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INTRODUCTION
This paper deals w ith  an analyses o f s o c io -c u l tu ra l  aspects o f sm aii-  

scale fishermen from northwestern Costa Rica. The purpose o f the analys is 

is to  describe perceptions o f the occupation and to  compare these w ith  f i s h e r ­

men from the Gulf o f  Nicoya to  the south. Because the northwest coast I s  a 

more exposed environment than the Gulf o f  Nicoya, i t  w i11 be poss ib le  to  

suggest what e f fe c t  th is  macro-environmental fea tu re  has on the perceptions 

o f occupation o f  otherwise f a i r l y  simi la r  sm a ll-sca le  f  ishermen.

Knowledge o f  fishermen 's perceptions o f t h e i r  occupation and how these 

perceptions may be influenced by environmental fa c to rs  (protected g u lf  

versus open ocean) can be useful in designing change programs, p a r t ic u la r ly  

i f  these requ ire  fishermen to  u t i l i z e  eco log ica l niches to  which they are 

unaccustomed. L * , :- ...... L'. :

THE SAMPLE

The sample employed in th is  ana lys is  cons is ts  o f 70 fishermen from four 

communities in the Gulf o f  Papagayo region o f northwestern Costa Rica. A l l  

a va ilab le  fishermen encountered a t landing s i te s  were interviewed in Playa 

del Coco, C u a j in iq u i l ,  Jobo and Puerto Soley, Guanacaste. I t  has been 

estimated th a t there are some 200 fishermen in the northwestern reg ion, thus 

approximately 35% o f the to ta l  were interv iewed.



Fishermen in th is  region have sm all-sca le  o p e ra t ion s , using mainly 

outboard-powered s k i f f s  and small boats (up to  about 3 0 ' ) •  G i l i  n e t t in g  o f 

f i s h  is  the most common form o f  capture, but some d iv in g ,  various combinations 

o f g i l i  net and l in e - f i s h in g  a lso take p lace. Of our sample o f  70 fishermen 

and crew members, 30 used monofilament g i l i  ne t;  27 used m u l t i f i lament g i l i  

ne t,  6 were d ive rs  and the remaining 7 used various combinations o f  l in e  

and g i l i  nets. . .

TESTS > •(.. * . . .  ■ . . ....

¡Fishermen* were asked open-ended questions concerning ..gua! i t ie s  o f good 

fishermen as w e l l .a s  what they .most l i k e  and d is l i k e  about f i s h in g .  From 

these p ro jec t ive -1  ik<? quest ions, perceptions o f occupation may be derived.

Other sbc iocu lt u r e -vari abl;es such as age, years f i s h in g ,  boat ownership, 

education and fa th e r1 s occupât ion were measured by means of. d i r e c t  question ing.

A N A L Y S I S  •

Q u a lit ie s  o f a Good Fisherman

. Categories o f f i r s t  response concerning perceived q u a l i t ie s  o f  a good 

fisherman are presented in Table 1.
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Quai i t  ies

Table 1

o f  a Good Fisherman

Category i i i Percent

L ike  f i s h i n g 27 39

Know how to, use equipment . 22 . 31

Personal c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s : 6 9

Know f i s h i n g  spots 4 6

General knowledge about f i s h i n g 3 . b .

Luck 3 . b

M/A 3 . b

Have good equipment 1 1

Know t i d e s ,  weather,  e tc . . 1 .1

The most f requent  f i r s t  response to  t h i s  quest ion is  t h a t  one has to 

l i k e  f i s h i n g  in o rder  t o  be a good f isherman. T h i r t y - n i n e  percent o f  the 

sample mentioned t h i s  idea. The next most f requent  response was t h a t  a 

person needed to  know how to  use equipment in o rder  to  be good at  f i s h i n g .  

T h i r t y - o n e  percen t responded in t h i s  way. Together,  these two responses 

account f o r  “;G percent o f  the responses. Personal c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  f i s h ­

ermen were be l ieved  to  c o n t r i b u te  to  being a good f isherman in the v iew o f  

9 percent  o f  the respondents.  As seen in Table 1, a v a r i e t y  o f  o ther  

responses make up the remaining 21 percent o f  f i r s t  responses, but none by 

i t s e l f  accounts f o r  a la rge  percentage.

The two most f requen t  responses were considered as they r e l a t e  t o  the 

independent v a r ia b le s  o f  age, years f i s h i n g ,  boat ownership,  educat ion ,



fa th e r  fisherman and fa th e r  farmer. Age was not s i g n i f i c a n t l y  re la ted  to  the 

dependent va r ia b les , but years f is h in g  was re la ted  7.75 p < .0 î )  to  

whether one emphasized “ l i k in g  f is h in g "  as a c o n d it io n  fo r  being a good 

fisherman. Those w ith  less experience (below mean) emphasized l i k in g  f is h in g  

more than those w ith  more years o f experience. This seems to  ind ica te  tha t 

f is h in g  serves more as a form o f enjoyment to  those who f i r s t  enter the 

occupation than those who have been in the occupation fo r  some tim e. There 

was a corresponding tendency [ k k % ) • f o r  respondents w i th  fishermen fa the rs  

(versus 33% fo r  those w ith  no n - f ish in g  fa th e rs )  to  consider l i k in g  f is h in g  as 

a requirement fo r  being a good fisherman. Respondents so c ia l ize d  in f is h in g  

households tend to  emphasize the need to  enjoy f i s h in g ,  perhaps as an ou t­

growth o f th e i r  lea rn ing  the “ co s ts "  o f f is h in g  from assoc ia tion  w ith  th e i r  

fishermen fa th e rs .

Host Like About F ish ing

Turning to  what fishermen most l ik e  about f i s h in g ,  we see in Table 2 

the categories and percentages o f responses.
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Table 2 

Host L ike About F is h in g };

Category ( f  ) v Percent

S p e c if ic  type o f f is h in g  26 37

Catching many f i s h  11. 16

Independence 3 . 11

S p e c if ic  a t t r ib u te  o f job  0 11

Monetary reward 5 / •  ‘

Environment k 6

L ike  every th ing  3 4

Easy work 2 3

Peaceful l i f e  1 1

D/K, M/A 2 3

N = 70

The most fre q u en t ly  mentioned response had to  do w ith  some s p e c i f ic  

type o f  f is h in g  such as g i l i  n e t t in g ,  d iv in g ,  e tc .  T h i r t y  seven percent o f 

the responses were in th is  category. The second most frequent response 

"ca tch ing  many f i s h "  amounted to  16 percent o f the responses, w h ile  "independ­

ence" and some s p e c i f ic  aspect o f  the job (e .g . p u l l in g  net) t ie d  fo r  th i r d

most frequent w ith  11 percent each. As seen in Table 2, a v a r ie ty  o f other 

responses make up the remaining t o t a l .

These responses were a lso analyzed as they re la te  to  age, years f is h in g ,  

boat ownership, education and fa th e r 's  occupation. I t  was found th a t none of 

these independent v a r ia b le s  was re la ted  to  perceptions o f what respondents 

most l i k e  about f is h in g .



Like Least About F ish ing •

Responses to  the question o f  what fishermen l i k e  least about f is h in g  

are shown in Table 3» V:

Table 3 

Like Least About F ish ing

Category ( f ) Percent

Environment (wind, bad weather,
e tc . )  ,1 9  27

Nothing 15 21

S p e c if ic  task .11  16

Problem w ith  equipment 9 13

Lack o f  f i s h  7 .. 10

Other k  6

Prices 3 4

Amount o f  work.; .. 1 1

D/K . . . ,  ...    .. .1 , 1

•• . . . ¡ N = 7p

\ !q note here th a t negative aspects o f the environment {wind, bad weather, 

e tc . )  form the most frequent (27 percent) category o f .response. The category 

" n o th in g " ‘ is  second most common (21 p e rce n t) , -.whi le  some s p é c i f ié  task 

(e .g . mending n e ts ) is  t h i r d .  The fa c t  th a t negative environmental fea tures 

are emphasized is  o f in te re s t ,  as these fishermen expl.o it an exposed section 

o f  coast 1 i ne. ,

V/hen these responses were analyzed in terms o f  the independent v a r ia b le s



o f  age, years f is h in g ,  boat ownership, education, and fa th e r 's  occupation, 

on ly one s ig n i f i c a n t  re la t io n s h ip  emerged. Th is , too , had to  do w ith  negative 

aspects o f the environment. I t  was found th a t the more educated (above and 

below the mean, 35 versus 13 percent re sp e c t iv e ly )  emphasized negative en- 

vironmental fea tu res  os what they d is l ik e d  most about f is h in g  (X =3-95 

p <.05, \ . 2 k ) ,  Thus in some way education con tr ibu tes  .to a greater concern 

w ith  environment as a negative aspect o f the occupation.

Open Ocean vs. Gulf o f  Hi coya

Small-scale fishermen's perceptions o f the occupation in the protected 

Gulf o f i! i coya region have been reported  by Polinae (1S77)• In th is  section 

we w i l l  compare responses from the northwestern open ocean region w ith  those

from the pro tected g u l f  in an e f f o r t  to  see how th is  macro-environmental

d if fe re nce  appears to  a f fe c t  perceptions .of occupation.

Polinae (1377) used the same te s ts  to  determine fishermen's perceptions 

o f  q u a l i t ie s  o f a good fisherman and p o s i t iv e  and negative aspects o f the 

occupation. His sample o f 125 was drawn from Gulf of, Nicoya fishermen in 

Puntarenas and Costs de Pajaros. His re s u lts  are d i r e c t ly  comparable to  

those from the no rth .

Turning f i r s t  to  a comparison o f the four most frequent responses to  

the question o f  what makes a good fisherman, we note c lea r d if fe rences

between the reg ions: ;



Table h

Ranked, Categorized Responses: A t t r ib u te  o f Good Fishermen

Rank Gulf o f  M i coya Rank northwest Region

1 Knowledge o f  physical 1 L ike f is h in g
environment .... .

2 Knowledge o f  f is h in g  2 • Know how to  use f is h in g
spots equipment

3 Know how to  use f is h in g  3 Personal c h a ra c te r is t ic s
equipment ; '

¿i Personal c h a ra c te r is t ic s  4 Know f is h in g  spots

I t  is the most frequent responses o f knowledge ó f  the physical environment 

and l i k in g  f is h in g  th a t  most ‘d i f f e r e n t ia te  the two regions. I t  would seem 

th a t knowledge o f aspects o f  the physical environment ( p a r t ic u la r ly  t ide s  and 

cu rren ts )  is  more important in the geograph ica lly  co n s tr ic te d  g u lf  than i t  

is  in the more open northwest reg ion. " I t  is  not c le a r  why l i k in g  f is h in g  

would be so important in the northwest. One suggestion 'is th a t ,  open ocean 

f is h in g  is  more " in te n s iv e  f i s h in g , "  re q u ir in g  g rea ter time and greater 

removal from land and landbound soc ie ty  and thus cannot be ca rr ie d  out 

e f fe c t iv e ly  well uni ess one 1 Ikes i t .  As noted e a r l i e r ,  northwest fishermen 

o ften  are 40 to  50 m iles from land, w h ile  Gulf o f nicoya fishermen are 

never out o f  view o f land because o f d is tance.

Looking a t the comparison o f what fishermen from the two areas l ik e  

about t h e i r  occupation, we again note marked d if fe re nce s :



Ranked Categorized Responses: (tost L ike About F ishing

Rank Gulf o f Nicoya Rank Northwest Region

1 Monetary reward 1 S p e c if ic  type o f  f is h in g

2 Everyth ing 2 Catching many f is h

3 Environment 3.5 Independence

4 Catching many f is h  3.5 S p e c if ic  a t t r ib u te  o f job

I t  is in te re s t in g  tha t northwest fishermen rank aspects o f the job 

i t s e l f  f i r s t ,  w h ile  Gulf fishermen rank the monetary reward o f work as f i r s t .  

This suggests th a t there is more non-economic reward involved' in the work o f 

northwest fishermen from those in the south. This f in d in g  supports the 

ecolog ica l in te rp re ta t io n  tha t one has to  l i k e  f is h in g  in order to  carry  i t  

put well in the more open high energy physical environment o f the no rth .

F in a l ly ,  tu rn ing  to  the negative aspects o f f is h in g  in the two areas we 

present the fou r  h ighest ranking o f negative aspects in Table 6 below.

Table 6

Ranked Categorized Responses: L ike Least About F ish ing

Rank Gulf o f Nicoya Rank Northwest Region

1 Nothing 1 Environment

2 S p ec if ic  task 2 Nothing

3 Lack o f f i s h  3 S p e c if ic  task

4 Environment 4 Problem w ith  equipment



The rankings o f  negative aspects o f f is h in g  a lso seem to  r e f le c t  the 

d if fe re n ce  in eco log ica l cond it ions  between the two zones. Fishermen in 

the northwest emphasize environmental d i f f i c u l t i e s  as those which they d is l ik e  

the most. I t  is  a lso  in te re s t in g  to  note th a t " la c k  o f  f ish " .app e a rs  in the 

g u l f  fishermen's l i s t  o f  g rea test concern and "problems o f equipment" is 

th a t o f  the northwest fishermen. Both o f these concerns appear to  be ecolog­

i c a l l y  based. The more h e av i ly  f ished Gulf is  sub ject to  more dep le tion  o f 

stock than the less in tense ly  f ished northwëst. Problem w ith  equipment 

is  o f greater concern to  o ffsho re  fishermen than those who are not so d is ta n t  

from shore. • ■- ;

SUMMARY AMD CONCLUS I QMS ' . •

Overall the fishermen o f  the northwest appear to  be f a i r l y  p o s i t iv e  

about th e i r  occupation but w ith  c lea r  preferences fo r  s p e c i f ic  types o f  f i s h ­

ing and w ith  the v ie w th a t  one must l i k e  f is h in g  to  be good a t i t .  This 

suggests th a t development programs th a t requ ire  fishermen to  change th e i r  

mode o f f is h in g  or re q u ire  added labor may invo lve res is tance and recruitment 

problems. Changes in mode o f f is h in g  could c o n f l i c t  w ith  th e i r  preferences 

fo r  s p e c if ic  types o f  f i s h in g ,  w h ile  recru itm ent would p o te n t ia l ly  b r ing  in 

ind iv id u a ls  who do not have the psychocultura l p re d isp o s it io n  to  the 

occupât ion. V :  ;  • . v

Also suggested by the data is  tha t environmental fa c to rs  ( inshore vs. 

o f fsh o re )  p lay a ro le  in the occupational subculture  th a t  evolves w ith in  

sm all-sca le  f i s h e r ie s .  For th is  reason too, p lanners should not assume 

tha t a l l  sm a ll-sca le  fishermen are equa lly  amenable to  d i f fe r e n t  types o f 

f is h in g .  Studies to  determine the s o c io c u ltu ra l  p o te n t ia l  fo r  change among



fishermen targeted fo r  change programs should be c a r r ie d  out before decisions 

o f d ire c t io n  o f change are made,
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