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The System of Conserving Resources
in Japanese Lobster Fishing

Chigusa Nakagawa

1. Background

Using the idea of the “drama of the commons” this research analyzes the local system and common
rules of Japanese lobster fishing based on the theories and findings of environmental sociology and
folklore. The phrase drama of the commons comes from Elinor Ostrom, a leading researcher of the
commons theory. In 1968, Garrett Hardin, a biologist, wrote a paper entitled “The Tragedy of the
Commons”. In his paper, Hardin insisted on the necessity of a macro environmental perspective that
questions excessive individual rights and freedom. He alerted that if we continue to act with the
assumption of the rational individual under a commons system, the environment would be destroyed.
On the other hand, Ostrom insisted on the possibility of the “drama” of the commons. Drama means
that the commons sometimes causes “tragic” destruction but can sometimes create an opposite
“comedic” sustainability. I will make this presentation based on Ostrom’s theoretical framework.

In my research, I am focusing on the everyday lives of people living in Japanese regional society.
Japanese society has undergone significant changes in the last decade or two. The side-effects of these
changes particularly become more obvious among the relatively vulnerable people and areas that are
marginalized by the greater society. | have engaged in fieldwork research since 2002 in a small coastal
village in Mie prefecture. Mie is located in the Kansai area, and is two hours by train and one hour by
car from Osaka. Through a case study of this small coastal village in Mie, | would like to focus on the
mechanisms of local knowledge for the conservation of natural resources, maintenance of human

relationships, management of self-governance, and so forth.

2. Purpose of research

Unlike other laws in Japan, the Japanese fishing law has developed heavily based on the local rules
and traditions since the Meiji restoration. The purpose of this research is to reconsider current
perspectives on the environmental conservation system in Japanese rural societies through people’s
everyday activities. In particular, I have focused on a coastal fishing law for lobster fishing and how
the common rules it is based on affect the greater issues of resource sustainability, an aging society,

and population decline.
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3. Research subject-Japanese coastal fishing law and Kumano-nada coastal area

At first, I would like to introduce an outline of Japanese coastal fishing law. The most fundamental
law, the Fisheries Cooperative Code was established in 1886. This law aims to maintain autonomous
orderly fishing and to sustain the resources. It may seem that this law simply integrates local fisheries
into the nation state; however, from another aspect, this law also functioned as a device to continue
to apply old common rules and traditions by setting up fisheries cooperatives (FC) in each region to
manage their fishing and make full use of traditional common rules.

In the last ten years, many local FCs were merged for financial reasons and the number of FCs is
decreasing. In the Kumano-nada area, 16 FCs were incorporated into a mega FC in 2000. Now, the
number of members is over 3000. The media reported that this incorporation created the biggest FC,
Kumano-nada FC, in Japan at that time. Moreover, 17 FCs including Kumano-nada FC agreed to merge
in 2009. The reason is most FCs has faced financial difficulties. After the merger, they have tried to
overcome the financial crisis by cutting the number of employees and closing small markets. Small
markets and refrigerators in each fishing port had been regarded as symbols of the fishing villages by
the local community. However, these symbols are gradually disappearing from the port today due to
the merger.

Although small markets and refrigerators have disappeared after the merger, FC branch offices still
remain in each community. In the end, selfmanagement of the fisheries in each community has
continued and each FC branch and the fishermen are able to engage in fishing based on their own

long-lasting local rules.

4. A Case study of lobster fishing in Okaura village

Lobster fishing is conducted through gill nets in rocky areas. 20 fishermen have lobster fishing rights
in Okaura village. In Okaura village, the majority of fishermen are engaged in lobster fishing. Now, [

would like to focus on the very precise local rules concerning time and space for lobster fishing.

4-1. Local rules concerning time

In Mie prefecture the open season of lobster fishing is from the 15t of October to the end of March.
However, this regulation differs from one community to another, and it is decided by local rules of the
neighboring fishing communities. For example, the open season for Okaura village is limited and starts
in December since the fishing bank is shared with other neighboring communities and their fishermen.

Furthermore, there is a local regulation on when fishermen can lay their nets to capture lobsters.
When a leader of the local lobster fishing guild waves a red flag on 2 pm, the fishermen leave the
harbor, and sail to the fishing area. They lay nets and draw them up the next morning. The reason

why such a local regulation still exists is related to the rules concerning space.
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Figure 1 the fishermen

4-2. Local rules concerning space
There are two types of fishing grounds in OKAURA village. One is “HONBA” (figure 2), and the
other is “HIROIBA”.

HONBA

There are eight HONBA in Okaura village. On each day, the fishermen can only pick one Honba
site at which to lay their nets. Usually, there is more than one fishing boat engaging in fishing in each
Honba. The location and time are decided by drawing lots. First, groups called “NAKAMA” who share
the same Honba are decided by drawing lots. Secondly, each group draws lots to pick a first Honba to
start with. However, after you pick your first location, it rotates automatically. For example, if a group
lays nets on site 1, they will automatically move their fishing location to site 2 on the next day. During
1980’s, there were 5 or 6 boats in each group, but there are only two boats at most today. There is
also a rule for a place to lay a net within the same group. For example, if boat A lays net on the right-
side, B lays in the center, and C lays on the left-side on the first day. On the second day, A is in the
center, B is on the leftside and C is on the rightside. These local regulations engender a sense of

equality among the fishermen.

HIROIBA

Any members of the lobster fishing guild can lay their nets freely in the Hiroiba, and it is basically a
first-come-first-served system. However, the fishing in the Hiroiba is not very stable and there is more
risk. Fishing in the area depends on the skills of the fisherman. The HIROIBA is challenging, but a
skilled fisherman may be able to make a fine haul and this sometimes drives fishermen to gamble on
the HIROIBA.
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Figure 2 “HONBA?” that is the one of the fishing grounds in Okaura village

5. Analysis

These rules seem to have the following three functions. First, is to create and maintain the sense of
equality among fishermen. They organize a fishing group and the order of choosing an area by lots.
These rules keep fishermen from monopolizing a particular area.

Second, it engenders a sense of cooperation among fishermen. The members of groups change
every year. Sometimes fishermen from the same company will be in the same group, but often
fishermen have to work with those from other companies. This means they must establish partnerships
with others. This system provides opportunities for young fishermen to develop knowledge and skills
through sharing with other members. The local fishermen whom I interviewed see cooperation as

follows:

“We have to work together. Through the work, we must communicate face to face. There are negative

aspects of any partner. However, it is also an opportunity to find out our partner’s good aspects.”

“We give advice to a partner when he or she is in trouble.”

“ feel that I should advise or help my partners when he or she is in trouble with something other than

fishing.”

Third, it promotes competition among groups. Each fisherman has his or her own skills and
knowledge that should be kept as secret to some extent. This is not easy but they also seem to enjoy

these challenging situations and relationships. The competitive spirit is more important than equality
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or cooperation for fishermen in order to continue fishing in a tough environment. Local fishermen told

me about this as follows.
“By reviewing what was learned from my father, I developed a new idea”
“When I set up my net, | make sure a fisherman is not next to our boat to steal my skills.”

“A large catch is not always good for fishermen. It is sometimes criticized as a practice that is ad hoc
or selfish by other fishermen. Some people will say that we fishermen live day by day and are not
concerned about the future. But, this is not true at all. Resource depletion and low catch due to over-

fishing would immediately trouble us.”

Therefore, the good fisherman should not only have large catches but also able to continue stable
catches every year. To be a fine fisherman, he or she must have the foresight to conserve resources in

the long term.

6 . Conclusion and challenge

In this presentation I have pointed out that rules for communal management in the lobster fishing
areas as commons is not only for conserving resources but also to promote relationships within the
village and to provide motivation for fishing. Therefore, the issues over commons are not limited to
within it but also relate to other issues of that society. We can understand the local relationships
within the community and between the fishermen through clarifying the rules of the lobster fisheries.

My current research interest is the future of Japanese FC law and the FCs that developed based on
the common law of local fishery communities. While the creation of mega-FCs is currently undergoing,
I must carefully pay attention to the management of the commons. At the same time, I must also think

about the commons in relation to other issues in marginal areas such as aging and population decline.
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