Fish can charm

Fishermen from the island of Pellworm, North Friesland, are unhappy that the shrimp is transported 3000km to Morocco to be pealed and sent back for sale. They visited fishermen in Brittany to learn about sustainable fishing and a way to market their products locally and in the region.
By Hannes Lorenzen, Brussels

Around 16:30 on 31 October 2009 a row of tiny dots suddenly comes into view on the western horizon, rapidly approaching the coast. It is the small fishing fleet of Le Guilvinec, one of Brittany’s most important fishing ports, which lies at the extreme western tip of France.

‘Small’ is an understatement. At 17:00 on the dot the dock is positively teeming with the short 400 HP powerhouses. We count 22 of these fishing boats. One by one the vessels’ bows touch the quay wall to offload the catch: lobsters, edible crabs, scallops, squid, anglerfish, rays, dogfish, perch, cod – whatever the sea had to offer today.

‘Each year we land around four million tonnes of fish and shellfish,’ says Robert Bougueon, master fisherman and president of Le Guilvinec’s Comité Local des Pêches, a kind of professional association or chamber of fisheries that exists in France but not in Germany. For its part, the Comité elects representatives to regional and national fishermen’s associations, who represent the fishermen’s interests to the national authorities and to government representatives. Clearly, Le Guilvinec’s fishermen have not only abundant catches but also a recognised lobby.

‘Four million tonnes was not always typical,’ says Robert. ‘We had to fish less and more selectively to achieve such a good result.’ Such utterances make him an unconventional representative and leader of the 60 or so fishermen of Le Guilvinec. Around 10 years ago he told his people, ‘If we do not improve the conservation and fostering of our fish stocks, there will be no future for any of us.’

In his opinion, far too many immature bivalve molluscs, fish and crustaceans were being caught and therefore young stocks could not balance out the catch. He then made a new type of trawl whose meshes spared the smaller fish and shellfish and caught only the really mature ones. ‘It was not at all easy to get this new net on the cutters,’ he says. ‘Try telling a fisherman he should be fishing less so as to have more in the end. He will look at you, speechless, and then walk away.’

‘What worked was to remain as stubborn as it is in our nature to be. We won people over to the new net one by one. In 2004 our catches had dipped to barely two million tonnes. Now we have double that amount again, as we are all fishing more selectively and using lower-impact methods,’ says Robert, letting his green net slip through his fingers.

By now, it is already peak time at the fish auction hall. Crate after crate is placed on the conveyor belt, weighed and regarded by many pairs of curious eyes. Entire school classes are here on a field trip. They are shown the menacing anglerfish like a glove puppet and told what it feeds on. Tourists look curiously at the wriggling creatures from the deep, some of which look quite bizarre. Yet what many onlookers do not notice are the men running about between the conveyor belts with strange gadgets resembling walkie-talkies. After glancing at the goods landed, they fix their gaze on the large red and black indicator boards, on which letters and sequences of numbers are appearing and disappearing at breathtaking speed.

‘They are the auctioneers who buy the individual lots for fish wholesalers,’ says René Pierre, who, together with Robert, has accompanied us to the auction hall. He is a managing director and international relations representative on the fisheries committee. ‘The left-hand board shows the particular fish being auctioned, and the one on the right shows the size of the lobsters currently being sold,’ he explains. ‘As you can see, the price always drops very quickly. Each trader waits as long as possible in order to obtain the lot of fish or lobsters as cheaply as possible. There – now they have bought the perch for just EUR 2 a kilo. What do you pay for this in your fishmongers’? More than five times that, no doubt. But that crate of shrimps at the front there, did you see that? EUR 19 a kilo. What are you shrimp fishermen paid for that in Pellworm?’

‘It is EUR 2 at the moment,’ replies Jeje. René is amazed: ‘That is unbelievable. Who is buying the shrimps from you?’ Jeje tells us that, in essence, two shrimp buyers dominate the market on the North Sea coast, and that the shrimps are shipped to Morocco for peeling before being traded. He also says that he and his son have considered getting themselves a shrimp-peeling machine and then supplying the local and regional market as a way of obtaining a better price.

‘Jeje,’ replies René, ‘if there are just seven of you fishing there, you have a good chance of pulling it off. The most important thing is that you stop just handing over the shrimps, and instead process them as particular specialities. This will get you out of the kind of speculation you have just seen here. It does not work any more with the quantities we have here, but you should try it. As you see, shrimps are in short supply here, which makes them something special and explains the high price: EUR 19. If you market your shrimps and fish as local products, you will obtain a bigger slice of the large shrimp cake.’ Then he adds, rather mischievously, ‘You may even get some help from the ministry responsible or the chamber of fisheries.’

‘I do not mean to sound rude,’ he goes on, ‘but we do not have an awful lot of good things to say about German fisheries policy. From the outset, Germany has sworn by industrial high-sea fishing. Your government has obviously left its own traditional coastal fisheries, of the kind we have in France, in the lurch. This has adversely affected us too, indirectly, via the EU’s common fisheries policy.’

‘The European floating fish-processing industry,’ he explains, ‘catches everything in the world’s oceans that moves, without regard for fishing quotas or closed fishing seasons. It places Asian and African fish products on the market so cheaply, without customs barriers, that we cannot compete on the fish markets in the long term. Then there will be no point,’ he says, pointing to Robert, ‘in our using low-impact fishing methods for our own stocks. You saw on the indicator boards at the auction how prices fell through the floor. Our fishermen will end up saying we need to increase our fishing again to compensate for the drop in prices. It is a vicious circle: the fishing industry goes on a plundering spree in the world’s oceans and ruins the prices for our sustainable inshore fishing craft.’

We want to find out more, so we go to look at a small fish-canning factory in Concarneau, 20 km south-east of Le Guilvinec, which – small, but perfectly formed – seems to be enjoying market success. We are taken there by Samuel, a friend from Normandy, who used to work for Greenpeace France and, about 10 years ago, went against the opinion of many of his Greenpeace colleagues by pressing for the preservation of the canning factory.

Conserverie Courtin, as it is called, employs 12 people, who conjure up special treats ‘from everything the sea has to offer’. We reach the small processing hall in the back yard through a tiny shop right by the port. A charming employee reveals the recipe for Corcarneau fish soup, ‘since it is so incredibly simple’.

‘We use the particularly bony but very tasty fish that are hard to fillet or sell whole,’ she says, ‘and also good things from the by-catch, such as seaweed. The whole lot is simmered without any additives for three hours. Then we add onions, vegetables and herbs. At the end, when the bones and other remains have been fished out, ship’s biscuit is added in order to make the soup thick. The ship’s biscuit is an old recipe from our seafarers: it is very tasty and keeps for a long time.’

What also keep for a long time are the many kinds of canned fish processed in the factory. The good old canned sardine makes an appearance in modern or retro design. Mackerel, scallops, tuna, samphire, lobster, anglerfish and seaweed have also found their way into small tins and jars here, and are waiting to be enjoyed with a good wine as an appetiser or a small delight for the palate between meals. ‘Good things are scarce and a little more expensive,’ says Jacqueline, who prepared our soup, ‘but anyone interested in us and our region wants neither large quantities nor cheap produce. Our customers are convinced by the variety the sea has to offer us, and we let nothing go to waste.’

We leave the conserverie laden with yellow bags. Was it the charm of the young woman who gave us the delicious soup to savour? Was it the incredible variety on offer and the French haute culture of good food? Was it that we wanted to put the idea into Jeje’s head that visitors to our spa could be enthused even by shrimps and their by-catch, perhaps even mullets and their organs? Or did it just boil down to the good old canned sardine that is coming back into fashion?

We arrive back in Brussels, tired after our long train journey, and go for an apéritif in the good old French tradition. We are served an amuse-bouche, a delight for the palate, on a small plate: squid in its own ink, sardines in olive oil and foie de morue from a small can…
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