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Abstract
Professional fishing and fisheries quota systems can affect women and men differently, yet gender analysis of quota systems is
rare. In this article, we use a feminist framing and a mixed methods approach to examine the long-term gendered effects of the
introduction of the 1990 quota system in Norway. Using statistics from the National Fishery Registry and the Directorate of
Fisheries, we found that the number of women and men registered as fishers has declined since 1990 (an overall decline of 59%).
Over this period, men have consistently outnumbered women among registered fishers (2.7–3.2% women), among boat owners
(2.23%women in 2017) and particularly among owners of larger boats (> 11 m), which can have multiple quotas (0.35%women
in 2017). However, changes in the age and geographic location among women fishers reflect changes to fisheries overall, as well
as highlighting the gender-blind entry barriers that disproportionately impact women. In addition, contextualising statistical data
with participant interviews conducted in North Norway, especially in Finnmark, enables us to examine more closely why the
gender gap remains. This mixed method approach also identifies changes women and men working in fisheries have undergone,
while also addressing women fishers’ political efforts to improve gender equity in Norwegian fisheries. Our study contributes to a
more nuanced understanding of Norwegian coastal fishing, and particularly women’s small but significant presence.

Introduction

Men have dominated both historical fishing narratives and
modern fisheries statistics (Kleiber et al. 2017; Klein and
Davis 1988; Munk-Madsen 1990, 1996, 1998, 2000; Porter
1995; Power 2005; Willson 2016). In Norway, women’s con-
tribution to fishing households has focused on their role as
part of the ‘ground crew’, engaging in many of the land-
based fishing tasks (Balsvik 2001; Flakstad 1984; Gerrard
1983, 1995, 2005, 2016; Pedersen 1999). They were not reg-
istered as fishers, but their labour was integral to pre- and post-
harvest tasks such as baiting long-lines, cleaning boats, wash-
ing clothes, gutting fish and sometimes the administration

work related to the crew and the boat (Gerrard 1975, 1983,
2011;Munk-Madsen 1996; Jentoft 1989; Thiessen et al. 1992;
Pettersen 1994, 1997).

While women’s labour has been critical to the longevity of
the fisheries industry, they have not been seen as fishers, either
by men or by women themselves. Moreover, women’s fisher-
ies labour has also often been paid less, or not at all. Indeed,
women’s fisheries tasks have been considered a natural part of
their duties in fishing households. They fit in with their roles
as daughters, sisters, wives, partners and friends in fishing
communities (Bratrein 1976; Elstad 2004; Flakstad 1984;
Gerrard 1975, 1995; Holtedahl 1986; Saugestad 1988;
Pettersen 2018; Grønbech 2008). However, women have
worked at sea, both as crew and as owners of their own boats.
While these roles are often still part of their relationships with
men, they have been and are an important part of Norway’s
fisheries (Bratrein 1976;Munk-Madsen 1990, 1996), and over
time illustrate interacting changes in economic, social and
ecological contexts. The examination of women’s work on-
water requires an understanding of the disproportionate gen-
dered effects of gender-blind fisheries policies (Munk-
Madsen 1990, 1996). The invisibility and subordination of
women in the fisheries narrative means their voices are seldom
heard or addressed in politics or policies (Gerrard 1983, 1995,
2005, 2007).
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Despite the marginalisation of women and their labour in
fisheries, in Norway, women have still demonstrated efforts to
enact political changes. In 1989, women leveraged the author-
ity of their gendered identities as coastal women and fishers’
wives to organise political actions against the cod moratorium.
Women protested again in 1990, against the quota system
(Gerrard 1995; Rossvær 1998). These women-led actions re-
sulted in attempts to include womenmore formally in fisheries
management processes. The Ministry of Fisheries established
and financed the Fishery Sector’s Women’s Committee
(1991–2003) (Lotherington & Ellingsen 2002; NSD
undated). Later, in 2005, the Ministry of Fishery and Coastal
affairs and the Ministry of Children and Family Affairs also
initiated an ‘Action Plan to Recruit more Women to the
Marine Sector’ (Handlingsplan for økt kvinneandel i marin
sector 2007). This action plan was a response to the closing
of the Quota Committee on the pretext that the committee did
not have 40% representation by women, which was a require-
ment of the Norwegian 1978 Gender Equality Act.

This article focuses on the comparatively small numbers of
women who were registered as fishers between 1990 and
2017, which covers the period of the Norwegian coastal quota
system for cod (Gadus morhua), saithe (Pollachius virens) and
haddock (Melanogrammus aeglefinus). Documenting and un-
derstanding women’s contributions to Norway’s fisheries as
professional fishers and political actors challenges assump-
tions that fishing can only be done by men, while also
highlighting the interacting cultural and structural barriers that
can limit women’s participation.

This study builds on previous feminist research that has
found disproportionate, negative effects of Norway’s quota
system on women fishers (see for example Munk-Madsen
1996; Pettersen 1997; Gerrard 2005, 2007). By examining
the long-term statistical and observational data with a gen-
dered perspective or lens, this study examines some of the
lasting gendered impacts of the quota system. This includes
interactions with changing social contexts, such as women’s
role in the welfare state (Sainsbury 2001) and compulsory
education system for children from 6 to 18 years old
(Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research undated).

Our examination of gender in Norway’s fishing sits within
the broader perceptions and agitation for gender equality in
Norway. Norway is commonly perceived as a positive model
of nationally supported gender equality, although this percep-
tion has been criticised (see for example Danielsen et al.
2015). Throughout Norway’s history, women’s equality and
gender equity have been continuously under debate, and this
has been reflected in changes to laws (Equality and Anti-
Discrimination Act 2019). In 1913, Norwegian women’s fight
for the right to vote succeeded (Stortinget 2013), and in 1978,
the first Gender Equality Act was enacted. Furthermore,
equality measures have been implemented in various institu-
tions, associations and industries, including sectors such as

academia and finance, where women are in the minority (see
Eeg-Henriksen 1985; Finans Norge undated). It is in this light
that gender and feminist perspectives focusing on women
fishers and their situation are relevant and significant. To gain
a better understanding of women in coastal fishing, we use an
analytical framework informed by feminist perspectives in
general and by fisheries in particular (e.g. Ellingsæter and
Solheim 2002; Bourdieu 1977; Frangoudes and Gerrard
2018; Kleiber et al. 2017; Munk-Madsen 1996, 1998, 2000).

The Norwegian coastal fishing context

The fisheries industry has historically been one of Norway’s
main economic activities, and an important export industry
selling fish to various external markets (Kolle et al. 2014).
Cod, saithe and haddock together with other species, like cer-
tain kinds of herring (clupea harengus harengus) and mackerel
(scomber scombrus), were and are important export species.
Today, fishing takes place along the whole length of
Norwegian coasts, but most fishers are registered in the west-
ern and northern counties (Fig. 1).

Like other fishing countries, fluctuations in fish stocks,
changes in markets, technology, boat owners and crews, as
well as shifts in administration and politics, are inevitable
and normal. Norwegian fishing is regulated by laws and year-
ly political decisions that have direct impacts on fishers’ work
as well as indirect impacts on the daily life of their families.

All full-time and part-time fishers in Norway must be regis-
tered in the Norwegian Fishery Register (Fiskermanntallet) that
has existed since the 1950s (Fiskeri og kystdepartementet
2008). The register is divided into full-time (professional) fish-
ers (B-list) and part-time fishers (A-list) (Fiskeridirektoratet
n.d.). The register is supposed to be a reliable list of people
living and fishing in Norway. It is used by governmental and
municipal agencies to distribute sickness and pension benefits,
but also since 1990, it has been used to determine quota access.

Since 1990, fishers work within a coastal quota system that
is stratified, quite complex and covers cod, saithe and haddock.
To be allocated a quota, a boat belonging to a fisher or a fishing
company must be registered in the vessel registry. There are
several different quotas with rules that vary by the type of fisher
(list A or B, as well as boat registry), where the fisher lives or if
the community is identified as Sami (indigenous community),
the size of the vessel, and the species targeted. From the very
beginning, the coastal quota system created two groups of fish-
ing boats: (a) group 1, later named the closed group, and (b)
group 2, later named the open group (Table 1).

Open group fishers who formally reside in Sami defined
areas or villages in the northern part of Norway, regardless of
their ethnic identity, have special fishing rights in addition to
the open group quota. These rights are defined in the
Kystfiskekvota or Coastal Fish Quota and consist of 3000 tons
to be divided and distributed to open group fishers. The
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Fig. 1 The most important coastal fishing areas in Norway. Illustration: Rudi Caeyers/UiT The Arctic University of Norway

Table 1 Description of group 1 and group 2 quotas

Quota characteristics Group 1
‘closed group’

Group 2
‘open group’

Quota size Larger Smaller

How the quota is held Quota is connected to a registered boat and held by
individual fishers or fishing companies.

Quota is connected to a registered boat and
held by individual fishers.

Who can access this quota Quota holders must:
• Be registered full-time (primary) fishers
• Have fishing experience north of 62 latitude.

Quota holders must:
• Be registered full-time (primary) OR

part-time (secondary) fishers
•Have fishing experience north of 62 latitude.

How many quotas can be held Since 2004:
• A boat < 11 m can only have one quota per species.
• A boat between 11 and 14.99 m can have up to three

closed group quotas for a single species in addition to
the original quota given to the boat in 1990
(J-114-2017: Forskrift om spesielle kvoteordninger for
kystfiskeflåten)

Only a single quota per species.

Cost of quota Free of charge when the quota system was introduced in
1990. Fishers that wanted more quotas, would have to
buy a boat with closed group quota. After 2004, closed
group quotas can be purchased on the open market.
Since 2010, 10-15 free quotas in the closed group are
awarded to fishers under 30 years old who are selected
based on set criteria.

Free of charge

Tradability In 1990, quotas could not be bought or sold. The quota in
the closed group was allocated for at least 20 years and
lasts until the fisher is 75 years old. Then it reverts to the
official governmental authorities to be redistributed.
Since 2004, quotas can be bought and sold on the open
market for boats longer than 11 m.

Quota cannot be bought or sold. If unused it
reverts to the Directorate of Fisheries to be
redistributed.
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Coastal Fish Quota began in 2011 and is meant to strengthen
the rights of small-scale fishers in Sami communities (see for
example, Jentoft and Søreng 2017; Fiskeridirektoratet 2019).

The size of different quotas varies from year to year and is
based on the estimated total available catch (TAC).
Estimations of TAC are determined by members of the
International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES).
Norwegian and Russian researchers are also involved, as well
as Norwegian fishery interests (representatives from the vari-
ous fishery-related associations). Before the final decision is
made by theMinistry of Trade, Industry and Fisheries, a meet-
ing is held where representatives from the various fishery
institutions discuss the total TAC and the distribution of quota.
The Directorate of Fisheries is responsible for implementing
quota regulations including the allocation of the TAC to the
different quota groups.

New fisheries have emerged since 1990, and new quota
regulations have been developed in response. The King crab
(Paralithodes camtschaticus) fishery has become an important
source of income along the coast of Finnmark, the northern-
most area of Norway.With a few exceptions, King crab quotas
are available to fishers registered with closed or open group
quotas, who live in the northern coastal municipalities (from
Måsøy up to the Russian border). Like other species quotas,
the size of a King crab quota varies in response to expert
advice. Most recently, fishers cannot exclusively catch King
crab; to be allocated crab quota, they must also catch other
quota species up to a certain value that varies.

The complex quota system is an ever-evolving system that
catalyses and responds to actions from both government insti-
tutions and people in the fishing industry. On occasions, net-
works and groups have been formed to protest quota policies.
For example, in 2004, when the Fishery and Coastal Ministry
made it possible to buy and sell closed quotas, the network
‘Kysten til kamp’ (Fighting for the coast) was established by
two women from Lofoten. Their petition against the quota
policy and the privatisation of fish resources was strongly
supported by coastal habitants (Klassekampen 2005).
However, the impact of these actions on fishing policy is lim-
ited, and political power is greater among fishers with bigger
boats and a greater share of the closed group quota. Currently,
the quota system is under revision, but the main principles are
unlikely to change (St.melding 32 2018-2019). The final po-
litical results and the gender consequences of the proposed
changes are yet to be debated and enacted.

Studying women fishers

Focusing on the role of women, gender and gendered relations
is important in the evolution of Norway’s fisheries, and in un-
derstanding both the reasons for and impacts of changes in the
industry. Scientific contributions on gender and fisheries were
pioneered in Norway in the 1970s (Gerrard 1975; Lie 1975).

However, work that focused on the gendered consequences of
the quota system began with Eva Munk-Madsen (1996, 1998,
2000), Pettersen (1994, 1997) and Gerrard (1995, 2007).While
Pettersen and Gerrard emphasised the role of coastal and
fishery-relatedwomen on the shore,Munk-Madsen used a fem-
inist approach to examine why so few women were registered
as fishers or owners or qualified for a closed quota. She discov-
ered that most women fished under open group quotas. Munk-
Madsen (1998) concluded that the quota policy was ‘gender-
blind’, but the result was not ‘gender neutral’. She emphasised
that the quota system was part of a patriarchal system that
limited women’s access to fishing.

Norwegian women’s lack of fishing rights and limited in-
fluence on fishing politics is not unique. The quota system is a
part of the North Atlantic Ocean regional fishery resource
management system to which women have had little access
or influence (Sloan 2004). For example, in Canada, quota
policy has been shaped by the way fishing is seen as a mas-
culine and patriarchal activity (Power 2005). The lack of so-
cial and political recognition of women’s contributions to fish-
eries has also been documented in Europe (Frangoudes and
Pascual-Fernandez 2005), as well as globally (Williams 2008;
Kleiber et al. 2017). Other feminist researchers have used
frameworks that analyse culture and power, and their influ-
ence on the persistent gendered division of labour in general.
Ellingsæter and Solheim (2002), inspired by Foucault, argue
that the gender division in Norway’s labour market cannot
simply be explained by social and economic structures and
conditions. They argue that there are also invisible or ‘hidden’
power relationships connected to cultural codes and values
that shape the formation and maintenance of gender differ-
ences concerning women and men’s choices of education,
jobs and careers. These have consequences for wages and type
of work, as well as influence on the labour market itself.
Another influential theory includes Pierre Bourdieu’s
(1972:164) concept of ‘doxa’, which is defined as the experi-
ence by which the natural and social world appears as self-
evident. Doxa represents aspects of culture and society that
are taken for granted, not questioned and not discussed. In
this case, men’s dominance of the fisheries sector is taken for
granted. Men’s views and practices are reflected in institutions
and polices, which then reinforces their dominance and per-
petuates a world view that this is something that should not or
cannot be changed. To apply such analyses and concepts to
gain a better understanding of women fishers in Norway will
enrich the understanding of the Norwegian fisheries.

Methods and data

To better understand women in fishing and their related polit-
ical efforts, this study makes use of mixed methods.
Quantitative data were obtained from the Fiskermanntallet—
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Register of primary (full-time) and secondary (part-time)
occupation—and the Directorate of Fisheries. These data in-
clude sex-disaggregated information on the fishing workforce
over time. The quantitative data from the Directorate of
Fisheries include information about fishers’ gender, age and
in what county and municipality they live. Additionally, civil
servants in the Directorate of Fisheries provided detailed sta-
tistics on women fishers who owned boats, including boats
with quotas in the closed group. The register of women boat
owners is limited to women who are majority owners (> 50%)
of their fishing boat.

Quantitative data from different years are presented. We
include the statistics from 1983 when the Directorate started
to include gender in the register. The figures from the years
1990, 2000, 2006, 2014, 2016 and 2017 represent important
points in the history of the quota system (Table 2).

Qualitative data were collected by the primary author
through participant observation, interviews and conversations
in fishery communities with local women and men in the
municipalities of Nordkapp and Loppa in Finnmark, as well
as in Tromsø and Berg in the county of Troms. Here, occa-
sional encounters and planned meetings were conducted.
Some of these meetings dealt with community issues like
public service, or special community events. Data collection
occurred between 1975 and 2017 (Gerrard 1975, 1983, 1995,
2005, 2007, 2011, 2013, 2016; Walsh and Gerrard 2018).
Information about women’s ownership of ocean-going fishing
vessels was provided by a journalist in Fiskeribladet, based on
e-mail correspondence (Torsvik 2018). Additional materials
include regional media interviews with women fishers.

The combination of the quantitative and qualitative data re-
veals the changing presence of women fishers in the Norwegian
labour market and contextualises this with insights into women’s
lives, their views and the meaning of their participation as fishers
and in fishery politics. In this way, we can gain a better under-
standing of women as single actors and their relations with each
other and with men, as well as emphasising the situation and
contexts in which practices, relations and politics are performed
and constructed (Haraway 1988). Furthermore, this feminist

mixed method approach reveals elements of hidden or invisible
power as well as the undiscussed aspects of women’s participa-
tion in fishing (doxa).

Women fishers 1990–2017

In this section, we present data about the numbers of women
and men fishers in Norway between 1990 and 2017, focusing
on variations in the types of fishers (primary or secondary
group), their age and geographic location.

Since 1990, the total number of registered fishers has de-
clined by 59%, falling from over 27,500 fishers in 1990 to
11,300 in 2017 (Fig. 2). The steepest decline was between
1990 and 2013. The number of registered fishers has stayed
fairly steady in the past five years. Since 1990, the number of
women fishers has been small compared to men (representing
between 2.7 and 3.2% of all fishers), though women have
always been present.

One reason for the decline in registered fishers starting in
1990 is due to the Directorate of Fisheries ‘cleaning’ the reg-
isters to only include active full- and part-time fishers. The
number of women fishers follows the overall decreasing trend
between 1990 and 2014 (Figs. 2 and 3) but has shown a slight
increase since 2014. The years preceding the 1990 quota sys-
tem also show a rapid increase in women registered as full-
time or primary fishers. Indeed, most of the variation in total
numbers of women fishers (both the initial rise prior to the
1990 quotas and the subsequent fall) are mainly due to chang-
es in the number of women registered as primary fishers,
while the number of women registered as secondary fishers
has been comparatively steady, and consistently smaller com-
prising between 15.5 and 35.8% of all women fishers (Fig. 3).
However, variations in numbers of primary and secondary
fishers are not synchronous over time. Between 1995 and
2003, the number of women registered as secondary fishers
increased (from 112 to 172), while the number of women
registered as primary fishers fell (from 554 to 308). After
2003, the number of women fishers in both categories de-
clined until about 2014, when the number of secondary fishers

Table 2 Overview of quota
timeline Year Event

1990 The quota system of ‘one boat- one quota’ was introduced: Group 1 (later named closed group) and
group 2 (later named open group)

1990s The Directorate deleted many from the register of fishers since they considered many fishers as old and
inactive

2000 A decade of the quota system

2004 Introduction of ‘one-boat several quotas’ and ‘market-based quotas’

2006 The market-based quota system had been practiced for 2 years

2014 The market-based quota system had been practiced for 10 years.

2016 The increase of women in fishing

2017 The increase of women fishers continues
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steadied, while of primary fisher numbers began to increase
once again (Fig. 3).

Women fishers’ age

The age of women fishers has also varied over time. The
largest changes were seen in the decrease in young women
registered as primary fishers between 1990 and 2000 (Fig. 4a).

In 1990, almost half (49.5%) of primary fishers were wom-
en under 30 years old, while more recently in 2017, they make
up closer to one quarter (25.1%) of the total number of women
primary fishers. One reason for the decrease in young women
has been changes in the ocean going fleet, where women were
working as filleting workers in fish processing and were reg-
istered as fishers. Among primary fishers, there has also been
a sharp drop in women aged 60–69, and again for women 70
and older (Fig. 4a). The representation by age is quite distinct
among secondary fishers, where women under 30 are only
between 14.2 and 4.8% of the total, and overall, there is a
more even distribution among the age categories (Figure 4B).

Geography and its influence

The number of women fishers has also varied by geography
over time (Fig. 5a, b). The counties presented here are the ones
with most women fishers in 2017. The counties are all ordered
from the northernmost (Finnmark) to southernmost
(Hordaland). In 1990, most primary fishers came from the
county of Møre og Romsdal, where the ocean going fleet with
the filleting workers was registered (44.5%), followed by
Nordland (28.3%), while most secondary fishers were from
Nordland (37.2%). This shifted over time as the numbers from
western and central parts of Norway declined, while the num-
bers in the northernmost county, Finnmark, increased. By
2017, primary fishers were more evenly distributed between
Møre og Romsdal (27.1%), Nordland (27.5 %) and Finnmark
(27.8%). Among secondary fishers in 2017, 33.9% were from
Nordland, and 32.1% from Finnmark.

Finnmark is the only county where there has been an in-
crease in primary and secondary women fishers between 2006
and 2017. In 2017, Finnmark had the highest number of pri-
mary occupation women fishers and the second highest

Fig. 2 Registered women and
men fishers 1983–2017. Source:
The Register of Norwegian
Fishermen, Directorate of
Fisheries, n.d.a. (11.1.2019)

Fig. 3 Registered primary and
secondary occupation women
fishers 1983–2017. Source: The
Register of Norwegian
Fishermen, Directorate of
Fisheries, n.d.a. (11.1.2019)
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number of secondary women fishers (Fig. 5). The emergence
of Finnmark is all the more notable since its population is the
smallest of all these counties. Further research into the data
presented in the fishers register shows that many women fish-
ers live in coastal fishing communities where there has been
an increase in the total number of women and men fishers.

Women fishers as boat owners

ManyNorwegian coastal fishers own their own boat and some
own more than one. Field work in Nordkapp municipality
found that while some men owned more than one boat, wom-
en typically owned one smaller (< 11 m) boat. When we ex-
amine the number of women and men that are the majority (>
50%) owners of a boat in Norway, we see that manymoremen
own boats than women. For example, in 2017, there were only
137 women owners, compared to 5,997 men owners (Fig. 6).

Going deeper into Fartøyregisteret or the Vessel register
(2018), the listing shows that in the county of Finnmark, 43
coastal boats are owned by women fishers alone and 22 are
co-owners, often with their husbands or partners. This means

that a great proportion (65 of the 89) of women fishers in
Finnmark own their own boat or are co-owners.

There are relatively few larger vessels (> 11 m) owned by
women1. As explained before, only boats longer than 11 m
can have more than one quota in the closed group connected
to the boat. The total number of owners with boats larger than
11 m has decreased since 2002 (from 1,942 to 1,132), but the
proportion of larger boats owned by women has always been
smaller than 1% (0.4% in 2017) (Fig. 6). The number of
women owning larger ocean-going boats (> 28 m) is even
smaller. In the county of Møre og Romsdal, the number of
women owners of these larger vessels has varied between 1
and 3 since 2002 (Fiskeridirektoratet 2018). This group is also
distinct from the women who own coastal boats, because un-
like the women who work on coastal boats, the owners of the
bigger ocean-going boats seldom fish themselves but have
inherited or taken over their fathers’ ship-owning companies
(Torsvik 2018).

1 Ownership is defined by the Directorate of Fisheries as full or majority
ownership (greater than 50%).

a) Primary fishers b) Secondary fishers
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Women fishers in the closed group quota system

Numbers of women-owned boats with a closed group quota
are overall low, geographically distinct, and have varied since
2006, 2 years after the quotas could be bought and sold.

After 2006, closed group coastal quotas connected to
women’s boats have only been found in the three northern-
most counties (Fig. 7). The number has increased in
Finnmark, while remaining fairly steady in Troms and
Nordland (Fig. 7). None of the other 14 counties in Norway
have women who are majority owners of coastal boats with a
quota in the closed group. This means that most women coast-
al fishers have open group quotas.

Why does the gender gap remain?

The ‘silent’ recruitment of women fishers

The gender gap or the huge difference between the number of
women and men registered as fishers, boat owners and quota

holders can be related to several circumstances. The increase
in registered women fishers in the last part of 1980s and the
beginning of the 1990s for primary women fishers and some
years later for secondary women fishers (Fig. 3) can in part be
explained by an increase in the registration of fishers’ wives.
The justification for registering themselves as fishers was that
when wife and husband worked together, the money was kept
in the household (Gerrard 2005). One of the women
interviewed during the fieldwork in 2004 explained:

I had worked together with my husband for a long time.
In the beginning, when the quotas were introduced, my
husband was only allowed to fish a small amount of fish
compared to what we were used to. I took the responsi-
bility for the work on shore, for example the adminis-
tration and the baiting of his long-lines. In this way, we
kept the money that we earned in the household. I con-
tinued with this work until my husband passed away.
(Conversation in March, 2004 with a woman who reg-
istered as fisher when she was in her 50s and living in
the municipality of Nordkapp).

a) Primary fishers b) Secondary fishers
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The fishery adviser in the Nordkapp area had registered
several women fishers in the Fishery Register and explained:

I knowmostof the local fishers in this area. I alsoknowhow
hard the women have worked: baiting the long-lines,

Fig. 7 Women owners of coastal
vessels with annual permits and
rights to fish cod, haddock and
saithe (closed group) north of 62°
North 2006–2017 by county.
Source: The Directorate started to
disaggregate the data by sex in
2006.Source: The Directorate of
Fisheries (n.d.e.)
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washing theboats anddoingother fishery-relatedduties.As
I see thiswork, it is apartof fishingandshouldbe registered.
(Conversation with the fishery adviser, Honningsvåg,
March 2004).

Registration formalised women’s labour and made women,
and women’s labour more visible in the statistics.

Some years later, when the quotas became larger, there
were additional incentives for women to become fishers:

I have always wanted to go fishing. Now the quota is
bigger, I saw the chance to leave my job and start fishing
and go to the fishing grounds with my husband. I like it,
but it is a lot to learn, for example, I must improve my
skills to handle the wheel when we come into the
harbour.
(Conversation in April 2004 with a women fisher, 47
years old, living in the municipality of Nordkapp).

Many women fishers are partners to male fishers. For ex-
ample, in 2017, a young woman in her 20s fromNordland said
that she was ‘recruited’ by her boyfriend:

He told me about his job and asked if I wanted to try
going fishing with him. That was a chance I could not
reject. Now, I am thinking of buying my own boat.
(Conversation at the meeting for professional women
fishers, May 2017.)

In other cases, becoming a fisher may be part of a personal
rebellion against gendered expectations. A woman from
Troms and an active member of the Fishermen’s Association
explained in an interview in Nordlys, the regional newspaper,
that she ‘rebelled at home as a little girl and broke the gender
patterns that were very set at that time when only the boys got
the opportunity to go fishing with their father. She and her
sisters were finally allowed to go with him. When she decided
to be a fisher herself many years later, she did not hear a single
negative word—from anybody, and she does not regret it: This
is the best in life. The sea. The silence, and to search for fish
(Citations from Nordlys 23.6.2018). In an interview about the
special arrangement of the recruitment quotas for young fish-
ers, she said that young women should also be allocated a
recruitment quota so that they can be professional fishers
(Johansen 2018).

Gender, age and childcare

On examination of the Fishery Register’s municipal list of
Nordkapp, women represent 10% of registered fishers. Of the
24 registered women fishers, most are middle-aged, with only
seven born in or after 1980. Previous studies have confirmed that
women in their 20s and early 30s often leave fishing to establish

households, have children, continue their education or start other
jobs (Grimsrud et al. 2015). The study also confirms that while
both women and men leave fisheries to take on other careers,
men’s experience in fishing is more likely to be transferred to
their next job. For example, men can apply their sailing experi-
ence to working in the offshore petroleum industry. By contrast,
women tend to transition to caregiving or retail careers, where
their fishing experience is less relevant. Part of the reason why
women leave fishing when they have children is because the
working conditions are incompatible with the demands of child
raising. While there are examples of men fishers increasing their
contribution to domestic responsibilities, women remain the pri-
mary caregivers of children (Gerrard 2013). Furthermore, official
Norwegian state and municipal structures have yet to be
established to respond to such labour needs. For example,
childcare services, when available at all in fishing communities,
do not operate during fishing working hours (Gerrard 2005).
Whenwomen’s responsibilities for childcare diminish as children
get older, women may have more opportunities to go fishing.
This is reflected in the data with a consistent decrease in the
number of women fishers in the 30 to 39-year-old category, with
slightly higher representation among younger (< 30) and older
(40–49) women (Fig. 4a).

Geographic shifts

Finnmark has the highest proportion of women fishers, boat
owners and quota holders, and there has been an increase in
the representation of women in recent years (Figs. 5 and 7).
One reason for this high level of representation is that fishing
resources are available close to land almost all year around.
Finnmark also has a long tradition of coastal fisheries using
boats under 15 m, and women are more likely to own smaller
boats.

Additionally, the increase may be part of a larger trend of
increasing fisher numbers (both women and men) due to the
availability of the King crab quota for fishers living in the
municipality of Måsøy and other coastal municipalities east-
wards towards the Russian border. King crab catches have
been a good source of income, and these quotas are in addition
to other open group quotas (Gerrard: Fieldwork in Nordkapp
2017).

Hidden structures

Behind such social patterns, there are informal and unspoken
rules of behaviour that relegate women to the shore and men
to the sea. As pointed out above, gender division of fisheries
labour has been taken for granted, and women’s onshore work
was not always counted or valued in the household, commu-
nity or on a national political scale (Gerrard 1983, 1995,
2007). The gender gap is thus maintained by structural condi-
tions and hidden, undiscussed and invisible cultural codes and
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values that are taken for granted (Ellingsæter and Solheim
2002). Women fishers and the differences between men and
women fishers represent even today what Bourdieu called
doxa. In other words, these relations and differences between
women and men are seldom questioned or discussed in the
media or other public forums.

Does the quota system strengthen the gender gap?

Since the inception of the quota system, the number of women
fishers, boat owners and quota holders has remained very low,
suggesting that gender equity in fisheries has not benefited
from changes to the quota criteria and structure over the years.
There are important differences between closed and open
groups that illustrate some of the ways that women have been
marginalised by the quota system. As documented earlier in
this article, most women in Norwegian coastal fishing have
boats with a quota in the open group. Such quotas represent a
way of earning an income, though quotas in the closed group
can result in greater capital accumulation, especially when
quotas are sold. Indeed, having a boat with a quota in the
closed group is more profitable, and hence gives owners more
opportunities to buy, larger, newer and potentially safer boats.
Additionally, fishers who received closed group quotas for
free in the 1990s can now sell their quotas for a substantial
amount of money. Few women received closed group quotas
in 1990. In Finnmark, there were less than three women in this
category (Gerrard 2007).

There have been efforts to address the prohibitive cost of
buying closed group quotas, particularly for young fishers. A
special arrangement, called ‘recruitment quotas’, is distributed
annually by the Directorate of Fisheries with the intention of
increasing the number of coastal fishers under 30 years old.
The number of quotas and the criteria were decided upon
politically (Fiskeridirektoratet 2018a). The selection criteria
prioritise fishers who are (1) young (under 30 years old), (2)
boat owners, (3) having fishery training, (4) working full-time
in the fishery and (5) earning at least 200,000 Norwegian
kroner (NOK) from fishing annually. In the last ten years,
the programme has given out 120 closed group quotas to
men, and only one to a woman (Fiskeribladet 2019; St. meld.
32 (2018-2019.pkt. 3.5.3.; Andøyposten 2016). Most women
fishers do not fit the qualification criteria for multiple reasons.
While young women do enter the fishery, many women also
enter the fishery after they have had children and are thus older
than 30 (Nordlys 2018). Younger women are also less likely to
own boats. Moreover, women tend to receive formal training
from non-fisheries programmes such as health. Hence, the
selection criteria essential disqualify women from receiving
a recruitment quota.

The other pathway to obtaining a closed group quota is to
buy it, but again, women are often at a comparative disadvan-
tage. Women have stated that they often lack the leverage

capital to buy a closed group quota (Ekrem 2018).
Furthermore, women fishers also report that banks hesitate
to give loans to open group holders. Thus, women fishers
are seldom in a position to buy a new and perhaps a bigger
and safer boat or a quota without a bank loan. The difference
between the number of women and men fishers with quotas in
the closed group continues to remain substantial.

Boat and quota ownership are also linked to political pow-
er. It is the men who hold closed group quotas, often several
quotas, who have important positions in fishers associations
and are most likely to be interviewed by the media, though
with some exceptions (see for example Kyst og Fjord 2019).
Such facts may also explain why few women coastal fishers
refer to themselves as vessel owners (redere) or organise their
vessels in limited shipping companies (rederier), as manymen
fishers do (Gerrard 2013).

Hopes for the future: women fishers and their
political initiatives

Development among women fishers and their lack of access to
quotas in the closed group has taken place in a period where
fishing has intensified and led to an even more capitalised,
professionalised and male-dominated ownership structure
compared to what Munk-Madsen (1996) and Power (2005)
described earlier. Women are at a disadvantage in either buying
quotas or receiving recruitment quotas. It is the less predictable
and less profitable open group quotas that help women to es-
tablish and maintain themselves as fishers. The male-
dominated ownership of boats and quotas in the closed group,
combined with few measures to improve women fishers’ situ-
ation, has, so far, contributed to the maintenance of gender
differences and a lack of equality in fishing and fishing policies.
The numbers and the discussion presented above indicate that
gender equality in fishing and fisheries is still far off in Norway.

Previous efforts made by women to improve their position
in fisheries have focused more broadly on women in fishery
households and fisheries in general (Gerrard 1995), and less as
their individual roles as fishers. There have been efforts focus-
ing on women’s issues and to improve women’s representa-
tion in fisheries and fisheries governing organisations, but
these have been met with barriers. The Fishery Sector’s
Women’s Committee (1991–2003) was closed down
(Lotherington & Ellingsen 2002:18; NSD undated) under
the pretext that the committee did not serve the fishery, only
the coastal and fishery communities. The Regulating
Committee was replaced by a meeting that did not need to
meet the criteria of 40% of the underrepresented gender in
the committee (Equality and Anti-Discrimination Act 2019).
The plan for more women in the marine sector came up with
some objectives but formulated few means to increase
women’s participation as professional fishers (Handlingsplan
for økt kvinneandel i marin sektor 2007).
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More recently, women fishers have begun to organise
and publicly highlight the challenges they face. In 2017,
women fishers initiated a conference with themes on gen-
der equality in fishing, how to stop discrimination, how to
organise and improve women’s rights as professional fish-
ers, as well as recruitment and better working conditions
for women fishers (iFinnmark 2017; NRK 2017). More
than 20 women, of which 15 were women fishers,
attended the meeting and shared experiences of how to
get trainee places on boats, how to manage and combine
fishing and family life, how to improve the recruitment of
women into fishing, financing questions related to mother-
hood, pregnancies and women’s maternity leave, especially
for boat owners, how to get support for buying or getting
a quota in the closed group and how to organise work to
promote their rights as women fishers. However, these
women felt they were too few to create a separate orga-
nisation, and instead argued for greater representation of
women in the Norwegian Fishermen’s Association (Norges
fiskarlag). Informally, some women from East Finnmark
also argued for membership in the Norwegian Coastal
Fishermen’s Association (Norges Kystfiskarlag). The wom-
en present at the meeting, as well as other women not
present, created a virtual network through e-mail and a
Facebook group (Kyst og fjord 2017). After the meeting,
some of the women continued to protest for gender equity
within fisheries by meeting a representative from the
Norwegian Fishermen’s Association. Efforts by these
groups have focused on expanding labour flexibility regu-
lations to include pregnancy and childcare, as well as
changing the selection criteria for obtaining a closed group
recruitment quota. Some efforts have been more successful
than others.

The tangible outcomes of these efforts and organisation
were few until some recent regulation changes relating to
pregnancy and maternal leave for registered open quota fish-
ers. In 2018, a husband and wife who were both registered
fishers and boat-owners discovered that the regulations on
open group fishers allowed them to hire replacement skippers
when they were sick or had to leave for political action, but
there were no provisions for pregnancy or childcare. This
meant that regulations to allow for greater labour flexibility
did not take women or women’s reproductive labour into ac-
count. This oversight was fixed with a special regulation that
now covers women fishers who are pregnant or have children
up to 2 years old (Fiskebåt 2018). The expansion of these
rights to cover parental leave for male fishers and parents with
a sick child will be discussed in 2019 (Nærings- og
fiskeridepartementet 2018; Fiskebåt 2018).

Another focus is redefining the criteria for obtaining a re-
cruitment quota in the closed group, which are distributed to
increase the number of young fishers. Due to selection criteria
that indirectly excludes women, only one out of 120

recruitment quotas has been given to a woman (Fiskeribladet
2019; St. meld. 32 (2018-2019.pkt. 3.5.3.). The cultural and
structural barriers that lead women to establish themselves as
full-time fishers at an older age than men make them less
likely to meet simultaneously the age, boat ownership and
full-time fisheries employment criteria. Recognising this gen-
der equity issue, a local branch of the Fishermen’s Association
in Tromvik, Troms county, proposed that half of all new re-
cruitment quotas should be given to women (conversation
with Johansen 2018). When the board of Fiskarlaget Nord
handled this proposal, they underlined the principle of ‘same
possibilities’, emphasising a need for selection criteria that
would give women and men equal chances to be rewarded
recruitment quotas. The board members recognised that there
are good reasons for defining different age criteria for women
andmen, given the birth and childcare factors that leadwomen
to full-time fishing at an older age (Fiskarlaget Nord 2018).
The board adopted a proposal with different age criteria for
women and men, as well as underlining better practices for
financing boats and equipment. However, the political author-
ities hesitated in making the criteria responsive to gender eq-
uity, and the age and earning criteria were unchanged. Despite
additional instructions from the Ministry of Trade, Industry
and Fishery to the Directorate of Fisheries that they give pri-
ority to a woman with equal standing to a man (Fiskeribladet
2018), all ten recruitment quotas for 2019 went to men
(Fiskeribladet 2018). The minister of fisheries commented in
the media:

Unfortunately, most men fill the defined criteria. The
government will continue to consider possible actions
to increase the number of women fishers, the minister
Nesvik wrote (Dessverre er det fortsatt klart flest menn
som fyller disse vilkårene. Regjeringen vil fortsette med
å vurdere mulige tiltak for flere kvinnelige fiskere,
skriver Nesvik) (Kyst og Fjord 2018).

This example illustrates that the discussions on gender eq-
uity in fisheries sit within a larger political context where
young male fishers feel disadvantaged because it is difficult
for them to enter the closed group (though not quite as hard as
it is for women), but also established fishers are pushing back
against recruitment because their quota has recently been re-
duced by about 20%. In response, theMinister of Fisheries has
noted that recruitment quotas no longer serve their aim and in
their current form will come to an end (Fiskeribladet 2019; St.
meld. 32 ( 2018-2019). St. Melding 32 ( 2018-2019) suggests
reducing the number of recruits to five per year and introduc-
ing a ‘bonus supplement’ lasting for 5 years, but still valid
only for fishers younger than 30 years old.

These examples show that women small-scale coastal fish-
ers have to relate to a public fishery political discourse
coloured by gender blindness that nonetheless has gender
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consequences, especially for women. When women meet as
professional fishers, participate in public debates and agitate
for change within their associations, they demonstrate their
willingness and advocacy to improve women’s working con-
ditions. However, except for the special rules for pregnant
women and women fishers with small children, little seems
to have changed in fishery politics or policies to favour wom-
en fishers.

While politicians agree in public that changes should be
made, they also appear to be responding to hidden and unspo-
ken rules that act as barriers to real change (Ellingsæter and
Solheim 2002). As long as such informal ’rules’ are not
discussed, but taken for granted, women’s minority position
in fishing will also be taken for granted.

Concluding remarks: women fishers
today—few, but significant?

The data presented in this article show that gender, age, time
and geography interact with implications for the number of
women who participate in fishing—as registered fishers, boat
owners or quota holders. When analysing the data relevant to
women’s participation in fishing over time and with attention
to their age and geography, it is possible to see some resource-
and policy-related shifts occurring. The longstanding relation-
ship with this subject matter and observations from the field
also provide an interpretative platform for extrapolating struc-
tural and cultural dimensions that limit women’s participation
in fisheries. What we see from the data is that there are still
relatively few women compared to men who fish, own boats
or have quotas in the closed group. Additionally, policy papers
still pay little attention to women in the fishing industry.

While quotas and the professionalisation of fisheries have
had an impact on women in Norway, the persistently low
number of women fishers is also a product of entrenched
cultural and gendered practices informed by patriarchal poli-
cies favouring male fishers. This finding is further supported
with the more recent evidence of women fishers organising
themselves about these issues.

Gender research in Norway has documented that
institutionalisation, organisation and special means are neces-
sary for women to achieve more equal rights (Danielsen et al.
2015). This includes women-led initiatives, for example
through women’s networking in meetings and by means of
internet-based social networks, as demonstrated by some
women fishers. Still, women struggle to obtain rights that
men obtained years ago. Thus, fisheries and quota manage-
ment systems continue to be patriarchal as EvaMunk-Madsen
(1998) wrote over two decades ago. Since her analysis, quotas
in Norway have been even more important, as they are not
only expensive to buy, but also regarded as an investment
opportunity (Trondsen et al. 2017; Grytås 2015; Tøllefsen

2017). The data from the Directorate of Fishery, as well as
the above-mentioned arguments, evidence that few coastal
women fishers meet the criteria to claim opportunities in
coastal fishing.

While there is lip service paid to gender equality, women’s
issues are infrequently considered when making new policies,
rules and regulations. Women, compared to many male fish-
ers, are marginalised financially and politically. As long as
quotas in the closed group are expensive, the criteria for the
recruitment quota will mostly benefit men, as no special fi-
nancing means exist, and most women cannot compete for a
quota in this quota market. Some additional regulations stip-
ulate labour exceptions for women who are pregnant or are
mothers of children younger than 2 years, but so far, there are
few signs of taking all aspects of women fishers’ special bio-
logical, cultural and social situation into consideration when
policies are established.

In June 2019, the Norwegian government launched a new
white paper, St. melding 32 (2018–2019). One of its purposes
was to simplify the quota system, but so far, it has been a
missed opportunity to address gender equality and equity in
the quota system. The document is gender-blind and does not
even include the words ‘women’ or ‘gender’ nor does it ad-
dress measures to improve women’s recruitment, working
conditions or women’s overall situation in fisheries. The doc-
ument will be sent for review by various fisheries institutions,
and then sent to Norwegian parliament, the Stortinget. The
parliament will discuss it and make the final decisions before
the new quotas and quota regulations are implemented.

To conclude, men’s power in fishing not only comes from
their numbers, but also because they have long influenced
fishing practices and fishery politics. The traditional thinking
and principles that lie behind this kind of power and influence
seems to continue as doxa; unspoken and ‘hidden in the wall’.
However, the number of women fishers has been increasing,
as has women fishers’ willingness to organise and mobilise
and demand that their voices be heard. In this way, through
their fishing practices and their efforts to influence fishing
policies, women are challenging gendered meanings of words
like fisher, fishing and fishery politics. By doing so, women,
although few in numbers, make a difference and can be said to
be significant—even though the road to reach equity and
equality will be a long and slippery one.
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