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Abstract 

There is a concern regarding the sustainability of current global fishing effort and how to 

most effectively manage common pool fisheries resources. Without the allocation of appropriate 

property rights, both industrial and small-scale fisheries are susceptible to the tragedy of the 

commons due to the open access nature of un-regulated fisheries. To address this risk of fishery 

overexploitation, some isolated, small-scale fishing communities have formed cooperatives as a 

management tool to improve livelihood options and provide access to property rights for some 

fishery resources. The Fish Production Cooperative Society of Punta Abreojos, Baja California 

Sur, Mexico, is a good example of a highly organized fishing cooperative in existence since 

1948. Through the use of interviews, this study uncovers the perceptions and opinions of the 

cooperative fishers to answer the question of what characteristics are necessary to sustaining a 

well functioning cooperative. There are many economic and social benefits of being a member, 

but the highest specific response was the ability to take out loans. The most common perceived 

threats to the success of the cooperative are the occurrences of natural phenomena. Members 

realize the importance of following the rules set by the cooperative, but the motivations for doing 

so change the longer a fisher works in the cooperative. Results indicate that fishers consider 

protection of resources, economic security, unity, and progress essential for maintaining their 

cooperative. Punta Abreojos is an example of a community that has worked for generations to 

become marine stewards while maintaining an economically viable fishery.  
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I. Introduction 

Small-scale fisheries (SSFs) are social and ecological connected systems, providing 

sources of livelihood for more than 90 percent of the global fishers (Morzaria-Luna et al., 2013, 

FAO, 2015). As much as 17% of the global population depends on seafood to fulfill its protein 

requirements, and as much as 50% of that is supplied by SSFs, making their contribution 

relevant for food security and poverty level studies ((FAO, 2016, Chuenpagdee, 2011). SSF 

fishing fleets are associated with developing countries in isolated, rural communities that often 

lack infrastructure to monitor and manage the fishery stocks on which they are dependent 

(Shester and Micheli, 2011). Fishers use low technological gear on vessels ranging from 

traditional canoes to  motorized boats about 15 meters in length, therefore, limiting extent they 

can safely fish (Shester and Micheli, 2011, Jacquet and Pauly, 2008, FOA 2005).  SSF 

communities are often remote and hard to govern with a top-down strategy (Basurto, 2016), 

making a supporting case for the importance of effective local governance protecting fishing 

livelihood from overexploiting fisheries.    

Ostrom describes two traits necessary to work towards solving problems associated with 

common pool resources (CPRs): limiting access and altering behavior to change the user’s 

relationship with the fishery in order to prevent overexploiting the resource (Ostrom, 1999). 

Fisheries are traditionally subject to open access, meaning that the resource is collectively 

available and there are no limitations as to who can join the trade (non-exclusive). Because it is 

difficult to prohibit use of open access fisheries, more fishers rely on the CPR for income and 

food and become increasingly competitive and selfish (rivalrous) (Heikkila and Carter, 2014, 

Wilen et al., 2012).  It is assumed that the users will act in their best interests, which results in an 

overutilization of the resource (Keohane and Olmstead, 2016). Without addressing the pressures 

of non-exclusive use and rivalrous behavior, CPRs are subject to what is known as the tragedy of 

the commons (Hardin, 1968). Ultimately, the condition resulting ino the tragedy of the commons 

cannot support a fishing livelihood and leaves the marine resources overexploited.  

The allocation of property rights is a method to address the pressures of exclusivity and 

rivalry on CPRs (Wade, 1987). Property rights can come in different forms, but for the sake of 

this study we will discuss property rights in the form of concessions. Concessions are area based 

fishing permits that allow for the take of specific species, similar to Territorial Use Rights in 

Fisheries (TURFs) (Wilen et al., 2012). This type of property right is assigned to a coastal user 
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group to manage a fishery at a local level. There are often disconnects between decision makers 

in governmental agencies and locals that have spent generations fishing their local coastal 

waters. This typical type of top-down management, which does not involve fishers, can lead to 

problems, such as mistrust and lack of participation  (Kuperan and Abdullah, 1994). Co-

management is a strategy that involves the government working with coastal fishing 

communities (Sen and Nielsen, 1996). Local communities can form cooperatives to take on the 

responsibility of regulation implementation, in-season adjustments, and monitoring, and to be 

involved in the decision-making process. (Kuperan and Abdullah, 1994).  With implementation 

of cooperative research across sectors and co-management this can work to alleviate ambiguity 

and mistrust within the fishery management system (Kaplan and McCay, 2003).  

Well-organized, local cooperatives that are effectively co-managed have the ability and 

means to improve data collection and adaptive management, which can help improve the 

sustainability of small-scale fisheries. Concessions for a stock are renewable if there is sufficient 

evidence in the monitoring data of responsible management and continued productivity of the 

target stock  (McCay et al, 2014, Pérez-Ramírez et al., 2012). Another characteristic of a 

cooperative is improved economic development and poverty alleviation. Cooperatives help to 

diversify the job market by employing seafood processors, marketers, and enforcement officers 

(McCay et al., 2014). Other employment opportunities, like eco-tourism or sport fishing 

industries, could become viable if the fisheries are not overexploited (Kuperan and Abdullah, 

1994). 

To improve longevity of cooperatives, it is essential to understand how fishing 

cooperatives can effectively improve social and environmental sustainability.  In addition, there 

is an increased need to recognize which behaviors and motivations lead to the transformation 

towards cooperative-type management models (Basurto, 2005). To address these research 

interests, this study is designed to examine the Fish Production Cooperative Society of Punta 

Abreojos in Baja California Sur, Mexico. Punta Abreojos is an example of a highly organized 

fishing cooperative that has maintained functionality and viable fish stocks for decades, making 

it a case of interest.  Fisher experience and opinions are used to investigate characteristics of the 

cooperative important to providing economic vitality and social cohesion, sustaining the 

cooperative. 
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Punta Abreojos is located on the Vizcaíno Biosphere Reserve, and this peninsula is 

organized into nine cooperatives, all of which are part of the North Pacific Cooperatives (Figure 

1). Each community is allocated one concession area, and these concession areas form a network 

of zones individually co-managed by the locals and the government. To assist with collaboration 

and coordination between the North Pacific Cooperatives, the Baja California Regional 

Federation of Fishing Cooperative Societies (FEDECOOP) was formed. In addition to acting as a 

liaison to the federal government, FEDECOOP’s purpose is to provide more specialized and 

technical expertise in marketing and management. The biological technicians of the cooperatives 

collectively work with the national fisheries agency through the Regional Center for Fisheries 

Research (CRIP) to improve fishery stock monitoring. The collection of appropriate data, such as 

hours fished, temperature, and catch size, provides advice for the Mexican fisheries authority, 

National Commission on Aquaculture and Fisheries (CONAPESCA) (Ruiz Burman, 2017). With 

the information provided by the scientific data and input from the cooperative members, 

CONAPESCA authorizes the seasons for different fishery resources (McCay et al., 2014). 

Regulations can include catch, effort or size limits, area closures, and protection of brood stock 

(Cunningham, 2013). Officially established as a fishing cooperative in 1948, the concession 

included exclusive fishing access to economically valuable species: lobster  (Panulirus 

interruptus and P. inflatus), abalone (Haliotis  fulgens and H. corrugate), oyster, pismo clams, 

shrimp, and groupers. Since 1948, lobster, abalone, and oysters continue to be profitable and 

additional permits have been allocated to include variety of finfish species such as barred sand 

bass (Paralabrax nebulifer) and yellowtail (Seriola lalandi).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Inserted map of Pacifico Norte Cooperatives on the 
Vizcaino Peninsula taken from McCay et al. (2014). 
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At the community’s inception in the early 1930’s, Punta Abreojos was the home to a 

community consisting of two families, Arce and Liera, with a population of approximately 15 

people. The dedication and spirit of the people at this time became the foundation for the future 

success of community development and responsible fishing practices (Arce-Leree and Liera-

Villavicencio, 2005). At the time the cooperative was formed in 1948, there was approximately 

80 members. The cooperative has grown to now include 141 members, 104 of which are fishers. 

In addition to employing fishers, the cooperative creates jobs for process workers, truck drivers, 

administrators and secretaries, and scientists (Cota-Nieto, 2012). The cooperative now supports a 

community of approximately 1,200 people (personal correspondence, 2017). There are primary 

and secondary schools in Punta Abreojos along with established markets, restaurants, shops, a 

police station, health clinic, and a church.  

The mission of the Fish Production Cooperative Society of Punta Abreojos is “to carry 

out sustainable fisheries and produce fish products of exceptional quality to satisfy the needs of 

our clients, fostering our values and philosophy in order to maintain a permanent and trustful 

relationship with good social development in our company, developers, community, suppliers, 

customers and the environment, with profitable activities of permanence and growth in the 

national and international market.” The vision of this cooperative is “to be a cooperative leader 

responsible for the production and sales of quality products in their different presentations and to 

be recognized in the national and international market for the experience and trajectory with 

social development in the production and sustainable management of the resources.”  

There are several characteristics that need to be understood within a community to 

understand the effectiveness of such a small-scale fishery management strategy: resource 

attributes, traditional values, the institutional arrangements, and the marine environment 

(Kuperan and Abdullah, 1994). This study aims to add to the knowledge of small-scale fisheries 

management by exploring the opinions of fishers that allow for the successful transition from an 

uncooperative community to a maintained fishing cooperative. By illuminating what local fishers 

perceive to be essential in a functioning cooperative, fishery stakeholders can better design and 

maintain new or existing cooperatives.  
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II. Methods 

To understand what makes a cooperative successful, we conducted semi-structured 

interviews to active and retired fishers, those trying to become fishing members, and elders of 

the community (Appendix B). This technique involves conversation based open-ended questions 

that can help extract more in depth responses of opinions and thoughts of individual fishers 

(Berkes, 2001). The goal of the interview was to uncover themes and patterns of fisher opinions 

of the cooperative, its function, and how the cooperative has been able to sustain the fishing 

industry. Below we describe the process of consent, interview questions, data collection and 

visualization of the study’s results.  

Gaining consent from The Fish Production Cooperative Society of Punta Abreojos to 

conduct this research was essential prior to arrival. An abbreviated proposal was translated into 

Spanish with an additional personal introduction paragraph. Included in this document were the 

Executive Summary, Objectives, and Capstone Deliverables from the Capstone Proposal. After 

professional translation from a native Spanish speaker, it was sent via email to a research 

collaborator with the Center for Marine Biodiversity and Conservation A.C., Mexico. This 

researcher has family ties to Punta Abreojos and has conducted research in this area for years. He 

is trusted and presented the document to the administrators to ask for permission to come to the 

community on my behalf. Contacting the administrators to ask for permission and briefly inform 

them of the study objectives demonstrated respect and encouraged collaboration.  After the initial 

approval, fieldwork in Punta Abreojos planned to be conducted prior to the Easter holiday.  

The interpreter and researcher arrived in Punta Abreojos on March 25, 2017. No 

interviews were conducted until the interpreter, collaborator, and researcher had an official 

meeting with three administrators on March 29, 2017. In this meeting, the researcher and 

interpreter were introduced and the administrators addressed any remaining concerns or 

questions they had about the study. The research collaborator further explained the research 

goals and how this study could be mutually beneficial for the cooperative by contributing to its 

oral history. The timeline of the fieldwork, sample size, and methodology of the interviews were 

also explained. The goal was to complete 20 fisher interviews in a week. Although the interviews 

were to be audio recorded for later translation, all responses remain confidential. In order to 

make sure the community’s integrity remained protected throughout the study, an agreement was 

made to present the administrators with the results prior to final presentation or publication. One 
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of the administrators also notified The Vizcaíno Biosphere Reserve of the study for their records. 

By the end of the meeting, the administrators welcomed us and granted access to the community 

for the study.  

In addition to getting approval from the administration of Punta Abreojos to conduct the 

research, it was also imperative to get verbal consent from each member that was approached for 

an interview. Fishers and those trying to become members were approached on the beach after 

their morning fishing. Retired members and elders were approached at their homes or called 

prior to arriving for the interview. When first approaching the fishers, it was important to make 

them feel comfortable and make it obvious that there were issues or problems. All members were 

assured that we had approval from administration, and no coercion, persuasion, or compensation 

was involved when trying to find fishers to participate in the interview. During the initial 

encounter, it was explained that this study was a school project for a masters degree, told them 

why we were interested in their opinions, expressed that the interview was voluntary, and their 

personal responses would be kept confidential. The fisher interview would take 15-30 minutes as 

to not interfere with their schedules/lives. If the member agreed, a scheduled time and place most 

convenient for fisher was arranged. Others requested to conduct the interview at the time of 

initial meeting at the beach.  

 Thirty fishers were approached for interviews. Of these fishers, five were not 

comfortable sharing their opinions and refused to participate and four originally agreed but did 

not complete the interview. In the case that a fisher was not present at the time and place agreed 

upon, a verbal or written message was left. Fishers were either not at their homes when the 

interview was scheduled, or they did not answer the door when approached for the interview. For 

those that had originally agreed to an interview, but were not available at the original time 

scheduled, the researcher and interpreter did not attempt to reconnect with the fisher more than 

three times. Flexibility and accommodation to the schedules of the fishers was crucial, and this 

caused interviews to be rescheduled. However, it became obvious after three times of trying to 

connect for an interview, that the fisher was not interested in participating.  

Interviews were conducted on March 29 to April 4, 2017. Prior to beginning each 

interview, the researcher formally introduced the objective of the interview and the importance 

of honest responses. The introduction was presented in Spanish and the English version can be 

read in Appendix A of this document. Everyone was asked if they were comfortable with audio 
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recording of the conversation for later translation. Only one fisher disagreed, and he felt more 

comfortable writing the answers. A printed version of the questions with ample room to write 

answers below each question was provided in this case. For those that agreed to the recording, 

the recording began after the introduction and stopped at the end of the final question’s response. 

The interpreter conducted the interview to minimize confusion and for ease of conversation.  

The interview began with several “grand tour questions” to build rapport between the 

interviewee and researcher and relieve apprehension and uncertainty. Grand tour questions are 

important in allowing the locals to provide information without feeling interrogated (Spradley, 

1979). Grand tour questions ask for simple answers or responses that allow for the interviewee to 

explain something they know well. These questions were quick and easy to answer and improved 

information about the fishing population in the cooperative.  In addition, the answers delivered 

personal context to the rest of the interview.  

Following the grand tour questions, personal experience and situational questions were 

aimed at exploring fishers’ perceptions of the cooperative based on their involvement. The 

questions in the interview address a variety of research interests to improve socioeconomic 

understanding of why the fishers think Punta Abreojos is successful. A separate interview was 

created for those that were considered elders of the community (Appendix C). Although 

questions are different than the fisher interview, the research interests remain the same just with 

a heightened historical context.  

To first understand why fishers like being in the cooperative, questions were asked about 

cooperative benefits. These questions addressed what fishers perceive as the social and economic 

benefits of participating in the cooperative. They were asked to understand what the cooperative 

members value the most. The results from the questions provide insights as to what types of 

advantages are key considerations in creation of a new fishing cooperative.   

Questions to address the function and organization were asked to improve understanding 

how the cooperative works and how well it is perceived to be working currently. Due to the 

importance of uncovering fisher opinions key in maintaining the cooperative, this type of 

question created the bulk of the interview. Questions were added or altered while in the field, due 

to translation difficulty, context, and new insights. To further understand how the cooperative is 

designed to maintain open communication, we asked if the fishers feel that their voices are heard 

and if so, how their voices are heard. This line of questioning was necessary in order to be able 
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to suggest what modes of communication within a community have been found to be successful.	   

Perceived vulnerability to the success of their small-scale fishing community was 

discussed with questions designed to ask about threats to the existence of the cooperative. These 

questions are useful in understanding if there are weaknesses within the design or what external 

factors are important to consider. In addition to acknowledging what current threats may be, it 

was imperative to also recognize how the cooperative has approached the threat of poaching and 

cheating within the cooperative itself. 

Another research goal was to understand how the fisher’s relationship with the resources 

has been influenced by the cooperative. These questions are used to uncover the fisher’s 

perceptions of their use of the fisheries ranging from daily interaction to future considerations. 

The inclusion of these questions was aimed at discovering how actions and motivations of 

fishermen working in a cooperative may be unique to this form of fishery management. These 

questions were the most difficult to ask and needed adjustments in the field. To direct away from 

economic motivations and in attempt to understand stewardship within the community, a 

question asking about future considerations was added (Appendix A, Sect. III, 1c.) Added 

context was needed for question 3 of section III as well to be able to gain information how the 

cooperative has influenced fishing effort.  

The purpose of the final question was to allow fishers an opportunity to think about what 

they would share to other communities. This exercise was focused on identifying the functions of 

the cooperative they feel to be most necessary for Punta Abreojos’ sustained success.  By asking 

a completely open ended question last, it allowed the fisher to reflect on the interview in its 

entirety and think about what part of the cooperative the interviewee believes is most imperative 

to share. Ending the interview with a question about sharing to other communities also brings 

home one of the over arching goal of this study: to learn from Punta Abreojos to help understand 

how cooperatives can be most useful and successful to other small-scale fishing communities. 

This question is also meant to leave the fisher feeling empowered. 	  

After completion of the interviews, each audio file was translated using the same 

interpreter that was present for the interviews. The researcher and interpreter listened to the 

recordings and would pause to relay translation. The first seven interviews were directly 

translated into a word file. The remaining 17 interviews were orally translated using a second 

audio recorder and then later written into a word document. This was to increase time efficiency 
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with the interpreter. After the interviews were input into word format, an excel database was 

created to extract categorical responses. Individual responses were entered using binary format in 

the categorical bins created for the interview question. Time and date was recorded for each row, 

which represented one fisher, but no names of the participants were noted in the data base.  

Graphic representations of certain questions were made using excel, tableau, and 

wordclouds.com. The figures and explanations were translated into Spanish and sent back to 

Punta Abreojos. Sharing the results improves the relationship by building a line of 

communication, trust, and respect, all of which are characteristics that the cooperative values. 

This document was sent via email to the administrators that were present for the initial meeting 

in Punta Abreojos: the Secretary of the board of directors and an Oceanographer. For those 

figures that are not discussed in the reminder of the paper, English versions of the figures 

presented to Punta Abreojos can be found in Appendix D. This was sent to follow through with 

the agreement that the administrators would have access to the results. Completing the 

commitment to the cooperative administration and showing gratitude for their support develops 

the chance for collaboration in the future. It is imperative for all future researchers to act in good 

faith with the community in order to sustain a healthy working relationship that enhances the 

administrators’ trust of outside scientists.  

 

III. Results 

Twenty-one fisher interviews and three interviews with elders in the community were 

conducted. Of the fishers interviewed, three of the fisher interviews were with retired fishermen, 

one was with an experienced worker at the processing plant, two were actively working towards 

becoming a member and had fishing experience, and 15 were active fishers.  

To become a member of the cooperative, work experience and an application is 

necessary. Based on the responses from the interview, it was clear that applicants must 

demonstrate good character and strong work ethic to be able to join the cooperative as a fisher. 

Throughout the process to become a member, work experience of prospective individuals is 

continually evaluated to determine if they are worthy of membership. To be worthy of a 

membership, one must show up to work on time, be available to help when needed, work well as 

part of a team, respect the rules, and demonstrate dedication to the success of the cooperative. 

Part of the process of becoming a member involves time working in the processing plant and/or 
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as a watchperson with the patrol. Working in the processing plant involves being ready to help 

offload the catch from the pangas and prepare the catch for market. A watchperson patrols from 

1800 to 0600 by boat or at a watchtower. The work hours are long, demanding, and often jobs 

can be timed consecutively. To gain fishing experience, a prospective member will act as a 

substitute on a panga if an active member is unable to fish.  

In addition to work experience, there is a formal application process to become a full-

time fisher and one member mentioned that physical qualifications are also considered. 

Cooperative applicants will complete the application, be reviewed, and decisions are made at the 

assemblies. There are three assemblies per year, attendance is required for all members, and it is 

taken note as a violation if a member is missing. The violation includes a ticket with a fee. If a 

member misses a second time, fishers will be punished and possibly suspended. If missing the 

assembly because of health reasons, a doctor's note must be presented. This differs from 

meetings that are considered voluntary attendance and more informal. One member stated that a 

new member could be accepted when a current member retired, but other fishers and the 

administration did not corroborate this finding.  

The length of the process to become a member can range from less than a year up to 15 

years (Figure 2a). Among the participants that were interviewed, the average time spent working 

towards becoming a member of the cooperative is 6.7 years. This process was described as very  

easy by some, but also very difficult by others (Figure 2b). On average, the difficulty is 

perceived to be a level of 1.9 on a scale from 0 (very easy) to 5 (very difficult).  

 (a) (b) 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2. (a) Length of the process to become a member of the cooperative. (b) Level of difficulty of the 

process perceived by the fishers (0, very easy and 5, very difficult).   
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Number of Generations in the 
Cooperative 

 Figure 3.  Box plot showing  perceived 
process difficulty (0, very easy and 5, 
very difficult)  generations the 
interviewee’s family has in the 
cooperative.  
 

Fishers were asked how many generations of their family 

had been in the cooperative, including themselves.  For 

those that were first generation fishers in the cooperative, 

there was a higher perceived difficulty (3.5 average) 

(Figure 3). Those that were second generation had high 

variability in answers perceived the process to have an 

average difficulty level of 1.2. Fishers that were third and 

fourth generation also had a variety of responses with 

average level of 1.75 and 2, respectively. Sample size was 

differed between generations, 4 fishers were first 

generation, 10 second generation, 4 third generation, and 2 

fourth generation fishers. 

 Without the formation of the cooperative, all 

fishers agree that the resources, economy, and quality     

of life would have decreased. Fishers feel that the 

future of the cooperative will progress and advance as long as the cooperative continues to 

take care of the resources and function as it is currently. When asked if there was anything 

they would change about the way the cooperative functions, the majority (90.5%) said, 

“No.” However, two responders said, “Yes,” suggesting changes to the process of becoming 

a member and service as an administrator.  By only allowing two year terms in an 

administration position, there would be more opportunity for other members to serve and 

foster a deeper understanding of the cooperative’s functions.  The second suggestion was 

that the process of becoming a member should not be as difficult and take less time. One 

interviewee responded that he ‘didn’t know’ if anything should change and another said, 

‘Not really, but would increase education and awareness about how the cooperative 

functions.’  

The fishers interviewed recognized that there are a lot of benefits to living and working 

in Punta Abreojos. When asked questions in regards to benefits of being a member in the 

cooperative, there were many answers that included both economic and social benefits. Besides 

cooperative membership having “many benefits,” the highest consideration, 7 responses, was the 

ability to take out loans. Sixty-eight percent of responses included economic benefits and 32% 
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responses included social benefits. Some responses encompassed a general statement that the 

benefit was economic (23%), but of the specific economic advantages mentioned, the access to 

loans had the highest response (27%). Other aspects included social security (15%), job security 

(15%), access to health care (12%), and the retirement plans (8%). Of the responses that 

considered social benefits, the majority made a general statement that there were social 

advantages to being a member (42%). The specific social benefits that were mentioned include 

education (8%), unity within the community (25%), and the ability for the benefits to extend to a 

member’s family (25%). The advantages of living in the Punta Abreojos are apparent from 

observing the standard of living and the quality of life is considered a benefit the entire 

community enjoys. Fishers that participated in the interview are satisfied with how the 

cooperative operates, and most would not consider leaving the cooperative until retirement. Five 

fishers said their only incentive to leave the cooperative would be due to personal or family 

illness. The fishing work in the cooperative provides the members with a comfortable life and 

they are not actively seeking other options.  

Unity within Punta Abreojos has been successfully created and maintained through 

community engagements, such as school, church, and festivities. However, most fishers think 

that the assistance, support, and communication among community members and administration 

are the main reasons unity persists. There was a concern voiced during an interview that the 

increased use of technology (ie. smart phones and easier access to internet) has decreased the 

unity within the community. Fishers in Punta Abreojos understand that they are an example for 

other fishing communities, and stress that unity is necessary when trying to form cooperatives. 

Several instances of the community coming together to support one another were explained 

during the interviews. For example, when someone is no longer able to fish, the active fishers 

will either provide part of their catch for food or monetary help to assist the non-fisher and his 

family. A community member’s home had burnt down and the community pooled funds and 

materials to help rebuild the home. In addition to members of the community helping each other, 

the cooperative administration is able to assist during times of low fishing. The fishers may not 

have sufficient income during these low seasons. In this case, the fishers can take out loans for 

anything they may need for themselves and family (school, health, food, water, etc.). The loans 

will be paid back in the form of a percentage of the catch profit when fishing increases again. 

One member mentioned that if someone asks for help, they would not be rejected. This culture of 
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support among the community is what the fishers perceived to be the reason the unity is 

maintained.  

According to the fishers, the largest threats to the cooperative’s future are natural 

phenomena and the federal government (Figure 4). Natural phenomena include responses that 

mentioned El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO) and red tides. The second greatest threat 

perceived by the fishers was from the federal government. There was fear among the fishers that 

the government has been making management decisions without considering the success of 

Punta Abreojos. Therefore, Punta Abreojos must comply with the regulations set for all 

cooperatives, which fishers felt were not the most appropriate management decisions. The threat 

is that the regulations are becoming stricter and will decrease production. Maintaining profitable 

fisheries is important for the economic success of the cooperative.  The majority of fishers 

thought that protection of the fishery resources through appropriate regulations, sizing limits, and 

time closures were important to maintaining profitable fisheries.  

  
Figure 4.  Fishers’ perceived threats to the success of the cooperative 

 

When asked if the fisher had a greater sense of pride and ownership for lobster and 

abalone compared to the finfish fishery, 55% said that they were valued equally and 45% said 

that they did hold more pride for lobster and abalone. For those that had more pride for the 

lobster and abalone, the most common reason was because those fisheries were more 

economically valuable than the finfish. Another reason these fishers had more pride for the 

lobster and abalone was because there were specific, specialized methods of collection involving 
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skills, like diving, that required training. Fishers that had equal pride for lobster, abalone, and 

finfish recognized that lobster and abalone were more economically valuable, but considered all 

fisheries to be profitable (Figure 5). Regardless of whether the pride was equally or unequally 

distributed among the fisheries, the sense of pride was derived from economic characteristics.   

 

Figure 5.  Reasons for feeling pride and ownership for lobster and abalone compared to finfish along y-
axis. Reasoning for equal pride between resources (blue bars) compared to more pride for lobster and 
abalone (orange bars).   

 

The rules set by the cooperative are considered to be effective by 100% of the fishers 

interviewed. They described the punishment scheme and well understood the penalties associated 

with breaking rules. The first offense would be reviewed and an appropriate punishment 

enforced, such as a fee. Second offense resulted in suspension, and the fisher would be kicked 

out of the cooperative on the third offense. Motivations for following the.rules included personal 

benefit, fear of punishment, conservation of resources, respect for other generations, and 

cooperative success. Answers were separated into bins depending on how long (in years) the 

fisher had been a member of the cooperative (Figure 6). The considerations for following the 

rules shifted from self-serving to cooperative the longer a member has been in the cooperative. 

As fishers become more integrated into the cooperative life, they considered the benefits from 

the rules to extend outside of their own personal income and job security.   
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Response Options  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6. Reasons for why fishers decide to follow the rules separated by how many years the 
fisher has been a member in the cooperative (0 years represents someone in the process of 
becoming a member). The darkest shade is representative of the most frequent reason. Those in 
the middle shade show the second most common answer and the lightest shade is the third most 
common response. If the shade is the same throughout the decade bin, the averaged frequency of 
response is equal. 
 

Fishers in the Fish Production Cooperative Society of Punta Abreojos recognized that they 

act an example of cooperative success and have seen the impact of weaker management from 

surrounding communities. Punta Abreojos members have collaborated with other communities in 

attempt to improve fishery management. In addition, sharing how the cooperative functions and is 

organized, a majority (45%) of fishers responded that they would share the importance of respect 

and care for fishery resources. This can be accomplished through rules, personal responsibility, 

and overall respect of the environment. The formation of the cooperative created a community 

that identifies unity, teamwork, and community development as important characteristics to the 

maintained success. Fishers felt that sharing their experience and knowledge would contribute to 

other fishing communities’ ability to create and maintain a cooperative.  
 

IV. Discussion 

Implications for Cooperative Management  

   To understand how people organize themselves, it is necessary to consider both fishery 

governance and the opinions and perceptions of the resource users. Small-scale fishing 

communities are vulnerable due to the dependence on fishing as a source of livelihood and 

subsistence. The cooperative co-management technique demonstrated successfully by the Fish 

Production Cooperative Society of Punta Abreojos provides a unique example of a community 
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self-organizing with a common mission and vision. Without the cooperative, the fisheries would 

be stressed because of higher effort both in the amount of people fishing and time spent fishing. 

Therefore, a functioning cooperative is key in relieving this pressure on the fisheries while 

maintaining economic viability. The interviews conducted in Punta Abreojos explored the 

fishers’ considerations of the cooperative: impressions on their lives and the community, how it 

has impacted their relationship to fisheries, and future threats and progress of the cooperative.  

The cooperative has effectively prevented the tragedy of the commons associated with common 

pool resources by addressing the issues of rivalry and exclusivity. The fishers in the cooperative 

do not act rivalrous because the cooperative creates a social environment where it is better to 

work together than to work on your own. Fishers understand that by fishing as a member of the 

cooperative, they spend less time and money fishing compared to a non-cooperative member. 

The cooperative creates a culture in which fishing requires team effort and unity is essential for 

success. Community cooperation, especially in a small population, impacts the formation of 

social norms (Sethi and E. Somanathan, 1996).  For example, it has become a social norm to 

follow the rules of the cooperative. The organization of the cooperative minimizes rivalrous 

behavior of competition and cheating within their fishing area. Cheating and poaching within the 

community lessened because fishers understand that by cheating the system, they are ultimately 

cheating themselves. Limited cheating within the community can be explained by the perceived 

effectiveness of the rules, the punishment scheme appropriately enforced, and the active patrol of 

the concession area.   

Access to property rights in the form of a concession area has allowed Punta Abreojos to 

have exclusive use and ability to effectively co-manage the economically valuable fisheries, such 

as lobster, abalone, and barred sand bass. In addition to allocating regional exclusivity to those in 

Punta Abreojos, fishing is further limited because only certain people are granted access to 

participate in the fishery. Fishers had highly variable responses when considering how difficult it 

was to become a member. Understanding that there is high variability and low sample size, the 

results suggest that there is some standardization of the process and those with more generations 

within the cooperative are not favored over others. Those that come from outside communities 

have to further prove worthiness of being accepted into the cooperative, making the process feel 

difficult. Fisheries that do not have appropriate management to address the exclusivity of the 

resource are in danger of overexploitation. Appropriate management involves the understanding 
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of the region and population of the fishing community.  

Daily management is at a community scale, which allows the cooperative to decide on 

optimal amount of fishing effort and timing of the effort.  Generating leadership and 

management at the community level improves community buy-in to the regulations and 

improves trust that the regulations are in the best interest of the community (Kuperan and 

Abdullah, 1994). The Fish Production Cooperative Society of Punta Abreojos has encouraged a 

culture of community engagement. Participating in elections and engagement in assemblies 

assures that the voices of the fishers are heard and management can be held accountable. In 

addition to local governance improving compliance, it allows for in-season monitoring and 

improved data collection. The regulations in place include seasonal closures and minimum size 

limits of certain fisheries like lobster and abalone. According to the fishers, these types of 

regulations are considered important for protection of the species and maintaining their profitable 

fisheries. With the creation of a fishing cooperative and the infrastructure it creates, the 

community is more invested in monitoring. Because the concessions are renewable upon 

evidence of sustainability, there is a need to integrate effective resource management (Pérez-

Ramírez et al., 2012). Punta Abreojos worked towards a sustainable reputation through the years, 

and this resulted in their Mexican red rock lobster becoming the first small-scale fishery to be 

certified by the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC, 2010). The certification is an economic 

benefit for the lobster fishery by increasing the price and demand for their product and it 

demonstrates the commitment from the cooperative towards a long term, healthy stocks 

(Bonello, 2004).   

The movement towards sustainable fisheries management combined with a sustainable 

economy provides the ability to invest in other infrastructure to support the future success of 

their fisheries. The cooperative is very proud of their new renovations to the processing plant, 

which include new wash stations, offices, equipment, and tanks for the holding live lobster.  In 

addition to improvements to the processing plant, the cooperative is in the development of 

building a laboratory for fisheries research. With the presence of a lab, the cooperative will be 

able to expand scientific collaboration and data collection to increase scientifically informed 

management decisions. A community laboratory also holds the hope that more Punta Abreojos 

community members will have the chance to explore the field of natural sciences.    

There are several aspects of Punta Abreojos supporting economic vitality, alleviating the 
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poverty often associated with small-scale fishing.  The natural presence of valuable species and 

access to international markets influences economic success. The lobster and abalone fisheries 

are highly valued and are exported to markets in Asia and the United States. This explains why 

fishers believe natural phenomena to be the highest risk to the success of the cooperative. ENSO 

creates extreme ocean conditions that are not always favorable for these species. The fishers told 

stories of strong storms during El Niño that crushed shells of abalone and washed them up onto 

the beach. The abalone is considered so precious that the fishers tried to put beached abalone 

back into the water in hopes that they would survive to be collected for market. Some fishers 

were also concerned by climate change and ocean acidification effect on these prized species. 

The dependence on the lobster and abalone fisheries as highly profitable species is concerning 

when considering the threats of variable, unpredictable ocean phenomena such as climate 

change.  

 

Future Research and Study Design  

Moving forward with this research, it is necessary to interview other fishing communities 

with different management strategies and infrastructure. By collecting data from fishers that 

work independently with buyers to those that are working towards community organization and 

cooperative co-management, there will be a clearer understanding as to what creates the 

motivation to change and transform to a functioning cooperative. In addition, these interviews 

will help to determine when a cooperative management strategy is the most appropriate. The 

preliminary study with Punta Abreojos has highlighted characteristics important in creating a 

successful, sustained cooperative: unity, economic security, protection of resources, and progress 

(Figure 7).  Interviewing other fishing communities along the Baja peninsula will assist in 

determining the uniqueness of the behaviors and views of cooperative fishers.  

To improve efficiency of the interviews and allow for comparison across study sites, it will 

be beneficial to have standardized paper surveys that can be delivered to fishing communities on 

the Baja California peninsula. This will streamline not only the data collection but also data 

analysis, and will improve statistical strength with a larger sample size. The responses from this 

preliminary study in Punta Abreojos will inform the creation of a standardized survey. The 

survey will continue to be aimed at understanding fishers’ opinions and perceptions of their 

fishery management, or lack thereof. Results from these surveys can give context to the 
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increasing amount of fishery research in the Gulf of California and the west coast of the Baja 

California peninsula. Quantifying fisher behavior may uncover perspectives not originally 

considered by fisheries scientists and managers.  

Workshops and outreach combined with appropriate informative tools can help demonstrate 

the benefits of a cooperative management strategy. This research demonstrates that cooperative 

co-management strategies can be successful for improving seafood security and highlights the 

community aspects that should be considered for sustainability of a cooperative. The values and 

organization instilled in Punta Abreojos is a reason for optimism in the face of conflict and 

insecurity associated with small-scale fisheries. In a world where fishery resources are often 

considered to be overexploited and regulated inefficiently, it is inspiring to learn that small-scale 

fishing communities are finding solutions through co-management to monitor and manage 

fishery stocks. The Fish Production Cooperative Society of Punta Abreojos is an example of a 

community that has worked for generations to become marine stewards while maintaining an 

economically viable fishery.    
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Figure 7. Characteristics important for maintaining the Fish Production Cooperative Society of Punta Abreojos, 
according to the opinions of the fishers: clockwise starting from the upper left, protection of resources, economic 
security, progress, and unity.  
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Appendix A: Formal Introduction 
 
I understand that this cooperative is a success story and is working well. In order to understand 

how this cooperative continues to thrive, I have some questions that I would like to ask. You are 

the expert, and I am interested in hearing your experiences and opinions. I am here to learn from 

you. Your honesty is important and the answers will be anonymous. I will create images and 

conclusions based on the answers you provide, and I will return this information to Punta 

Abreojos for you all to have. Because my Spanish is not very good, I have an interpreter who 

will help me understand your answers. Is it okay if I record our conversation for a later review? 
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Appendix B: Fisher Interview Questions 
 
I. Grand Tour Questions 

1. How was the fishing this week? What kind of resources do you fish? 
2. a. How long have you been a member of this cooperative? 
    b. How was the process for you to join this cooperative? 
    c. How long did the process take? 
    d. On a scale from 0-5, how difficult was the process (0, very easy and 5, very difficult) 
3. How many generations of your family have been part of this fishing cooperative? 

II. Personal Experience 
1. How has your life benefited from being a member of the cooperative? 
2. What do you think is the most important reason your fisheries are profitable? 
3. Is there a greater economic benefit to be part of this cooperative than if it were not a 

member? 
4. When the fishing season is not very good, how does the cooperative help you to deal with 
these problems? 
5. Is there anything you would like to change about the cooperative in your way of 

operating? 
6. Do you think there is anything that threatens the success of the cooperative? What would 

these threats be? 
7. a. In general, do you believe that the people of the community are united or not? How 

would you identify it on a scale of 0 to 5 (0, little unity and 5, very unified)? 
    b. How does the cooperative maintain unity in the community? 
    c. Do you feel like your opinions are heard? If so, how are they heard? 
8. What would be enough incentive for you to consider leaving the cooperative? 
9. Do you feel that there is a greater sense of pride and ownership over fisheries like lobster 

and abalone compared to fisheries like fish? Why? 
III. Situational Questions 

1. a. If this cooperative had not been formed, how do you think that would have affected 
the fisheries in the community? 

    b. Besides, how would this have affected your income? (Higher, lower, or no change?) 
    c. How has the formation of the cooperative impacted how you consider the future? 
2. a. What motivates you to respect the rules established by the cooperative? 
    b. What do you think would happen if someone decided not to respect those rules on 

fisheries? 
    c. Do you feel that the punishment system is effective? 
3. a. How does being in the cooperative influence the time you spend fishing? Would you 

spend more or less time fishing if you were not working in the cooperative? 
    b. How do you feel about the schedules that are made? 

IV. Final Question 
1. What would you share with other small fishing communities about why this cooperative 

is so special. 
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Appendix C: Elder Interview Questions 

1. What was life like before the cooperative was formed? 
2. What was happening with the fishing and community when it was decided to 

form a cooperative? 
3. How did you know that a cooperative is a good way to have good fishing 

management? 
4. Why did you decide to be part of the formation or founder of the cooperative? 
5. What were some difficulties and obstacles during the formation of the 

cooperative? 
6. How did you deal with those difficulties? What did they do to address those 

problems? 
7. Do you believe that the cooperative has helped in the development or growth of 

the community? How? 
8. Do you believe that this cooperative influenced other communities close to Punta 

Abreojos to be formed in the same way? 
9. If this cooperative had not been formed, how do you think that would have 

affected the fisheries in Punta Abreojos? Besides, how would this have affected 
your economic earnings? 

10. Do you feel that the cooperative takes care of and uses its resources because they 
are the reason for the existence of this cooperative? What do you think would 
have happened to these resources if the cooperative had never been formed? 

11. What do you think is the main reason that Punta Abreojos is so important and 
successful in its fisheries? 

12. What would you share with other small fishing communities about why this 
cooperative is so special and successful? 

13. Do you feel like there is still work to be done to better the cooperative? No, 
why? Yes, how? 

14. Based on what you’ve seen through the years, do you have hope that the 
cooperative will last for future generations? What gives you hope? 
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Appendix D: Preliminary Results shared with Punta Abreojos  

 

Table 1. Figures are organized by interview question. Question on the left and resulting figure 
on the right.  
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What do you think is the most 
important reason your fisheries 
are profitable? 

 
Is there a greater economic 
benefit to be part of this 
cooperative than if it were not 
a member? What? 

 
In general, do you believe that 
the people of the community 
are united or not? How would 
you identify it on a scale of 0 
to 5 (0, little unity and 5, very 
unified)? 

 
How does the cooperative 
maintain unity in the 
community? 
 
(The size of the circles represent 
the number of responses) 
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What would be enough 
incentive for you to consider 
leaving the cooperative? 
 

 
If this cooperative had not 
been formed, how do you think 
that would have affected the 
fisheries in the community? 

 
What motivates you to respect 
the rules established by the 
cooperative? 

 
What do you think would 
happen if someone decided not 
to respect those rules on 
fisheries? 
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What would you share with 
other small fishing 
communities about why this 
cooperative is so special?  
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