transparency law. 
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sagax). These four species constituted c 88% of the total catch between 2003 and 2013. It is 
important to mention that in the late 1980s to face resource scarcity artisanal fishers created 
Management Areas (MAs). MAs correspond to a form of artisanal production, where fishers 
receive an area over the ocean to grow benthic resources and take care of and harvest. More 
detailed information on these areas can be found in Gallardo (2008), Gallardo and Friman (2011), 
Cereceda and Czinshke (2001), Bandín and Quiñones (2014), and Zúñiga et al. (2008 and 2010). In 
2013, Management Areas produced 15.043 tons, corresponding to 0.45% of Chilean production. 
Nevertheless, this thesis focuses on pelagic artisanal fishers (small and semi-industrial). Therefore, 
hereafter when I refer to artisanal fishers, I will be referring to pelagic artisanal fishers. 

(Tons) 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Total 

Production 
1.571.502 2.023.711 1.916.410 1.774.516 1.795.305 1.699.997 1.458.846 1.267.671 1.919.475 1.747.175 1.572.820 

Exports of 

Production 
1.293.040 1.313.101 1.590.940 1.390.936 1.413.242 1.356.041 1.436.146 988.810 1.176.534 1.259.631 1.248.720 

% 82% 65% 83% 78% 79% 80% 98% 78% 61% 72% 79% 

Source: own calculations based on SERNAPESCA and SUBPESCA statistics 
Production includes: Frozen, Fresh, Canned, Fishmeal, Oil, among others 
Fig. 2: Fish Manufacture and Exports 2003-2013 (tons) 

Chilean Principal Exports 2014 
Sector MM $US % Exports % GDP 

Mining 41.041 54,2% 11,2% 

Industry
1
 23.280 30,8% 11,3% 

Fishing sector
2
 5.766 7,6% 0,3% 

Agriculture 5.587 7,4% 2,7% 
Chilean Exports 75.675   

Source: own calculations based on National Account, Central Bank 

1: Manufactured goods subtracting fish-origin goods. 

2: Includes captures and manufactured fish-goods. 
              Fig. 3: Chilean Principal Exports 2014 

Despite the country‟s privileged access to the ocean, Chileans only consume 14.1 kg of fish 
per-capita per year. This is below global average (19.2 kg) and placed 115 in the world ranking 
(FAO-Globe Fish, 2015). Chile‟s fish production is not consumed in the country, but mainly 
exported. Between 2003 and 2013 Chile exported 78% of its fish production, revealing a big 
dependency on international markets (Fig. 2). The country is the 6th biggest fish exporter of the 
world (FAO-UN, 2014b). Its principal markets are APEC4 (43.3%), NAFTA (29.3%) and the E.U 
(11.7%) (SUBPESCA, 2014). Despite Chile‟s important global role, the sector contributes only to 
7.6% of the country‟s exports and 0.3% of its GDP, being considerable lower than other 
commodities (Fig. 3). 

In Chile, during several decades, the ocean has been treated as an unlimited pool of resources 
(Glaría, 2010). Nevertheless, when Chilean production peaked in the 1990s, this imaginary was 
challenged. As extraction fell, economic and social problems grew among fishing communities, 
creating alarm among fishers, government and civil society. There are two main explanations for 
the decrease of catch volumes: (i) environmental or natural aspects (e.g. changes in the Humboldt 
Current or El Niño phenomenon), and (ii) overfishing (FAO-UN, 2014c; and Gauer & Andrade, 
2000). But as we will see, overfishing plays a major role. Chilean industrial fisheries developed 
under “mining logics” (Morales & Gezan 1986; and Lizana, 2013) extracting all they could from an 

                                                           
4 Without considering North America 
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area/species, and when it was depleted just moved on to new ones. In Figure 1 it is possible to see 
industrial fishing have been faraway the major responsible party for overfishing (Gauer & Andrade, 
2000). As early as 1967, there were denouncements of overexploitation, but these concerns became 
more frequent during the 1980s (Cárdenas, 1985; Morales & Gezan 1986). In the 1980s the sector 
developed at a rhythm incompatible with its future sustainability (Sunkel, 1996), which explains 
the crises in the 90s. Note in figure 1 and 4 that production peak is not homogenous for all species 
or sectors, or for all areas in the country. 

 
Fig. 4: Evolution of Chilean main landings by specie (1997 – 2014) (tons) 

In Figure 4 it‟s possible to see the trends of Chiles‟ four main catches; catch species behaves 
in erratic cycles. Since the 1990s, each one of these species have been said to be in crisis at 
different times (Gauer & Andrade, 2000; Figueroa, 2012; Rosenblum & Cabra, 2012). Each crisis 
produces unemployment, poverty and numerous social problems. Fluctuations in the catch of Jurel 
have been most critical. In 2001 its biomass inside Chilean Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ; first 
200 miles) was estimated to be 5.9 tons, in 2008 it had reduced to 1.5 tons; while in 2009 it was not 
possible to detect a single Jurel (SUBPESCA, 2010). Today, after decades following the „mining 
logic‟, 68% of Chilean marine species are considered overexploited or collapsed according to 
official reports (SUBPESCA, 2015), including the four major fisheries, namely Anchoveta, Jurel, 
Merluza and Sardina.  

The environmental impacts fishing activities have on the ocean, increases with the sector‟s 
technological modernization (Calfutura & Figueroa, 2005; Gauer & Andrade, 2000). As fishing 
technology intensifies, its extractive capacity increases, contributing to overfishing and thereby 
adversely affecting biodiversity. Biodiversity is essential to maintain ecosystems functionality, 
stability and productivity. Overfishing has also a negative spill-over effect in diverse species 
through disturbing trophic chains (Morales and Gezan, 1986). Industrial pollution must also be 
considered, because it affects biodiversity in the area close to the coastline. Each resource crisis 
implies unemployment, poverty and several social problems. And as 68% of Chile‟s marine 
resources are overexploited (SUBPESCA, 2015) the threat to people connected with the fishing 
sector is big. The combination of economic, social and environmental impacts, which has been 
affecting the fishing sector for the last two decades, is defined here as the crisis of the fishing 
sector. Therefore, it is broader than one particular resource crisis in a defined space and time. 
Rather, it‟s the mixture of several crises situations, but intimately related to the depletion of 
important fish resource stocks by industrialised fishers. 
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4.1. Legal Background 
A detailed analysis of Chile‟s fishing legal and institutional framework can be found in Gallardo 
(2008). The evolution of Chilean fishing laws can be found in Glaría (2010), Figueroa (2012) and 
Lizana (2013). Some points of the legal evolution are important for my analysis. Therefore, I will 
briefly describe them. Historically up until the 1990s, Chilean ocean was an open access resource 
(Gallardo, 2008), and the fishing activity had almost no regulations. Thus, the sector was 
characterized by a context of high economic liberalism. This freedom led to the market-failure 
known as “the tragedy of the commons” (Hardin, 1968), i.e. overexploitation. Therefore, 
governmental intervention was needed to solve the problem (Gauer & Andrade, 2000;  Glaría, 
2010). Before the 1990s the government gave authorisations to fish. Everyone had the right to get 
them and there was no limit of extraction. 1985 was the first time authorities stopped giving fishing 
authorizations, but only for three regions: Tarapacá, Antofagasta and Bío-Bío (Figueroa, 2012). 
This represents an early effort to control entrance into the sector. As scarcity grew, bigger 
interventions were necessary. Nevertheless, such interventions were needed to be coherent with 
Chile‟s neoliberal model.  In 1991, a new General Fishing Law (n° 18.892) was enacted5. The Law 
created the Artisanal Fishers Registry6, which had  several effects:  (i) it regionalized fishers, 
permitting them only work in the region where they are registered in (Araneda, 2014; Jofré et al. 
2009; Lizana, 2013; Ceballos & Ther, 2011); (ii) it classified artisanal fishers into four categories: 
boat-owner, fisher, diver or gatherer; (iii) it determined that the first five miles from the coastal 
border will be exclusively for artisanal fishers; and (iv) it create the Artisanal Extraction Regime7, 
which gives fishing rights to boat-owners, but excludes fishers without boats (Jofré et al., 2009). In 
1992, the first quotas were implemented. They were yearly agregated quotas per species (shared by 
all the actors). When the quota was completed, the fishery was closed. Therefore, it generated a fish 
rush known as “the Olympic fish race” (Tarifeño, 2011; Chávez, 2012), which was stronger among 
industrial fisheries. Agents competed to access the biggest share of the quota as quickly as they 
could. Within a few months the aggregate quota was reached. It was not sustainable for the 
environment or for the economic activity. In the early 2000, quotas were individualised, but not 
tradable, and were assigned according to ship-owners' historical catch. Individual quotas fixed the 
“speed maximization” problem, because agents had no longer to compete against others, thus 
realising pressure on the system. In 2002 quotas representing 92% of Chiles‟ estimated marine 
resources were given to companies owned by seven families8 for one decade (Cárdenas, 2014; 
Troncoso, 2014). These quotas had a lifetime of 10 years, and the criterion behind was “historical” 
catch between 1997 and 2000. In 2012 quotas expired, and the new Fishing Law was discussed. In 
2013, last emendations to the law reaffirmed the concentration of fisheries, confirming 92% of the 
quotas to four9 economic groups which where the former seven families (Ruíz, 2012), but now not 
for one decade, but in perpetuity; while the 8% left was shared by more than 90.000 fishers.  

5. Agents Involved 

5.1. Industrial Fishers 
Industrial fisheries are those ships longer than 18 metres developing an activity intensive in 
technology, using for example trawling, purse seine, longline and palangre methods (SUBPESCA, 

                                                           
5 “Ley General de Pesca y Acuicultura” 
6 “Registro Pesquero Artesanal” (RPA) 
7 “Regimen Artesanal de Extracción” (RAE) 
8 Families are: Angelini, Lecaros, Yaconi –Santa Cruz , Sarquis, Stengel, Fernández & 
Izquierdo. 
9 These four groups are the result of fusions of companies owned by the seven former 
families. 
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2015b). In Chile, the activity takes place outside the first 5 miles. Industrial fisheries are limited by 
quotas which are tradable since 2013 (the last fishing law). In 2013 the sector had a fleet of 161 
ships operating and employing 3,500 workers directly (SUBPESCA, 2015b). In 2014 industrial 
fisher's capture was 1.03 million tons, representing 47% of national catch. Their principal pelagic 
resources are Anchoveta, Sardina and Jurel, representing 87% of industrial catch. This entire catch 
is used for fishmeal production (SERNAPESCA, 2013a). In Bio-Bio region industrial fisheries had 
a strong expansion during the 1980s. This was a product of Jurel exploitation (Gauer & Andrade, 
2000). Its workers are former artisanal fishers with strong fishing knowhow (Aguirre et al., 2013). 
Figure 1 and 5 shows industrial landings (national and regional), where a strong decrease can be 
seen since the 90s. 

 

Fig. 5: Artisanal and Industrial Landings 1997-2014 (tons) 

Trawling nets are one of the most indiscriminating fishing technologies and accordingly has 
the biggest environmental impact. It drags heavy nets across the ocean floor destroying or 
disturbing everything in its path (Stiles et al., 2010). Nets have small mesh and therefore they have 
almost zero selectivity. This bycatch is a common practice in trawling fisheries. Due to quotas 
fishers cannot land other species, so bycatch is thrown back to the ocean. Nevertheless, those 
species are already dead. Therefore quotas are widely surpassed, but hidden through discarded 
bycatch (Cárdenas, 1985).  

5.2. Artisanal Fishers 
Artisanal fishers are those who develop regularly, individually or in group, a fishing activity, such 
as fishers, divers and/or gatherers (SERNAPESCA, 2015b). In Chile fishers are considered 
artisanal if their boats are shorter than 18 metres and can load no more than 50 tons. In 2014, Chile 
had 91,632 artisanal fishers (77% are men and 23% women). These fishers are allocated to fish in 
436 permanent fishing places (SERNAPESCA, 2015a). The sector has a fleet of 12,105 boats, 
which in 2014 fished 1.14 million tons, corresponding to 53% of the national catch. This fleet 
operates in the first 5 miles of coast, which is the zone reserved for their activity, with the first mile 
from the shoreline reserved for the smaller artisanal boats. 

Artisanal Fishers are an ancient form of social organization, production and exchange 
(Avendaño & Decoster, 2004). Traditionally, artisanal fishers were transhumant and moved 
according to resources. Medium or long term economic planning was not present in their activity, 
nor was capital accumulation (Marín, 2007). Artisanal fishers were proprietors of their means of 
production and controlled the productive process (Gallardo et al., 2011), which traditionally was 
organized familiarly (Aguirre et al., 2013). Technology was based on manpower, and fishers 
usually made their own boats and nets. The knowhow of fishing and technology was transmitted 
from one generation to another. Artisanal fishers fished for their own consumption and sold the 



 

11 
 

surplus in the local market. So it is an activity that had traditionally been focused on self-
sufficiency. Nevertheless, overtime the activity has changed. Today artisanal boats are motorized, 
some equipped with sophisticated technology and their catch is not destined exclusively for human 
consumption in the local market, but also to fishmeal and exports. 

The Bio-Bio region has 58 fishing places, where 23,321 artisanal fishers with 2,853 boats 
fish. It‟s the second biggest fishing region in the country regarding the number of fishers and boats. 
In 2013, artisanal catch in Bio-Bio was 244.786 tons (20% of Chilean artisanal production)10: 80% 
corresponded to fish species and 20% to shellfish. In Figure 5 it is possible to follow artisanal 
landings in Bio-Bio since 1997. Despite its high level of production, poverty levels among fishers 
in the region have been estimated to be 75% (Dresdner and Barriga 2004, p.270); much higher than 
Chile‟s average 14.4% (CASEN, 2014). Dresdner and Barriga‟s study includes two towns that I 
have also included in my fieldwork: Cocholgüe (84%) and Lo Rojas (56%). These estimations 
reflect the critical situation among artisanal fishers. 

5.2.1. “Semi-industrials” Artisanal  
Since 1990s, with the resource crisis, the fishing industry decided to shrink its fleet and externalize 
their production (Troncoso, 2014). Consequently, a big market was opened: selling raw material for 
the fishmeal industry (the second biggest of the world). This task was assumed by a group of 
artisanal fishers, but with large financial help from the fishing industry (Lizana, 2013). The result 
was the development of a “semi-industrial” sector. They have ships up to 18 metres, hi-tech, 
trawling nets and produce for the fishmeal market (not direct food market). The investment is 
approximately US$500.000 per ship (Lota, 2014). In cases, the industry bought semi-industrial 
ships and registered them in name of an artisanal fisher (Jofré et al., 2009; Lizana, 2013). Despite 
being different, semi-industrials boats are legally considered artisanal. Thus, through them the 
industrial sector can indirectly access artisanal exclusive areas. From the fieldwork, Lo Rojas and 
Lota Bajo correspond to the semi-industrial “artisanal” group, while Cocholgüe corresponds to 
“normal” artisanal fisheries.  

In 2014 the semi-industrial “artisanal” fleet had 1,227 ships (between 12-18 metres) who 
fished 754 tons, constituting 66% of the artisanal sector total catch (only 280.000 tons lower than 
the industry). Small artisans had 10,878 boats and fished 390,315 tons (34% of sectors total)11. In 
Figure 6 it‟s possible to see the national trends followed by artisanal and semi-industrial-“artisanal” 
landings. 

 

Fig. 6: Artisanal and Semi-Industrial Landings 1997-2014 (tons) 

                                                           
10 Of Bio-Bio‟s production, 0.01% corresponded to Management Areas. 
11 Own estimations with data from SERNAPESCA and transparency law. Based on 
fisheries from artisanal sector which are destined to fishmeal production.   



 

12 
 

In Bio-Bio the semi-industrial sector had 525 ships, while small artisanal have 2,328 boats. In 
Figure 7 it‟s possible to see artisanal fleets in Lo Rojas, Lota and Cocholgüe, while Figure 6 shows 
landings between 1997 and 2014 in the same areas. Both do not correspond exclusively to the catch 
of the organizations we interviewed in the fieldwork, but rather to all the artisanal activity in those 
areas. Nevertheless, it shows the clear difference between semi-industrial artisanal areas (Lo Rojas 
and Lota) where landings, size and capacity are much higher than in “normal” artisanal 
(Cocholgüe). 

Place Quantity Size (mts)1 Capacity (ton)2 % > 10 mts 

Lota 146 10,5 25,3 45% 

Lo Rojas 285 11,3 28,6 59% 

Cocholgüe 150 7,9 8,5 26% 
Fig. 7: Lota, Lo Rojas and Cocholgüe fleet composition. Source: own calculations 
based on data from Artisanal Fleer Registry. 1 and 2 correspond to averages of 
fishing places. 

 

  Fig. 8: Landings in Lota, Lo Rojas and Cocholgüe 1997-2014 (tons) 

5.3. Non-Fishing Industries 
Non-fishing activities are represented by industries located along the coastal border. Their impact 
includes pollution from industrial sources, but also forestry, agriculture and residential areas, and 
the introduction of alien structures as ports and constructions (Gallardo, 2008). The coastal area is 
highly relevant for the conservation of terrestrial and marine biodiversity and also for the 
development of local economic activities such as artisanal fisheries and tourism (Gaymer et al. 
2008; Thiel et al. 2007). Nevertheless, along Chilean coastline there are several industries operating 
impacting the environment such as pulp mills, thermoelectric plants, mining companies, ports and 
factories. These industries not only have and environmental impact and affect public health (Pérez, 
2008). Chile‟s government has signed and ratified different regional and international agreements 
regarding biodiversity protection and conservation (CONAMA, 2008). Nevertheless, Chile has 
difficulty meeting its commitment under these agreements, especially regarding marine ecosystem 
protection (Squeo et al. 2010). 

6. Results 
This part presents the results obtained in the fieldwork divided into three sections: economic, 
environmental and social. In each theme several topics are discussed, however some of the material 
inevitable overlaps.  
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6.1. Economic Aspects of the Crisis 

6.1.1. From abundance to scarcity 
When referring to the past, fishers commonly recalled a state of resource abundance. According to 
their testimony, they could work by the shoreline (without having to fish in deeper water). 
Members from the Lo Rojas Union explained that resource abundance allowed them to have 
savings and improve their lifestyle, e.g. repairing houses and renovating equipment. According to 
them, artisanal fishers worked only when necessity required it, with a strong focus on self-
consumption and selling the surplus in local food markets. Andrés Sepulveda from Lo Rojas 
union‟s explained: “my grandfather fished only for the day, and thus he had no need to overexploit 
the ocean”. Nevertheless, abundance started to disappear. A fisher from Lota Union portrayed the 
situation as: “when I was young abundance was so high that fish were stranded on  the beach, but 
today you don’t find anywhere”. There is no common „tipping point‟, but rather fish‟ diminished in 
different moments depending on the areas. In some places unions reported that abundance ended in 
the early 1990s, while in other places in the 1980s. The level of resource scarcity also varies 
between the places. Nevertheless, in general, fishers told us that they are now living “in the 
scarcity”, and miss their former period of “abundance”.  

Fishers pointed to different reasons why abundance disappeared, but a common view shared 
by all the interviewees (fishers and non-fishers) was to blame overexploitation. Members from Lo 
Rojas Union (2013 and 2014) related scarcity especially with the arrival of industrial fisheries and 
their use of trawling nets in the late 1960s.  Fishers from Cocholgüe Union also considered 
industrial fisheries as guilty, but blamed as well the government for not properly regulating the 
fishing activity and giving over generous quotas. Interestingly, both unions also admitted their own 
responsibility in the lack of resources. Non-fishing industries located along the coastal border, as 
pulp mills and thermoelectric plants, were also blamed for being responsible for creating the 
conditions of resource scarcity, especially in the first ocean mile.  

The three unions explained that as scarcity rose fishers began to have economic problems 
which increased their poverty. As fishers wanted to secure their own income, thus fishing before 
the rest did, competition and individualism increased. Fishers illustrated individualism explaining 
that traditionally when they were landing their catch other fishers used to help them. But today, this 
type of collaboration had largely disappeared. Fishers explained they did not want to help each 
other because it would mean that they would have to make sacrifices in terms of the effort they 
would be able to put into their own catch. 

6.1.2. Quotas  
The three fisher unions indicated quotas and the quota system were among their principal 
problems. If quotas decrease, poverty and social problems increases. Fishers explained that the 
current quotas were not enough to fulfil their economic needs. Manuel Bustos from Cocholgüe 
explained that his union is very worried: “This year (2014) our quota was cut in 70%. It was too 
much. Thus, we only had work until August, and then we had to stop working. No one knows how 
long the situation will last”. Manuel explained that decreasing their quota produces difficulties to 
feed their families and to afford the educations for their children. Lowering quotas implies 
lowering the amount of available work, which has multiple effects. Sepulveda from Lo Rojas 
expressed it thus:  

“With our quotas we don’t win anything. Therefore many fishers are leaving 
the sector. Many young people are leaving. We don’t have any legacy to 
inherit them, because they are taking everything away from us”.  
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Fishers explained that traditionally their sons also became fishers, but now there is no space 
for them in the system, so they are choosing other professions. Sepulveda considered that as the 
generational replacement is lower their unions are affected because their age average increases too 
much. Semi-industrial fishers (workers) from Lota union complained that decreasing quotas causes 
unemployment among their members; forcing them to move to other economic sectors. 

Lo Rojas and Cocholgüe Unions also complained that the setting of quotas is not reflective of 
what really exists in the ocean. They explained that sometimes part of their quotas cannot be caught 
because fishers do not find enough resources thereby resulting in an even worse situation. Lo Rojas 
Union (2013) also complained there are agents accessing fishing rights that have not historically 
been engaged in fishing, while many traditional fishers are still without quotas. This produced 
widespread resentment and feelings of injustice among them. 

Lo Rojas Union saw that the State was responsible for the quota problems as it is the 
government who distributes them. According to them, regarding their area, 80% of quotas are 
given to the industry while only 20% to artisanal fisheries. In Lo Rojas Union (2013 and 2014) 
fishers see a power difference in the repartition, stating they will never get more than the industry. 
The Cocholgüe Union had a similar complaint, but in their case the industry were allocated 60% of 
the quota, while artisanal fisheries received 40%. According to Marta Araneda (2014), Regional 
Director of SERNAPESCA, the problem of quotas was that they were given with political logics 
more that sustainability objectives. Nevertheless, according to Lilian Troncoso (2014), regional 
director of SUBPESCA, this political criterion was removed with the enactment of the current 
fishing law (2013) with the implementation of marine scientific and technical organisms to 
participate in the quota assignations. The decision includes technical organisations as advisors, and 
was seen as positive by Cocholgüe and Lo Rojas Unions. They believed that it would remove lobby 
influences from the quota distribution. Nevertheless, according to the Lo Rojas union, Cárdenas 
and Troncoso from SUBPESCA, the current fishing law gave quotas representing 92% of Chile‟s 
estimated marine resources in perpetuity to companies owned by seven families. This situation 
caused major complaints among artisanal fishers, NGOs and citizen organizations. Sepulveda from 
Lo Rojas explained: “the State had the impudence of giving away something that does not exist. 
Something that has not yet been born… seven families will get rich with something that belongs to 
all Chileans”. Cárdenas, Lota, Lo Rojas and Cocholgüe unions considers the sector is corrupted 
and managed through lobby by the industry. 

6.1.3. The semi-industrial fishing sector 
The group that was introduced as “semi-industrial sector” causes several problems among small 
artisanal fishers. According to Marta Araneda the semi-industrial group is different to artisanal 
fishers and thus should be considered as a different category. Fishers from Lo Rojas and Lota 
Union agree on this last aspect. Marta Araneda explained that as semi-industrials are considered 
artisanal, they generate distortions in public policies.  

Fishers and authorities explained that as semi-industrial boats uses trawling nets, they leave 
artisanal fisheries without resources (remembering that they share the first 5 miles). The very first 
mile is reserved to small fishers, nevertheless Lo Rojas Union advised us that the semi-industrials 
operate there anyway because there is no effective regulation to hinder them from doing so. Thus, 
artisanal fishers accuse unfair competition. According to Araneda and Troncoso, last (current) 
fishing law regulates the situation forcing semi-industrials to install cameras and GPS to control 
where they operate. Nevertheless, they explained there has been no attempt to recognize semi-
industrials as a different group, which they believe is needed to improve fishing policies. 
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6.1.4. Price and Intermediaries 
Besides quotas, fishers reported to have a big problem with the prices of their products. Bustos 
from Cocholgüe Union explained how low prices decrease their income and thereby increase their 
vulnerability to poverty. But low prices also create incentives to increase exploitation, thus it is also 
an environmental threat. Fishers from Cocholgüe have to deal with intermediaries to deliver their 
products into national food markets. They reported the price they receive per kilo is significantly 
lower than what is paid by the consumers. The Cocholgüe Union discussed an inconsistency 
between quota and price. They argued authorities cuts quotas, but the price they receive does not 
change. Nevertheless, in these situations the final price paid by consumers in food markets 
increases. Furthermore the Union claimed that it was intermediaries who set low prices. Another 
threat was the black market (illegal fishing), which has the effect of lowering the official price. 
Semi-industrial fishers from Lo Rojas and Lota sell their catch to the fishmeal industry. They also 
have price problems, accusing industry of setting them low prices; only enough to cover their costs. 

6.1.5. Working Conditions 
Regarding fishers working conditions it is necessary to differentiate between two groups: (i) 
independent artisanal fishers working on their own; and (ii) dependant fishers working for others, 
either for the industrial or semi-industrial sector. 

In the category of fishers called “dependent workers” we can place many of the members of 
Lota and Lo Rojas unions, both involved in the semi-industrial sector. In the same organization, 
boat owners and labour also participates in in fishing. Both unions explained that during the time of 
abundance, before the 1990s, working for industrial fisheries was highly lucrative, and these 
fishers were paid very high remunerations. According to Manuel Bustos from Cocholgüe, before 
the 1990s it was possible to earn approximately $20 million pesos per year working as a fisher 
(labour) for industrial fisheries. According to Lo Rojas Union, during the 1980s almost 50% of 
artisanal fishers from Lo Rojas decided to become dependent workers for the industry. Lo Rojas 
and Cocholgüe Unions explained that high income paid by the industrials allowed fishers to access 
new levels of consumption and to organize their yearly expenditures such as e.g. paying in advance 
for the education of their children. Thus, to become a dependent worker was seen as a good 
decision. As Lilian Troncoso explained, the industrial sector started being replaced by the semi-
industrial sector (discussed in part 5.2). Therefore, the semi-industrial sector concentrated the 
“dependent labour force”, nevertheless it followed the same logics of the industrial sector. In the 
semi-industrial sector, before resource crisis, the income of each trip was shared 50-50 between 
ship-owner and his workers. But fishers from Lo Rojas Union explained it decreased to 60-40, 70-
30, and finally 78-22. As they earned a percentage of catch, their payment depended directly on the 
amount caught. Nevertheless, as Sepulveda from Lo Rojas clarified, not all ship owners act in the 
same way, and some are more generous. Fishers explained that their share worsened during the 
crises. When scarcity grew, being dependent worker was no longer so attractive. According to Lo 
Rojas, another factor why the share decreased was because there were too many fishers willing to 
work. In Coronel, before each trip workers concentrated in the beach and joined any ship with 
available spots. Competition was high. According to Sepulveda ship-owners used to say: “if you 
don’t work, I have 100 other fishers waiting to be employed”. The Lota Union explained the share 
also decreased because the ship-owner was also the quota-owner, demanding a higher proportion of 
the catch income. Over time, as the crisis became deeper, many fishers changed activity or 
migrated. Sepulveda explained: “until 1995 we had good salaries. We had a good life, but after 
1995 it started changing and people started leaving”. Today the number of fishers willing to 
become crew members has decreased. In Coronel there have even been ships that have not been 
able to fish due to the lack of workers. Therefore, as their labour supply has decreased in the last 
decade, fishers working conditions and product share have improved in favour of the workers. 



 

16 
 

In the analysis section I will use Lota‟s cost structure to better understand the working system 
of crew members. These costs are particular to Lota in December 2014, and vary compared with 
other places. First of all, semi-industrial fishers face two prices: “beach-price” and “office-price”, 
each per ton. Beach-price is the one paid when they land their catch. But at the end of month, that 
price is complemented with an incentive (a bonus) paid by the industry, creating the office-price12. 
Crew salaries are paid according to the beach-prices, thus ship owners keep the difference of the 
office-price. Of each trip, 60% of the income goes to the ship owner, while 40% is divided between 
12 workers. Among them there is a chief in charge of the trip who gets two and a half parts (7.4%), 
and the rest get one part each (3% each). Trip costs are discounted from the 100% (as oil, food and 
port tax). Add-value taxes are also discounted from the 100%, nevertheless according to Chilean 
law this tax is returned in the case of a productive activity (it is only paid by the final consumers). 
But in fishers‟ case, when the add-value tax is returned, it is monopolized by the ship owner. Thus, 
it is paid only by the workers. The beach price per ton of sardine is 128.78 €, the office-price is 
174.24 € and per trip they fish 80 tons approximately. Costs are 1,515 € per trip, with a port tax of 
3.03 € per ton fished13. The investment in a semi-artisanal ship is approximately 757,500 €. A 
complaint from Lo Rojas and Lota union is that the sector is completely unregulated. Sepulveda 
explained:  

“They have no rules, there is no transparency. Ship-owners do what they 
want. They are not even fishermen; they are just businessman making profit 
in detriment of their workers”. 

Nevertheless, he clarified the industry also contributed to develop their communities by 
providing income to workers. By working for the industry fishers could earn income to pay a better 
education for their children, which were impossible before. Sepulveda suggested that working for 
the industry has a good and a bad side. 

The majority of fishers which are dependent workers do not have any kind of contracts, and 
thus do not have access to social security such as healthcare or pensions. In Chile, independent 
workers are responsible for paying their own social security, but according to Cocholgüe and Lo 
Rojas unions traditionally artisanal fishers have never been engaged in the system. Therefore the 
majority of independent fishers do not pay social security. So neither dependent nor independent 
fishers have social security. As dependent fishers do not have contracts, they don‟t have legal 
mechanisms to defend their salaries or secure their job. Fishers from Lota Union explained:  

“Not having contracts means that if you have an accident nobody will 
respond. If your die your widow will be left without support. If you get sick, 
you go to the doctor as a homeless. You have no right to complain or protest. 
Everything increases exploitation. And if you don’t have a pension, your old 
age will be gathering cans”.  

As fishers have no individual capitalization for their retirement14, they will only have access 
to the minimum retirement pension. This situation creates insecurity and uncertainty for fishers in 
their old age.  Manuel Bustos said:  

“There is a moment when you are old and cannot any longer go out and fish 
in the ocean. Even though you have enormous will, your body is not strong 
enough. You will not get dizzy, but you will not have enough force to work. 

                                                           
12Thus, beach-price plus the bonus equals the office-price. 
13 “INTERTEK” 
14 Chilean pension system is based on individual capitalization or individual savings during 
working life. 
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You can go to look, but not to fish. And as we don’t have retirement savings, 
that old fisherman will live with a basic subsidy and with what his sons will 
give him if they can. And that’s the end, the sad end”. 

Authorities are aware of the labour problems in the sector. Marta Araneda acknowledged that 
most of the fishers do not have social security. According to her, in the case of dependent fishers 
there are legal gaps. The legislation considers dependent fishers as “temporary” workers, which 
“works only when they are fishing in the ocean”. Nevertheless, fishers maintain a labour-relation 
with the same ship owner the whole year. When they are not fishing, they are doing maintenance 
(e.g. fixing nets, painting ships, etc.), therefore working as well. Araneda explained that 
SERNAPESCA is not in charge of controlling working conditions, while the Working Direction 
(institution in charge) has no jurisdiction over sea issues. Therefore there is a legal gap to control 
fishers‟ situation. 

Regarding fishers working conditions, a restriction is that they can only work in their region 
(regionalization policy). Lilian Troncoso and Marta Araneda explained that the regionalization 
process (which started in the early 90s), was a good policy for reorganizing the sector. Nevertheless 
fishers have big complaints against the regionalization policy. The Lo Rojas (2013) Union 
President argued: “today there is a crisis in our region, but in Arica there is plenty of fish. Why 
cannot we go to Arica and fish there? We are the only workers in the country that cannot move 
freely”. Fishers consider the policy unfairly restrictive, particularly considering that fish are mobile 
species with fluctuating time and space populations. 

6.1.6. How artisanal fishers face the crisis 
Manuel Bustos explained that when resource scarcity increased it became more difficult to fish 
close to the coastal border, because it was the first place to be overfished. Therefore, fishers needed 
to seal deeper into the ocean to work. But their traditional technologies were not enough for that 
task, so they had to innovate. Union members of Cocholgüe created their own mechanical device to 
pull up nets. They disarmed a truck gear and took out the differential gear, combined it with ropes 
and created a mechanical motor (called “chigre”). Another innovation was to decrease the size the 
holes their nets had, from 2.8‟‟ to 2.5‟‟, allowing them to catch smaller fish. Their innovations 
continued with echo-sounders, radios, navigators and bigger boats, increasing their autonomy. 
Bustos explained: “innovation was expensive, but needed. If you didn’t innovate, you were going to 
be pushed out of the activity”. Thus, fishers had to save money, get loans or search for investors. 
Members of Lota Union explained that the industry invested in the semi-industrial sector. Other 
kind of innovations was the creation of processing plants to add-value to their products. This idea 
was present in all towns focused on the food market. Representatives of Cocholgüe told us they had 
plans to build one. They thought that adding value would increase the price and thus their income. 

Another way of bypassing the crisis is to change their activity. Artisanal fishers commented 
many members of their community left the fishing sector to take other job alternatives, e.g. as 
mining, agricultural or construction sector. Generally the change was not permanent, but only 
during fish bans or when quotas were met. Nevertheless, according to representatives of Lo Rojas 
and Cocholgüe Unions, the biggest change was for the new generations of fishers. Their sons are 
not becoming fishers, but adopting other professions (such as navy and police). 

6.2. Environmental Aspects of the Crisis 
In this section I will analyse separately environmental impacts according to their source. Therefore 
I will separate fishing and non-fishing activities.  
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6.2.1. Fishing Activities 
Artisanal and semi-industrial fishers perceived two main environmental impacts from fisheries: 
overfishing and discarding. Fishers from Lo Rojas and Lota unions considered resource scarcity 
was related to overfishing produced by trawling methods used in industrial and semi-industrial 
fisheries. Semi-industrial fishers from Lo Rojas and Lota admitted that they thought their trawling 
methods were not environmentally good, bus as they were not the ship-owners they felt there was 
nothing they could do. As trawling methods do not discriminate among species, and as fishers can 
only land species in their quotas, discarding bycatch is a common practice. Manuel Bustos 
explained how by-catch could be seen from their boats: “I saw it many times. Until the horizon I 
saw an ocean of dead species floating. Once dead, fish do not sink again”. He explained that 
before the quota system, artisanal fishers could take what the industry discarded sometimes filling 
up to 10 artisanal boats. Lo Rojas Union blamed bycatch as a key problem and factor for creating 
the conditions of resource scarcity. 

6.2.2. Non-fishing Activities 
Many artisanal and semi-industrial fishers accuse industries have polluted the ocean, affecting 
nature and directly their fishing activities. The first mile, reserved for small fisheries, is considered 
to be highly polluted. In the past small-scale fishers gathered  shellfish and algae from the coastal 
border without regulation. Nevertheless, in Cocholgüe artisanal fishers considered that due to 
pollution these near coastal resources have diminished completely.   

Close to Coronel, Lo Rojas fishing's place, two thermoelectric plants, “Bocamina 1 and 2” 
are located. Sepulveda explained that when the plants began operating in 1970, they were seen as 
something positive - as development for the area. Therefore there was no opposition at the time. 
People had no idea about possible pollution effects. Sepulveda denounced that in his childhood 
kids used to play in a part of the beach where a pipe line from Bocamina 1 plant emitted dense grey 
water directly into the ocean. From the pipe line a little thing they used to call “the little onion”15 
was spilled, and they used to eat it. It was similar to a small radish, but sweet. According to 
Sepulveda, people did not know it was chemical poison coming from the plant. As he explained, 
the thermoelectric plant also expels coal based gases to the atmosphere and still has pipe lines 
discharging warm polluted water to the ocean. Sepulveda reported that many of his friends (the 
older generation) died very young of cancer, despite being healthy persons (who never smoked, for 
example). Over time he attributed the disease to the polluted environment in which they lived and 
in particular to “the little onion” they ate in childhood. Representatives from Lo Rojas Union also 
blamed pollution for cardiovascular, pneumonia and allergies, and said that their children have 
always cold. They also saw the thermoelectric plant as responsible for widespread killing marine 
species, thus connecting it as a key factor in  resource scarcity in their area. Regarding this aspect, 
in the interviews of 2013 Lo Rojas union also complained against the pulp mill “Itata”, a member 
explained: 

“Itata Pulp Mill had a pipeline directly to the ocean. The area was a natural 
paradise where plenty sardine and anchovy live and reproduced. But today it 
is completely empty”.  

Over time fishers understood that pollution was a big threat to their livelihoods. This growing 
realization came about largely because their children accessed better education and transmitted 
information about the risks and effects of pollution to their parents. Therefore the community 
demanded that the thermoelectric company help deal with their health problems, through subsidies 
to buy medicine. Up to now industry has not been forthcoming with this support.  

                                                           
15In Spanish: “el Cebollín” 
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6.3 Social Aspects of the Crisis 

6.3.1. Social Situation 
Fishers reported that poverty is an increasing condition. Poverty is strongly related to resource 
access, it therefore increases during crises. Members of Cocholgüe Union remembered when they 
faced a hake ban in 2002. It was particularly severe because hake was their only catch at the time. 
Thus, their poverty increased markedly. Manuel Bustos explained that the government had to give 
them food-boxes to survive. In 2014, quota cuts created a big social problem, forcing the 
government to give them a subsidy again. Regarding this, Bustos‟ opinion was:  

“We, the fishers, are proud workers. And we don’t want to live of a subsidy 
or food-boxes. We want to live of the sea. Help us with the tools so we can 
work and make our own income. We want to live in dignity, and not 
unworthily waiting for the subsidy or food-boxes. We can work, we are 
healthy and we are strong. For us the subsidies are not dignity”.  

Bustos explained his personal situation:  

“When your income decreases what you expected for your year cannot any 
longer be fulfilled. You don’t have enough money, and you need to learn how 
to live without it. You need to tell your children “sorry, but I can’t”. And tell 
them the same next month again. So you don’t respond to your family’s 
needs, and it’s hard to survive the year. Then your self-esteem decreases and 
being poor turns into a familiar issue”.  

According to the fieldwork, poverty has several effects. Fishers had to migrate to other places 
searching for work with effect of separating families. In Lo Rojas (2013 and 2014) union members 
reported feeling unworthy and ashamed, because as their quota was inadequate to make a living, 
they fished illegally in the night, hidden, to generate an income they could survive on. It should 
also be noted that one of the biggest effects of poverty is the increase in drug and alcohol 
consumption, which could in fact be seen in some places of the fieldwork. 

6.3.2. Communities, unity and institutions 
The Lo Rojas Union reported divisions emerging in the community related to claims for 
compensation from the thermoelectric industry (2014) and the pulp mill (2013). As the companies 
offered compensations for polluting many intra-community organizations were created to apply for 
it, but this had the effect of reducing the unions‟ power to negotiate. In the early 2000s the Lo 
Rojas area had six different organizations that in aggregate received compensation of 10 million 
dollars. But now they are 22 organizations, and each one tries to negotiate on its own with the 
industry.  

Every fishing union we interviewed had strong complaints against country‟s institutions. 
Members from Lo Rojas union complained diverse governmental institutions are not present:  

“The government should do what you are doing now; go to the different 
regions seeing the different realities. They should go to those fishers that 
wake up at 4 in the morning to work, and ask them about their situation. 
Nevertheless, they only ask businessmen”.  

The Lo Rojas Union made accusations of corruption in the management of the sector. 
Cárdenas, from ECOCEANOS, explained that there was widespread criticism against the new 
fishing law because it excludes recognition of some agents. The Law only recognizes industrial and 
artisanal fishers (boat owners and workers), but not the indigenous population or benthonic fishers. 
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These groups have thus problems accessing quotas. The indigenous population has the problem that 
if they want to be recognized they must be transformed into the status of owners or workers. 
According to Cárdenas this is not coherent with their ancient logics and identities. And if they 
don‟t have quotas, they cannot protect their territory, or practice livelihoods. Cárdenas advised that 
these groups feel excluded from the law. Lilian Troncoso corroborated this information, explaining 
they have received several complaints because the current fishing law is mainly centred in 
industrial quotas, thereby excluding other groups, as mentioned above. The Lo Rojas Union 
considers that these problems are a product of fishers being excluded from participating in legal 
discussions. They argue that fishers should be invited to discuss the laws, because they know are 
intimately aware of their own situation and needs. 

Several towns had critiques against scientists as well. The Cocholgüe Union accused the 
Scientific Committee of allowing fishing during spawning.. This is, according to fishers, a major 
mistake in terms of management for sustainable fish populations. They believed that scientists do 
not have contact with reality, and therefore make mistakes. Bustos expressed:  

“The scientists work from their computers in front of a wall in their office. 
But I think they should be here in the ocean, sailing in the boats, look at the 
fish, and analyse when they will spawn. That is something I think they cannot 
see from their computer in their office”.  

The Lo Rojas Union also had complaints against scientists:  

“We know when the fish is spawning. We know when we can work and when 
we cannot and should stop. We have done it our whole life. We have even 
begged authorities several times to ban species. But they insist they know 
more, and that we should fish without being worried. Then we only find eyes 
and tales floating”.   

6.3.3. Community and the fishing sector 
After speaking about the problems fishers had, a question that came up naturally was if they were 
facing their difficulties united as a community. Representatives from the Lota Union said it was 
extremely hard to organize fishers from their town to face their problems together. This situation 
was repeated in Lo Rojas, and Cocholgüe. When discussing why they are not united fishers pointed 
to different reasons.  Representatives of the Lo Rojas Union pointed to the quota system arguing it 
created closed familiar organizations. The objective was to avoid sharing quotas with lots of 
people, but only share them among close family. As mentioned above these towns also faced other 
divisions regarding claims for polluting industries compensation payments. While there are divisive 
forces acting in the fisher towns there have also been attempts to organise, to strengthen unity and 
solidarity of these communities. 

Fishers also reported a lack of unity at national level. Members from the Lota Union pointed 
to two main facts separating Chilean fishers. First, the regionalization process forcing fishers to 
operate only in one region. And second, fishers‟ classification, separating pelagic fishers from 
divers and gatherers, prohibiting them from participating in fishing related activities for which they 
are not registered. 

6.3.4. Community’s reactions and expectative 
Artisanal fishers from Bio-Bio confessed they feel to be being pushed out of the fishing sector, and 
that they also feel helplessness. In Lo Rojas fishers reported to be tired, disappointed and hopeless 
about their competition against fishing and external industries. Members of Cocholgüe union 
reported to think they will be the last generation of artisanal fishers, because resource scarcity is 
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growing and their sons are adopting other professions. According to them, fishing activity is highly 
uncertain. Manuel Bustos also spoke about hopelessness:  

“You start fighting for your rights and for what you believe in, but you meet 
giant walls pushing you back. We are strong. But even though, we get tired. 
And we start seeing a black future. That is the sensation today”.  

A common reaction has been protesting against the industries (fisheries and external). Several 
interviewed fishers reported to have participated in protests. However they do not think that it is 
worth any longer feeling that it will not achieve anything. Cárdenas agrees, considering fishers are 
facing a final struggle. 

Regarding their future, fishers from The Lo Rojas union (2013) stated they want the right to 
work the sea. They do not want subsidies or food-boxes, but they want to have rights to access and 
use resources. The Lo Rojas and Cocholgüe Unions, despite their criticism towards the present 
situation, both stated they want their grandchildren to be fishers. They want the activity to continue 
and develop inter-generationally. Andrés Sepulveda from Lo Rojas said:  

“I would like my children to have fish in the sea. I would like to inherit them 
a share in a fisher cooperative. I would like the sons of my fellows to have 
the same. I would like to see fishers being like brothers again, without 
regarding who have more or less money. I would like to leave a legacy for 
the future fisher generations; have a retirement pension in the future, and not 
abandon fishers in their old age. I would like fishers to feel respected in their 
old age”. 

Fishers also have visions of how to improve their present and future situation. 
Representatives from the Lo Rojas Union would like to end their link with the fishmeal industry 
and start fishing for human consumption, arguing the world needs more food. They also state that 
fisheries should not focus on quantity, but on quality, adding value to the products, therefore they 
want financial help from the State.  Fishers from Lo Rojas said: “we would like to act as we did 40 
years ago, fishing just what was needed and nothing more, therefore we need to add quality and 
value, not quantity”. In the 2013 interviews, Lo Rojas union stated they want the State to have a 
“real development policy” for the fishing sector. The first step would be to change the fishing law, 
and that the State could recover the marine resources to manage them in a way that could be 
convenient for all. 

7. Analysis 
In this section I will analyse the results, giving them coherence with Chile‟s context (Part II). All 
themes analysed are related with environmental, social or economic aspects; and focuses on the 
market economy transition of fishing communities in Bio-Bio and its consequences. A general 
outcome is that all locations of the fieldwork shared similar problems. Therefore, I will do a 
general analysis and only focus on particularities where required. 

7.1. The Transition towards the Market Economy 

7.1.1. Abundance to Scarcity 
The market economy, and mainstream economic science, is defined through scarcity (Robbins, 
1932). Thus, a fundamental aspect in the transformation to the market economy is the transition 
fishers reported from resource abundance to resource scarcity. In Bio-Bio, the 1960s seems to mark 
the beginning of this transition. Up to that period resource extraction was limited by artisanal 
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fishers‟ technology and their logics of production, i.e. working mainly when necessity required it 
and focused on direct human consumption (self and local market exchange). Nevertheless, when 
industrial fisheries arrived a transformation in fishers‟ productive logics began. According to the 
results, the milestones I identified which characterizes the transition process in Bio-Bio region are: 

 Since the 1960s industrial fisheries spread in the region. As they grew in number and 
capacity, and as the ocean was an open access resource, marine resources decreased16. 

 Low resource availability, increased competition among actors. In order to secure 
their income each fisher wanted to extract before others. 

 Competition increased individualism, affecting artisanal fishers‟ social relations. 

 Non-fishing industries operating since the 1960s have polluted marine ecosystems 
thus lowering resource availability in the first miles (exclusive artisanal area).   

 Low resource availability and competition led to technological innovations. When 
coastal borders were overfished and polluted, it became necessary to enter greater 
depths to find resources. Thus, artisanal technologies started becoming obsolete. 
Manpower was changed by mechanical power17, capture methods were intensified, 
boats changed, and navigation autonomy increased. These results are similar to the 
findings in Aguirre et al. (2013) for Tarapacá Region. 

 During the mid-90s the semi-industrial sector emerged. They were an invention of 
industrials to externalize their production (Jofré et al., 2009; and Lizana, 2013). Using 
trawling methods they contributed to overexploit artisanal fishers‟ exclusive area. 

 As agents needed to secure their own income, competition was strengthened. 
Industrial fisheries fell into what is known as the “Olympic fish race” during the 
Global Quota period (Tarifeño, 2011; and Chávez, 2012), which stressed marine 
ecosystems even more. 

Thus, the combination of open access, need of income, competition, intensified technologies 
and pollution; led to over-stressing marine ecosystems. Slowly the system fell into what Hardin 
(1968) called the tragedy of the commons. Fish landings peaked in the 1990s (Figure 1), since then 
diverse fisheries and species have had crises. Today, authorities state that 68% of Chile‟s marine 
resources are overexploited or collapsed (SUBPESCA, 2015a). Thus, the transition from 
abundance to scarcity has been enacted. This process is not linear, but rather overlaps; and different 
places can show particularities, e.g., in northern Chile industrial forces arrived in the 1950s 
(Aguirre et al., 2013). Resource scarcity is not uniform, but can be deeper in some places and for 
some species. For artisanal communities in Bio-Bio the end of abundance increased tremendously 
their social and economic problems. As they explained, there is 'a before and an after'. According to 
the results, artisanal fishers principally blame industrial fisheries and governments for their current 
scarcity situation. Nevertheless, some fishers also share this responsibility. Interestingly, Ceballos 
and Ther (2011) have similar findings for Los Lagos region responsibilities. 

                                                           
16 In northern Chile it began in late 50‟s (Aguirre et al., 2013). 
17 An incredible example of technological innovation is “the chigre” created by artisanal 
fishers with part of a truck gear. The chigre is an incredible example of fishers ingenious 
and entrepreneurship. 
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Transiting from an economy based on abundance to one based on scarcity went hand in hand 
with the transformation in the economic logics ruling artisanal fishers‟ productive system. Under 
the paradigm of abundance, their economic logics were focused on self-consumption, exchange in 
local food markets and working only when necessity required it. In the paradigm of scarcity, their 
economic logics are based on competition and individualism for a rent seeking rush before the 
resources are completely depleted (promoting overexploitation). According to Marín (2007) 
individualism, competiveness and overexploitation are characteristics traditionally present in 
artisanal fishers‟ culture, calling it a “competitive extractive culture” (Marín, 2007). Regardless of 
whether these characteristics were traditional or appeared under resource scarcity, the results of this 
study show these became stronger while scarcity increased. Another interesting point is that under 
scarcity self-consumption has decreased, and production is almost completely for the market 
(fishmeal and food market). The change from one paradigm to other and the transformation in 
fishers‟ economic logics are still an on-going process. Nonetheless, it represents the essence of the 
transition from fishers‟ traditional economy to the global market economy. 

7.1.2. Enclosure of the Commons: the privatization of the ocean 
Increased resource scarcity pushed authorities to take stronger actions on the situation. In 1985, a 
trend towards enclosure began (Figueroa, 2012; Gauer & Andrade, 2000; Glaría, 2010), which was 
followed by attempts to privatize the ocean in the early 2000s. Authorities expected privatization 
would produce an efficient allocation of resources and thus avoid overexploitation problems. This 
is coherent with the mainstream solution to the tragedy of the commons (based on Coase, 1960)18 
and with Chilean neoliberal model (Ffrench-Davis, 2008). To achieve market efficiency three main 
steps are needed: (1) closing the open access; (2) privatizing resources through fishing rights and 
setting capture limits; and (3) allowing free trade of those rights. This is precisely what has been 
done in Chile‟s fishing sector, and these steps represent an important milestone in its 
commoditization.   

Enclosing and privatizing 
In Part II, I contextualized the beginning of the enclosing and privatization process. From the 
results it is possible to see this process is reaching its end. The current fishing law reaffirmed the 
sector‟s private concentration: 92% of the quotas were given in perpetuity to seven families (four 
economic groups)19, while 8% is shared among thousands of fishers (Ruíz, 2012; Cárdenas, 2014). 
The concentration (monopolization) of fishing rights represents the culmination of ocean's 
enclosure process. There are several issues related to it: (i) Monopolization pushes other actors out 
of the market; (ii) quotas produced illegal fishing and trading; and (iii) private quotas have not 
solved scarcity problems or achieved sustainability. As quotas have failed in controlling 
overexploitation (68%) authorities have been shortening them (Figure 1), but at the expense of 
fishers‟ income, thus stressing their lifestyle.  

Liberalizing the quota system 
The fishing sectors‟ neoliberal reorganization is not completed with its privatization, but to make 
the market operate correctly quotas need to be traded freely. Recent refinements to fishing laws 
have slowly moved in this direction and today some quotas are tradable. As fishers suggested, 
when quotas are tradable, and can be sold as commodities, quotas become more than just fishing 
rights, but become a sort of financial actives (or capital). Therefore, quota-owner fishers become 
creditworthy, improving their access to the financial system. But during crises fishers are pressured 
to sell their quotas to improve their social problems and payback their debts. According to 
Cárdenas (2014) quotas are bought by actors which are not affected by the crisis (economically 

                                                           
18 Coase (1960) suggests market failures are solved through defining and protecting 
property rights to be traded freely in the market.  
19 Orizon, Blumar, Camanchaca Pesca Sur & Mar Food 
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powerful), as industrial fisheries or financial institutions (as banks, with speculative purposes). 
Therefore, there is a trend towards a higher concentration and financialization of the fishing sector, 
which starts being organized from the stock market. This is precisely what the frontier theory 
suggests (Schwartz, 1985; Moore, 2011c, 2013b). It is a huge transformation: from being organized 
by artisanal fishers (with traditional logics) to being organized by the stock market (with 
speculative and rent logics) in few decades. The process is accelerated during crises, and pushes 
small and medium fishers out of the market. Nevertheless, it‟s still just a trend that is beginning. As 
Marx explained, capitalism has a trend to monopolization, which is clearly seen in Chile‟s fishing 
sector.  

Chile‟s fisheries were one of the last economic activities remaining to be privatized and 
turned into a market (Cárdenas 2014). These policies represent an important step in the 
transformations process Chile‟s fishing sector is having from its traditional economy to an 
accumulative, market focused and open economy. The excuse behind these policies was that they 
would solve fishing sectors‟ problems. Nevertheless, problems not only persist, but have become 
even deeper.  

7.1.3. Overexploitation or access problem? 
Both Artisanal fishers, based on their own experience, and SUBPESCA (2015a), based on 
scientific studies, report resource scarcity. Both argue that it is mainly due to overfishing. 
Nevertheless, part of the scarcity perceived by artisanal fishers is also produced by the deficient 
distribution of fishing rights (monopolization: 92% to 7 families). One of the biggest claims 
artisanal fishers in Bio-Bio have is to restructure quotas with more justice and equity, because they 
are considered to only benefit big industries (corroborated by Estrada, et. al, 2012). Despite the 
overexploitation process, if quotas where distributed more equally the artisanal fishers‟ social and 
economic crises could be soften. 

7.1.4. Intermediaries and Monopsony Power 
Prices are a key variable for fishers to secure their income. Low prices represent a threat similar to 
low quotas. If prices decrease, fishers‟ income decreases and social crises are accentuated. Low 
prices are also an environmental threat, because it provides incentives to increase exploitation to 
maintain fishers‟ income. Therefore, prices play an important role in terms of the sustainability of 
the fisheries. As fishers reported, even if quotas are low but prices are high enough they could earn 
enough to have a viable income to leave their economic and social crisis.  

Prices are determined according to competition structures. According to the results, artisanal 
fishers have a deficient access to competitive markets, rather they face few buyers. Artisanal fishers 
sell their product to intermediaries who allocate it in food markets (national or international); while 
semi-industrials sell it to the industry for fishmeal production. Both (intermediaries and the 
industry) acts as a monopsony20; information corroborated by Estrada et al. (2012). In the case of 
food market, prices fishers receive are much lower than what is paid by consumers, e.g., The 
Cocholgüe Union‟s principal catch is hake, which is sold in national food markets. In March 2013, 
fishers where paid $741 pesos per kilo of hake (SERNAPESCA, 2013b)21. But in supermarkets it 
was sold for $2,600 (Muñoz, 2013), i.e., 350% more22. In order to access higher prices, artisanal 
fishers have tried to add value to their products, e.g., creating a processing plant. The case of semi-
industrial fishers is more complicated. Their prices are controlled by the industry, which not only 
sets them very low, but also are the main candidate to buy their fishing rights. Therefore, the 

                                                           
20 Monopsony: one or few buyers having a wide supply. 
21 National Average 
22 For brama, artisanal fishers received $1.384 per kilo, while supermarkets sold it at 
$4.900, also 350% more. 
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industry has an enormous power over them. Finally, benefits produced by higher prices are 
completely absorbed by intermediaries and industrials. It could be argued that in all cases there are 
processing, transaction and transportation costs involved, which is true. Nevertheless, there are also 
evident monopsony characteristics attributable to lack of competition and imperfect access to 
markets. Finally, the dependence fishers have on their intermediaries reveals the sector is part of a 
complex market system. 

7.1.5. Proletarianization 
A keystone in the transition to the market economy is the transformation of artisanal fishers‟ social 
relations of production. Artisanal fishers were traditionally free labour, their own bosses, and 
owners of their means of production and final product. Nevertheless, for some fishers of Bio-Bio 
region these characteristic started changing with the arrival of the industry. The industry demanded 
crew members to fish (workers), and paid according to the amount fished23. These levels of income 
were enormously high for the 80s and 90s, and therefore attracted many fishers to work for the 
industry. Becoming a crew member of the industry was seen as a very good decision. During the 
90s semi-industrial fisheries emerged, also demanding labour and paying high salaries. Thus, many 
fishers stopped working independently, but joined industrial and semi-industrial labour force (in Lo 
Rojas 50%). This is precisely the proletarianization process: the separation of labour from its 
means of productions (Marx, 2010). As workers‟ payment was directly related to the amount 
fished, they had an imminent incentive to overexploit. But when scarcity grew, unemployment 
rose, remunerations fell and working conditions deteriorated substantially. Working as crew 
member was no longer so attractive. Then, some fishers returned to their former artisanal activity. 
But not all had access to boats, equipment or quotas, and as the ocean was overexploited, returning 
was difficult and uncertain. Therefore, many migrated to other sectors, as mining and agriculture, 
leaving behind their fisher tradition. But as fishers reported, when the amount of people willing to 
become crew members decreased, their working conditions and salaries improved. If working 
conditions are determined by the interaction of supply and demand, is clear evidence that fishers 
are subjugated to the market. In this dependency (fisher-market), there are some important 
characteristics worthy to be analysed. 

The regionalization policy allows fishers to work only in one region. It‟s possible to change 
and subscribe to other region, but according to the fishers there are long time and bureaucracy costs 
involved. Fishers are the only labour force in Chile that cannot work freely inside the country. As 
fishers explained in the fieldwork, even if working conditions are better in other region, they are 
not allowed to move there. Therefore, regionalization constitutes an impediment for market 
adjustments. Workers (crew members) become a fixed (and inelastic) labour supply in their region, 
strengthening ship-owners monopsony. Thus, industrials and semi-industrials can stress working 
conditions, lower salaries and increase exploitation, but workers are not allowed to move to a better 
region. Therefore, regionalization reinforces the proletarianization process. Regionalization also 
affects independent fishers (not workers). In case of resource scarcity or social crisis, as they 
cannot work in other region, they are pushed to work for the industry or any other sector. Thus, 
become a proletarian. Finally, it also has environmental impacts, because fishers are pushed to 
stress the resources in their region (even if there is abundance in other area, they cannot move). 

Fishing rights also produces proletarianization pressures. In one hand, as they were only 
given to fishers owning boats, it changed the power balance between owners and workers. This 
allowed boat owners to claim a higher share of the product (Lizana, 2013), thus increasing workers 
exploitation. In the other hand, when fishers have economic problems, they are pressured to sell 

                                                           
23 While a crew member could earn $20 million pesos per year, the chief in charge of the 
trip could earn between $60 and $200 million pesos per year (Figueroa, 2012).   
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their quota. But losing their quota implies being separated from their means of production and 
being excluded from the market as producers: therefore, pushed to become proletarians. In this 
aspect, making quotas tradable is an important mechanism to make the worker-quota separation 
possible. Thus, quotas and their liberalization, also contributes to the proletarianization process.  

Rate of Exploitation 
As fishers became workers and sell their labour craft, they are producing surplus value. Thus, they 
have a rate of surplus or rate of exploitation (Marx, 2010). I estimate their exploitation rate based 
on the cost structure of Lota presented in the results, and using Marx‟s classical methodology24. 

Lota Workers Rate of Exploitation per trip 

Surplus Value per trip (ship owner utility) 8.764 € 

Income per worker 101 € 

Income chief worker 253 € 

Workers Rate of Exploitation 721% 

Chief’s Rate of Exploitation  288% 

Trips needed to recover investment 86 
Fig. 9: Exploitation Rate of Lota Workers (per trip), December 
2014. Source: Own calculations. Euro = 660 Chilean pesos (20-
04-2015) 

Ship owner‟s income (before taxes) is 86 times bigger than what is received by each of his 
workers. Lota fishers‟ rate of exploitation is 721%, which is very high compared with the average 
of Chilean economy 436% (Riesco, 2010)., i.e. Lota crew members are more exploited than the 
average for Chilean workers. These numbers reveal the activity is highly profitable for ship owners. 
Workers exploitation rate is affected by several factors: (1) forces affecting the labour supply 
(regionalization, fishing rights, need of income, resource scarcity and monopsony power); (2) As 
fishmeal industry sets low prices to semi-industrials, the only mechanism ship-owners have to 
increase their profits is lowering workers‟ salaries; (3) Intensifying technology, as mechanization, 
produce the replacement of workers by machines (Aguirre et al., 2013); And (4) a great number of 
workers don‟t have legal protection (increasing labour flexibility, salaries variability and denying 
right to protests). Even though not all fishers become workers, but many continue being small 
producers, proletarianization is a strong trend in the sector. Cárdenas (2014) see it as an attempt to 
eliminate artisanal fishers as producers, but turning them into cheap labour to serve the industry. 
The process is the keystone in the transformation from a traditional to a capitalist economy. 

7.1.6. Accumulation by Dispossession 
The points I have described in section 9, are part of the process Marx called Primitive 
Accumulation (Marx, 2010), also known as Accumulation by Dispossession (Harvey, 2004 and 
2006), which explains the transition to a market economy. According to Harvey, capitalist 
expansion pursues the liberation of resources, to appropriate and include them in its production 
cycle. This is exactly what happened to Bio-Bio‟s fishing sector, principally through four main 
mechanisms: (1) scarcity (overexploitation and pollution) creates the necessary shock to reformate 
the sector; (2) marine resources are privatized and appropriated, where the State plays a principal 
role (legal dispossession); (3) proletarianization liberates labour resource to serve the industry; and 
(4) the financialization of the fishing sector through tradable quotas, which starts being organized 
from the stock market (Schwartz 1985; Moore 2011c and 2013b). These findings are coherent whit 

                                                           
24  I made two assumptions: all workers have the same productivity and all share 
same tasks per trip. 
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Harvey‟s (2006) description of the process, while Guerra & Skewes (2010)25 had similar findings 
regarding scarcity (dispossession by contamination) and privatization for Los Ríos and Los Lagos 
regions. This process would also represent how the “frontier of capitalism” (Moore, 2000, 2013b, 
2013c) was expanded to Chilean fisheries, one of the most distant places in South-America, 
transforming it into a market to be appropriated by the core of the system. This aspect can also be 
corroborated seeing Chile‟s fish exports (almost 80% of total production) in section 4.1. 

It is important to stress the transition to the market economy is not a unidirectional process, 
but oscillates back and forth (Hicks, 1984). Fishers can work for the industry, but also maintain 
their own quotas and boats (own means of production, thus avoid proletarianization). And many 
fishers continue working independently. Interestingly, there is a strong similarity between the 
primitive accumulation processes in Europe with the one in Bio-Bio fisheries. In both enclosing the 
commons was fundamental. In Europe the process is described through the enclosure of the 
common lands (Polanyi, 2011). While in Bio-Bio it is related to the enclosures of the common 
ocean. Peasants were alienated from land, as fishers are being alienated from the ocean, depriving 
both from their means of production. But there are also particularities. Marx described the process 
in Europe as forced and violent26. While in Bio-Bio it has two sides: voluntary (workers were 
attracted by high salaries) and a non-voluntary aspect (scarcity, regionalization and quotas). 
Nevertheless, as Europe, in Bio-Bio the process should also end with the formation of a new class 
of ocean workers (marine proletarians) and the complete integration of the fishing sector to the 
capitalist system; which is the trend I saw in the fieldwork. Finally, nature and society will be 
commoditized. 

7.2. Social Consequences of the Transition 

7.2.1. Institutional Crisis 
Artisanal fishers distrust institutions‟ capability of solving fishing sector‟s problems and have 
several complaints against them. Quotas have not been enough to stop overexploitation, and 
SERNAPESCA‟s capacity to control the sector or secure property is not enough (not a single boat 
in Bio-Bio region)27. Fishers criticize laws that do not distinguish between artisanal -and its 
different professions- or semi-industrials. They also allege the first exclusive mile is completely 
polluted, while the other four are overexploited. Anther claim was that industries are never held 
responsible for polluting. Nevertheless, fishers‟ main complaint is that 92% of the quotas were 
given industries, increasing tremendously the perception of corruption. Several fishers claim the 
sector is managed through industrial lobby, situation also suggested by Peña (1996). In the 
fieldwork authorities admitted their limitations in these points, and these results are corroborated 
through several accusations of corruption from different agents (Ávila, 2015; Jara & Ramírez, 
2015; Bustos & Estrada, 2015). On the 11th April 2015 citizen and fishers organizations even took 
legal actions accusing extortion and bribery against the responsible of last fishing law with the 
objective of repealing it (ECOCEANOS, 2015). Another aspect suggesting lack of transparency is 
that, despite of its importance, the fishing sector still does not have its own Ministry, but it depends 
on the Ministry of Economy & Tourism. Situation I interpret as an attempt to bypass strong 
regulations. Artisanal fishers also complain scientific institutions are disconnected from social and 
ocean realities. Scientists are accused of never being present in towns, and commit harmful 
mistakes, as allowing to fish species that are spawning. Social scientists are blamed of only being 
present when companies need to study communities‟ vulnerabilities (to bribe them better). As 

                                                           
25 Guerra and Skewes (2010) uses the term “dispossession by contamination” 
26 A forced reallocation of people 
27 It‟s not a failure in Coase‟s theory of private property mechanisms to solve the tragedy 
of the commons (Coase, 1960). But it‟s a practical failure due to the impossibility of the 
State to make the system work. 
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scientists and governments decide fishers‟ economic and social future, there is a big distrust in their 
success. Jorge Bustos28 corroborated this idea: “just as we told the minister and undersecretary, 
their measures are not enough, but only plug holes. They are not facing the real crisis. 
Governments should listen to us [the fishers] who understands the ocean” (Bustos, 2014). 

7.2.2. Social Division: divide to govern. 
From the results it‟s possible to see trends of social divisions within communities. There are several 
factors contributing to these divisions. Competition and individualism, intensified by scarcity, 
made fishers compete with their neighbours, weakening their former fellowship and communities. 
External industries also divide communities. Some people think industries contribute to 
development while others think they harm it. Thus, a group of supporters and a group of detractors 
are created (also in Saavedra & Macias, 2012). People also compete to capture compensation paid 
by industries for polluting. Generally, to access this compensation people create new organizations 
within  communities, weakening former unions, e.g., in 2004 Bio-Bio had 60 artisanal 
organizations, while in 2015 the number increased to 252 (SERNAPESCA, 2015a). Communities‟ 
divisions dissipate their power, hindering their possibilities to organize and respond to threats. As 
fishers from Lo Rojas (2013) understood it: “we have been divided by the system and the model: 
divide to rule and govern”. Division is not only local, but also national. There are 3 national 
confederations of fishers disputing leadership29. National division is fomented through artisanal 
fishers‟ regionalization and classification, and distorted by the semi-industrial group. Thus, fishers‟ 
possibilities of creating a strong national movement to influence politicians are delayed. 

7.2.3. Cultural & Identity Transformations 
According to the results, it is possible to see that the integration into the market economy triggered 
a transformation in artisanal fishers‟ traditions and culture. These finding are coherent with 
previous research (Marín, 2007; Lizana, 2013; Ceballos & Ther, 2011; Guerra & Skewes, 2010; 
Glaría, 2010; Aguirre et al. 2013). There are several ways fishers‟ culture is impacted. Increased 
competition and individuality undermined artisanal fishers‟ former camaraderie. Ceballos and Ther 
(2011) have the same conclusion for Los Lagos region. Other change is that traditionally artisan 
fishers were free transhumant workers developing several fishing professions. But the creation of 
the artisanal registry cut their freedom (regionalization), stratified their professions and denied 
them free access to the ocean. Thus, their activity, organization, traditional product-sharing system, 
identity and social relations were disrupted (also in Marín, 2007; Lizana, 2013). The 
proletarianization process described above broke the ancient union between fishers and the ocean 
as a mean to make their living. Guerra and Skewes (2010) have a similar conclusion for Los Rios 
and Los Lagos regions, while according to Harvey (2003) the process should also change the 
historical relation people have had with their environment. Technological innovations transformed 
the way fishers traditionally worked the ocean and made their own tools, thus changing their 
traditions. Aguirre et al. (2013) explain the impacts technological changes had for fishers in 
Tarapacá Region, suggesting technology changed the way fishers see themselves. Manpower 
produced a way of understanding themselves and their groups, creating an image and identity of 
what was “to be a fisher”. Their traditional construction of masculinity was related to force and the 
dangers of the activity. Thus, as machine power replaced manpower and made the activity easier 
and safer, the imaginary of masculinity was disrupted. Aguirre et al. (2013) also explains 
technology made traditional fishers‟ knowledge obsolete. E.g. recognizing fish through colours in 
the ocean and estimating their amount through birds flying over them were replaced by SONARs. 
These findings for Tarapacá could also be applied for Bio-Bio; nevertheless more research is 

                                                           
28 President of CONDEPP (Consejo Nacional de Defensa de la Pesca). National Fisher 
union formed by more than 50 thousands artisanal fishers 
29 CONAPACH, CONFEPACH y CONDEPP 
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needed to corroborate it. Other cultural change is that industries contribute to urbanize and pollute 
towns, changing the environment where fishers‟ culture was reproduced in. Some fishers are 
pushed out of system and others have to migrate, both implying ceasing being artisanal fishers. 
Ceballos and Ther (2011) had similar findings for Los Lagos region. Finally, there is also an 
intergenerational brake in artisanal activity. New generations considers the activity to be risky and 
unprofitable, thus they are adopting other professions, hindering the reproduction of this ancient 
culture.  

Even though traditionally artisanal fishers did not have a capitalist organization, it is difficult 
to bypass that today many of them have adapted and are functional to the market (De la Cruz & 
Argüello, 2006; Lizana, 2013). Thus, their traditional culture is threatened. Ceballos and Ther 
(2011) and Glaría (2010) suggest communities try to resist against the new system, maintaining 
their traditional practices. Guerra and Skewes (2010) add resistance is varied and multidimensional, 
changing from place to place. In some places of the fieldwork, it was possible to see that fishers 
still make their own boats and some still use sails; which I interpret as a way their traditional 
culture resists to changes. 

7.2.4. Poverty, Marginality, Exclusion and Future 
A very delicate aspect of fishers‟ actual situation, are the increasing poverty rates in their 
communities. Drexler and Barriga (2004) corroborated that poverty rates of fishing communities in 
Bio-Bio are extremely high. There are several factors at work that are increasing artisanal fishers‟ 
poverty. Resource scarcity, low quotas and low prices results in a low income. Regarding low 
prices paid to fishers, intermediaries have a central responsibility due to their monopsony power. 
The lack of legal protection and higher labour exploitation deteriorates the semi-industrial workers‟ 
situation. While the lack of social security and retirement pensions affect all fishers (dependent and 
independent), threatening their present and future. Increasing individualism and social division 
depreciates fishers‟ social capital (as networks and camaraderie), while industrial pollution 
depreciates their natural capital (the ocean). Both kinds of depreciations increase artisanal fishers‟ 
poverty. Pollution also affects peoples‟ health (Pérez, 2008), therefore also deteriorates their social 
situation. In fishers poverty, the State is a big responsible, because their critical situation is in part 
consequence of the absence of support, the lack of public goods in the area (as health and 
education) and their access to employment. Poverty makes communities vulnerable and increases 
their marginality, rising drug and alcohol consumption. It also makes fishers feel excluded. 
Ceballos & Ther (2011) found a similar perception among fishers from Los Lagos Region. 
Vulnerability makes people bribable by industries offering them money or goods in change of their 
consent. Finally, poverty pushes fishers to stress more the environment trying to restore their 
income, threatening sustainability. 

Nevertheless, despite fishers several problems, they were optimistic that things could get 
better. They had plenty ideas of possible measures (policies) to improve their situation. Artisanal 
fishers do not want to live from subsidies. Rather they want the right to work and develop. Have a 
decent life, feel respected and have a healthy environment. Many fishers stated they would like 
their sons to continue with the fishing activity. Interestingly, in their future vision the industries are 
not excluded. As the ocean was never private, in fishers discourse there is no total exclusion of 
external agents. Rather, a will and a demand of justice and equity in sharing it.  

8. Discussion & Conclusions 
In this thesis I have analysed the transition process of pelagic artisanal fisheries in Bio-Bio region, 
shifting from their tradition economy towards a market economy, i.e., through a process of 
primitive accumulation. In this process the arrival of industrial forces triggers the displacement of a 
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traditional order and pressures arise to replace it by a market order. In this transformation the 
keystone is the privatization of the commons through fisheries rights and quotas.  Regarding this 
aspect, a reflection of Karl Polanyi makes deep sense: “Enclosures have been appropriately called 
a revolution of the rich against the poor” (Polanyi, 2011. P. 83). Chilean fisheries were one of the 
last sectors remaining to be privatized after the dictatorship, and its transformation should be 
understood as part of the country‟s adoption of the neoliberal model. Chile‟s approach is to develop 
“outwards”, based on the exploitation of its natural resources for export, thus focusing on selling 
raw material and food to foreign markets and being functionally embedded in globalization. 
Therefore, privatization of the fishing sector was needed in order to commoditize it. 

Although this thesis focused in Bio-Bio region, the neoliberal reorganization of the fishing 
sector is a national phenomenon. As the frontier theory suggests (Moore, 2000, 2013b, 2013c), 
capital arrives to a non-commoditized area, appropriates it, exploits it and then leaves it. Chilean 
fisheries where appropriated, commoditized and overexploited. According to Moore‟s theory, the 
next expected step should be a deeper overexploitation followed by the retirement of the industrial 
forces to other areas. As industrial fisheries have shrunk since the 1990s, it‟s possible to see a trend 
of retirement. Chilean fishing sector is also an example of ocean grabbing. Marine resources are not 
consumed in the country, but exported to foreign markets, and while benefits are exported, 
consequences are left in Chile. Resource scarcity produces poverty, vulnerability, and increases 
individualism among people. And when fishers‟ social situation is stressed, they are pressed to fish 
more in order to solve their problems, stressing even more the ocean.  Thus, a vicious cycle is 
created, and social, environmental and economic problems are reproduced. 

The economic transformation generates the encounter of two different productive and social 
systems: tradition versus modernization. Fishers‟ transit to neoliberalism, becoming dependent on 
the markets, changed their social and productive organization and former economic logics. 
Artisanal fishers‟ culture and traditions are being challenged and pushed to change. Fishers are 
being expelled from the market as small producers, and being transformed into a cheap fishing 
working force to serve the industry. At the same time nature is privatized and overexploited 
(loosing biodiversity), thus the environment strongly degraded. Nature and humans are 
commoditized.  

Fishers‟ context of social, economic and environmental crises, mixed with their negative 
perception of the sector (corruption, abandonment, injustice) has resulted in a deep feeling of 
helplessness. I would attribute the combination of these aspects to being the trigger of frustration 
that has led to the several fisher protests that the country has witnessed in recent years. 

Chilean artisanal fishing crisis should not be understood as a temporal phenomenon regarding 
particular specie in one particular space and time (e.g. hake crisis 2002 in 8th region). But it should 
be understood as long process involving the social, economic and environmental system (all 
interconnected), produced and driven by the productive logics the market system imposed in the 
sector through its transformation process (primitive accumulation): overexploiting nature and 
humans. Following this idea there are no different artisanal fishing crises, but rather one big crisis 
involving society, its economy and nature in a broad time and in whole Chile. Therefore, I would 
call it “the neoliberal crisis of Chilean artisanal fishing sector”. 

The fishing system is highly important for the economy of Chilean coastal areas. Thus, 
making it economic, social and environmentally sustainable is needed to improve the living 
conditions of the people related to it. Up to now, the main policy implemented to achieve 
sustainability (at least as a discourse) has been focused on creating private tradable rights, and 
expecting a competitive market to solve the problems. This policy corresponds to the neoliberal 
mainstream receipt to common pool problems.  Nevertheless, so far, it has completely failed. 
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Neoliberal policies have not solved the overexploitation problem, and haven‟t even been close of 
solving fishers‟ social problems. Rather, it has contributed to a great monopolization of the sector, 
excluding agents that have anciently been related to it and leaving them without their livelihood. 
Both artisanal and industrial sectors are important for future sustainability. Nevertheless, they need 
to be capable of sharing the ocean and become permanent and secure activities. Both sectors need 
to stop competing, but start collaborating to develop Chile‟s coastal areas, respecting the society 
and environment.  

To design a set of policies capable of achieving sustainability in the fishing system it is 
urgently needed to comprehend the deep roots of its crisis, and to understand systems‟ complexities 
as evolution and power relations. Therefore, with this thesis, I expect to contribute to the discussion 
through explaining the transformation process the artisanal sector has had -and is still having-, 
which I believe is necessary to understand the present crisis in its three dimensions: social, 
environmental and economic; and to have an idea of where the sector is going. Nevertheless, I 
strongly think sustainability can only be achieved by including artisanal fishers. Policies should not 
be imposed from the state. Rather, they should be designed with fishers‟ active participation. 
Artisanal fishers showed to be completely aware of the complex problems their sector is facing. As 
they make their livelihood from the ocean they understand its ecological interconnections its 
economic relations and difficulties; and artisanal fishers know better than anyone else the social 
consequences from the crisis. Therefore, artisanal fishers‟ participation is essential in the 
achievement of sustainable development. 
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