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Gulf of Vicoya, Costa Rica: Some. Prroliiin-iry Results 1 

Richard B. Pollanic 

PURPOSE An important and perhaps crucial aspect of programs involving
 

research and planned change among small-scale fishermen is the fisherman
 

himself. 
The most carefully constructed programs--programs in which great
 

care aid skill have been applied to the biological dind economic asocts-­

will fail if they are not understood or accepted by the fishermen. Attitudes, 

beliefs, and values of the fishermcn toward the industry, toward planed
 

changes, ald toward research programs are therefore an important aspect of
 

any resear-ch and development program.
 

The anthropologist's role in the University of Rhode Island Project was
 

to provide data linking the fishermen to other aspects of the ongoing research
 

vad provide information indicating where prevailing attitudes, beliefs, uld 

values of fishermen could either impede or facilitate the research and
 

development pro:Fm.
 

LATA COLLECTION The fisherman himself is often a crvcial it.link obtaining 

data about the szmall-soale fishery. He is often the only p rson who can 

:,urrly certain information since much of his work is conducted away from 

6i:re and not easily observed. This separation from land-based society has 

given the fisherman a world-wide reputation forx secrecy and deception. 
The
 

The substance of wasthis paper first presented as part of a seminar
held at the Ministerio de Agricultura y Ganaderia, San Jose, Costa Rica.

November 18, 1976. 
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fisheruirn';: ,opc Latii) iii providing data is therefore essential. It was 

therefore necessc'y to determine the zttitude-s, beliefs, and values that 

fishermen held concerning some of the qurstions that our project was asking
 

them. 	 Attention was focusznil on the econouric quectionnaire since data 

concerning income io-often the most difficult to clicit. 

Experience indicari'Cd that the most effective situition for obtainin3 

aL'itu,les of fishcr'men to'w.ard the research we were co.nducting was in s..ull, 

.[. .Jntt ra.i,.,< -'*,-st4 of who hadG.: ,1 rroups fishermen gathe''e6 to 

,<.u.m:: footbal'. g.'. s, womlen, etc. In such si:!all groups fishermen feel 

trey 1-av, nuppm-t of companions and are more likely to speak thcir minds. 

sr(5poken to individually, fif;.eri:.en are likely to acquiesce to what they 

tlink the interviewer wants to h.ocr. 

Tt 't*:a'oqo].o ,:i-t and hi,; re.seatrch assistant were rather familiar 

faces a:fcn'; th, - ni. enter andfiC.':.tn, th.,- could such groups pgradually 

he con 	, r"tic.t.arouind , the economic and biological reseat'oh which 

heing about 

econc-ic que.32-cxL, and inva_'iaL.y they said that they didn't like them. 

They :1aifd the'y were afraid that the information was goinc to be used for 

o conducte.d. They v,':ked the fishermen o;:iat they thought the 

(1) 	 taxes. (:1) to closo t.,e C;Lilf or areas of tI'e g..if to fishing; and 

1'Lhi.)t (,"C if toldi v; th'" .. O L.; , the ,Lr..3 . ,..ed S. anyone 

themn wh. '-he dat:i w, s bein,, gathered,.they said no. After 'einj told the 

%. et.ital bc'nofit.: of the research program, the attitude of the entire 

gooup changed. The fishermen said that since they were afraid the data was 

to be used against them, they did not always tell the truth when responding 

to que ;tiom;s. Their admitting], the fact that they had lie udicated that 

oour ,it Ll:teiv,..v'hniqiil :,a -rig.t.h : full. ,xplnnaH~on ofi the .,irpse of 

http:fif;.eri:.en


The flshermcn hcn,-t<lvn even ., nt on ; ,,;ut tb L. .. 1 .. ld find ,;"n 

'. '" cL info :ing all thi' I:_rh;..-.... . ' ' ­

K'h-j said they had simply been questioned with little or no eiplanation, 

and that they were reluctant vo cooperate in reearch they didn't understand. 

Tho i-opectoro who hud ter.n interviewing the fishermen were alko iter­

.':.e-qd, and it was di3civered that they had a limited undcr, tanding of t'c 

.,,C fj . uscs After being read a list of poutcntial uh;Z ofUdat... 

ti3 data the), said they wished that they had kr!own them:i bfnreli(-d, 'l'1:y 

w:ait on to say hhat when fishermen would prezs the. fr an £...itc'. ha" 

wnuld fabricate some sort of reason, not howi if itw'c i-'ue or fai3 . 

ith regrad to both fishermine and inspectors it wa : determined tnat 

they had no proble's ';ndc'standing various goals of the research. This 

indicatea that full a.-p;lanations of programs should be Brovided to fiohcr,:ien 

have '.1Tacr~-c-nd&tic's Tnt ::view.s Anr'n)w't Is,:-rm n: h1i', :i ii:urbr­

stood past research as well -s present research. MIny fithomen are still. 

complainir; about promisen, made during the FAO-M-ID research which have not 

been £ulilled ,."a:1y of these expeCa tions a'_'e the result of rurr.crs and 

r:isundderstandiug4s which could be ';orrectud bj co:uimticn wi.mproveJ,ith 

fiK:helcTn. _he following recommndations are ; o rro.cj±..dT 

1. That insTm. ctors and extension workers be ftlAy infcrr.;d of goal, 

timetables, and problems involved with ongoing programs so thaL they car, 

inform the fisherman.
 

2. That extension workers and inspectors report potentially harmful 

r;mo:-e back to -heir superiors so that correct information cpi, 1e comr;nriate­



i,%,J II1," u.1 A o)Liu.ll1Of"11. 

of radio n t1i [0 ':aI iii Titiili:m 1110 wDj.; :,.'1, . il fi!'.i.,i" ii.':uil A. tl,, 

progrress of urigoiing development programs, to counteract rumors, and to trans-­

i :.t general irformation. This information should appear regularly so that 

fishermen can exj),ct it. Almost all fishernen listen to the radio, vnd ,:i,:t 

oF them take: ro.dcs out in their boats. In Puntarenas almost all ].iterat 

Li:;h. rrreni rend rcvT,,c¢.' Extension workers could take copies of i.ewst-pors 

w.7'ich coUta in fJalhr:umlS colum1ns1 to reMot 1 lihcl'rto f i -:.1'i't. amil 

could spread information through the community,. Both newspapers :rd the 

radio add greatly to the credibility of information and should b. u; 

where possible. Their use would help counteract harmful rumors an,] pro- i, 

aWC1. .rrte ninf.inatr::2 lto fi-solLrrien which coui.' incenrse their willingne:c t. 

coopc-.;'te with gover-r-m.nt prcgrams° 

1,-F ,PCJN,:LJJLCI...NG Turning next to the imnportance of the attitudes 

and beliefs of fisherimen with respect to planned changes, in this brief, 

preliminary report we will only examine several aspects of the data collected. 

A full analy.[. of the data will be included in future reports. 

Ti, tni g first to the moct freqvently att !cked institution in the small­

scnle fishing iadu t -y, we shall exar.,ine soc aspects of i:,iddlemnen. In many 

development plans atte:,qpLs to eliinate middlemen, have fail.,o Vflv have 

temIots wh.n "the-e a fnilcd OU..... Uxpe' hi and -countWj nonflisiinen 

c,ften claim that :widdlemren exploit 1:ihe fishouman? T'-c:: , :. might be 

true ill some zases, but why not detc.inc tho fia'r:"::en'is pc:-ceptions 

of middl.emen before tampering with Px-.i.- i2:L. tui:!oaz ",..ae are m.any 

n,-;d lpmie.1 in the Gulf of Nicoya, and we asked ihir4i, w-:y t:icy cb-e.-ne 

http:gover-r-m.nt
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over another. Their answers were very revealing and must be taken into 

account in any plans to replace traditional middlemen with some other type 

of institution. For example fishe'mezi said that they choose one middleman 

over another because of 1) provision of loans; 2) repayment of loans adjun,1­

d to variation in income; 3) immediate payment for fish; 10 proxikity 

to dwc 11]inq p act; 5) fri endz;hip; 6) honesty; 7) security of prices; 

8) y-'ice paid for fi-1'; 9) how the buyer helps then, e.g. picking up boat 

pa 'tc in San Jos2, eco. Proposed institutions which do not provide these 

faqct.ons might fail, and the only way we can learn about these important 

functions is by askirg fishermen the proper questions. 

Turning next to the accounting system which the Univert.ity of Lho1.-

Icland Project and the Regional Office have introduced to the fishermen, 

.: find that most fich}?rmen think that such a system is useful. Neverthe­

less, cor.:z, fisheren resist using such a system.. Wrhy? Je asked fishermen 

V:.3 disadvntages of using such a system and among the answers we found that 

they felt that the data might be used for taxes; that the fishermen were 

too tired aLer fishing to record such data; that they felt that they did 

not have sifficient time; and that they felt that they made so little money 

that it aoiuld not be worth the effort. Knowledge of why fishermen reject 

z.-:h an jinovaticn c:an be used to construct programs to n.o'e effectively 

introduce and modify t~e innovation. For example, information progra-s 

cuuld be developed to convince the fi.£'h .ren that the data will not he ui.:cd 

f-r taxation purposes, or the forms could be changed so thai -hey take 

less of the fisherman's time. Pei'h:m.; they have urrorveoun; porc,.tion; of 

che amount of time the te c( r'iri, of ,:,cl d.ttu taku,: ,r,] lhe,- ,... -t, 

,':icept.ions, could ~ cvi L:' 



The T)revious oxamples ar,: concerned with only a imall portion of the 

qocjocn1 tural dAta collected in conju..tion with the University of Rqhode 

!. land Project. lleverth;1esc, they Should serve to indicate the importance 

n.f tho attitude::, belief>, toid values of fiLjhermen in the development pro­

-S Plancri cPnruG projr-,ims should always take theze attitudes, beliefs, 

and values into consideration. ri].e fisherman has adapted to his ecologi.'l 

n, tch with a clr:'_ex ociocultural and technological system, and he often 

I'as. ire o.,.e, t.histr system than exp-r.tc who attcmpt to impose char'.7Cs 

A.ithollt con.plot. l:n,.ledge of the ongoing system. In fact, theno--.-:.,% 

eY:)ert who ft- ,i to unlerstand the ongoing system haza-rds beig crnsiderol 

I uutl 1,:, t11 'l !.IeN-iI ' c 'i Yq ('T l 'Ci 'I 

.~'Oow:qItic'.,s Any ,rog"or:. of pla3.ud chancd must be based on a coxj­

y1.Cte lulowiedj:e of 1.,,iw el~n, n ns change function in existinguidergoing the 

sc...ccltur:1 sl;i ,. Efforts shoul.d be made to involve socinlo iictO and 

.":h.'opo..c<..; of the Unive!rsity of Costa Rica in the design of needed re­

searc, rogrnls. 


