YEMAYA

No.24: MarcH 2007

Europe/ Netherlands

Sharing, learning, inspiring

Women of Northern Irish fishing communities
meet with their counterparts in the Netherlands
By Cornelie Quist, a supporter of VinVis and a
member of ICSF, with inputs from Louise
Henning and Trish Slater (NIWIF) and Marja
Bekendam and Mariet Groen (VinVis)

In September 2006, 14 women from the Northern
Ireland Women in Fisheries Network (NIWIF) visted
the Netherlands to meet with their counterpartsin
VinVis, the Dutch Women in FisheriesNetwork. The
visit wastheresult of contactsmadelast May at the
founding meseting of AKTEA, the European Network
of Womenin Fisheriesand Aquaculturein Europe.

The NIWIF network isanew organization, formed
by women-in-fisheries (WIF) groups based in the
three major fishing harbours of Northern Ireland:
Kilkedl, Ardglassand Portavogie. The network was
initiated by women of the Fishermen’ sWives Support
group of Kilked, who had been participating in severa
WIF eventsin Europe and had been inspired by WIF
networksthat existed in other countries, such asthe
Dutch VinVis. TheNIWIF network choseVinVisfor
itsfirst exchangevist becausethe Dutch network hed
already been in existence for six years and the
Northern Irishwomenwereinterestedinlearning from
the Dutch women’ sexperiencesand inexploring idess
about how to regenerate their own ailing fishery
indugtry.

The Dutch WIF network, VinVis, is a network of
women from family-based fishing enterprisesfromal
important fishing regions of the Netherlands. The
Dutch women saw it asabig chalengeto host their
Northern Irish counterparts. It was decided to focus
the visit on the three most important living fishing
communities; Wieringen (multi-species fisheries),
Lauwersoog (shrimp fisheries) and Urk (flatfish and
ed fisheries). Theideawasto exposethelrishwomen
to the history of these communities, their way of life
and to successful initiatives taken up to keep their

communitiesand thefishery indudtry dive.

The Irishwomen visited several fisheries museums
and went on walking toursin ancient, picturesque
fishing villages. They were a so exposed to fishing
harbours, whereinitiativessuch asafresh-fish market
and cosy eating places promoting fish dishes, were
being undertaken. They also visited a fish auction
wherethefishermen’ scatch was sold with theaid of
electronic gadgets—seen asafair system that gave
better pricesto thefishermen. Thewomen had lunch
on board adecommissioned shrimp trawler that was
convertedinto aleisureship for tourists. The skipper-
owner, aformer shrimp fisher, informed them about
the history and problems of the Dutch shrimp fishing
community. A visit to the largest shrimp trading
company of Europe had to be cancelled at the last

moment, inall probability because the management
was afraid of negative publicity at a time when
rel ations between the company and the Dutch shrimp
fishing community were disturbed (see Yemaya July
2003). TheNorthern Irishwomenwerevery surprised
to hear that Dutch shrimpswerebeing transported all
theway, by truck, from northern Netherlandsto north
Africa(Morocco) for pedling!

One day of their visit was reserved for a sharing
sessi on between women of both the networks. Being
only among women, there was space for heart-to-
heart conversation. Thewomenweresurprisedtofind
so many similarities in the problems they, as
fishermen’ swives, faced asaresult of theailing fishery
industry in both countries. The problemsvaried from
personal traumas, such as bankruptcy of thefamily
enterprise or loss of their husbandsin accidents at
seq, to family and community problems, such asfast
decline of incomes, out-migration of youth,
deterioration of publicfacilitiesin their villages, and
even increase of divorces. Women noted how the
qudlity of their family liveshad deteriorated, because
now, to keep their incomesat reasonableleves, their
husbands had to go for fishing voyages that lasted
over onewesek, leaving behind dl theresponsibilities
to the women on shore. Most of the earningsfrom
fishing went back into the boats, and besides doing
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all the shore-based work for the enterprise, women
now also had to take up jobs outside the sector to
supplement their husband-fishermen’ sincomes, and
to be able to feed, clad and educate their children.
Thewomen recaled how their husbandswereadways
tired and worried these days, which was aso
negatively affecting marital relations and the
environment for the children. Thewomen asofelt that
thefishermen of their communitieshad becomemore
individuaistic and had lost the ability to co-operate,
losing influenceand control. Today, they said, itisthe
trading companiesthat arein control.

Much time was spent on discussing aternatives. A
few women shared how their familieshad been able
to turn thetide. One Irish woman described how she
and her husband had decommissioned their boat and
started acrab-processing plant. They had learned the
skillsal by themselves, and worked very hard together
tofindly be ableto earn astable income and manage
agood standard of lifeagain. A Dutch recounted how
sheand her hushand had successfully diversified their
economic activitiesby changing to part-timefishing,
complemented by adecorativeand building business.
Good co-operation and communication between
husband and wife, on abasisof equality, wasfelt to
beof greet importance. Thewomen felt that they could
have animportant rolein broadening the perspectives
of their hushands. Women also stressed the need for
educating their children and their communities about
theimportance of preserving their cultureandidentity;
otherwise, thesewould belost within adecade.

The Irish women were impressed to see how the
Dutch fishing villageswere preserving their culture
through well-maintained fisheries museums and
community activitiesto promotetheir productsand
way of life. It was also seen as very important for
women to come forward and participate in public
meetings concerning fisheries policies and
management, to speak out and defend theinterests
of their familiesand communities. Women felt thet the
fishing effort should be reduced, not through
complicated rules and regulations imposed by the
State, but through initiatives by the community itself.
For thelatter to happen, women could play arolein

uniting the community, even though they knew thisto
be no easy job.

Following this meeting was abeautiful buffet with
homemade (fish) dishes, arranged by the VinVis
women. The men were alsoinvited to the buffet. In
hisspeech, theleader of thefishermen’ sorganization
praised the women’s initiative of cross-border
exchangeand said that themen should learn fromthis
example.

Theexchangevist ended with avist to themonument
dedicated to those who had lost their livesat seain
Urk, thelargest fishing village of the Netherlands. This
wasamoment of deep sadness, because therewere
three widows in the Irish group who had lost their
husbandsin accidentsat sea. A deep solidarity was
felt among thewomen, tearsflowed and handswere
held.

Thewomen separated inwarm friendship, mentioning
how energized and inspired they felt throughthevist.
Thisyear they will meet again whenNIWIF hoststhe
next AKTEA meeting in April 2007. The success of
thisexchangevisit will certainly be shared with the
other European WIF groups, and, hopefully, more of
theseinitiativeswill follow.

Some of the responses of the women who were part
of thevigt:

“Wewereimpressed with the enthusiasm of the
fishermen’ swivesinHolland intryingtokeep dive
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thefishing industry and with the support they give
to their husbands.” (aNIWIF woman)

“Inthesetimes of globalization, it isso good to
know that there are il peoplewho stick together
and makeafist for their communitiesand family
enterprises.” (aVinViswoman)

“Wevisited amuseumin Zoutkamp, whichweal

thoroughly enjoyed, and got lots of ideas for a
museumwhichwehopewill besat upinKilked in
the near future.” (aNIWIF woman)

“It was a great experience for us, the VinVis
women, to organize this event all by ourselves,
without any financia support, and by just using
our own creativity and putting our shoulders
together. It has strengthened our mutual relations
and givenusenergy. It wasal so agreat experience
tolook at our fishing communitiesthrough theeyes
of our guests. We have learnt alot.” (aVinVis
woman)

“Thiswasagreat field trip and we want to thank
al involved in the organization.” (a NIWIF
woman).

“By going on with our network, going on with
learning from, listening to, and supporting one
another, wewill protect what we believein: Our
way of lifel” (aVinViswoman)

Cornelie can be contacted at
cornelie.quist@wolmail.nl



