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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the commercial freshwater

fishing resource and its utilization in northern Saskatchewan. Clearly,

this resource is of paramount importance to the development of northern

Saskatchewan and its impact on the social and economic status of the local

people is most critical. While the principal part of the study is con-

cerned with a description and analysis of the present d� commercial

fishing industry and its physical base, the historical development of the

industry has b�en examined to provide a broader understanding of the pre-

sent structure. Such � approach has assisted in identifying and under-

standing special problems encountered by the commerical fishing industry

of northern Sask�tcpewan. ,Among them are: problems associated with mar-

keting freshwater fish, including attempts to establish sound markets,

stable landed values and better marketing methods; difficulties of creating

effective marketing boards; and the economic obstacles of establishing

this industry in northern Saskatchewan.

Much of the information included in this thesis was obtained from

field observation during the summer months of 1969. Field trips to the

McInnes Products Limited Camp at Cracking Stone Point on Lake Athabaska,

the Waite Fisheries Limited plant at Big River and the Co-operative

Fisheries Limited plant at Prince Albert provided basic data. In addi-

tion, information was obtained from the Department of Natural Resources

at Prince Albert. Correspondence with various departments of the

provincial government and the Dominion Bureau of Statistics yielded other

pertinent information.

1
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Although the growth and development of the commercial fisher,y

throughout the whole of Saskatchewan is discussed, the primar,y emphasis

concerns an analysis of the industry in the northern portion of the pro

vince. Within the latter area are located three categories of lakes;

1) lakes on the Precambrian Shield, 2) lakes on the Shield margin and

3) lakes located in the glacial drift. Each categor,y has a strong

influence on the. species available to the commercial catch and the growth

rate of the fish.

The southern boundary of the commercial fishing industr,y of

northern Saskatchewan is based on essentially practical gounds. The

boundar,y selected coincides exactly with the southern limit of operations

of the four major fish companies who operate in northern Saskatchewan and

is represented by a line running east and west through the city of Prince

Albert. The region north of this line contributes, by far, the greatest

percentage of the total freshwater catch from Saskatchewan.

Although this thesis will review many of the problems which have

been encountered by the commercial fisher,y and the measures taken to

alleviate them, new developments and problems are anticipated which will

undoubtedly affect the industr,y in the future. The construction of new

roads into northern Saskatchewan, policies of the newly formed Fresh

water Fish Marketing Corporation and the recent discover,y of mercur,y

pollution are among the most important.

2



CHAPTER II

THE RESOURCE BASE

Fish constitutes one of the major resources of northern Saskat-

chewan. The numerous northern lakes carry large fish populations which

provide m� native residents with both a readily available food supply

and, in some cases, a source of income. These lakes vary considerably

in their capacity to provide suitable natural habitat for fish. Generally,

the more southerly lakes provide the best natural environment; not only

is the food supply much more abundant but the higher temperatures en-

courage a faster growth rate than the more northerly lakes.

Commercial species of fish vary from region to region and lake

to lake. In general, the southern lakes located in areas of glacial

drift, such as Big Peter Pond, Dort and Churchill, contain whitefish, pike

and pickerel. The more northerly lakes located on the Precambrian Shield,

such as Lake,Athabaska, Reindeer and Wollaston also have abundant supplies

of whitefish, pike and pickerel(l) but, because of their greater depth and

colder waters, they also provide excellent habitat for lake trout.

Factors Affecting Total Productivity

Numerous data concerning morphometric, physical, chemical and

biological conditions have been collected by Dr. D.S. Rawson(2) for the

major lakes of northern Saskatchewan. This information has been used to

1. 'Tickerer'is a local name for yellow walleye.

2. D.S. Rawson, A Critical Analysis of the Limnological Variables Used
in Assessing the Productivity of Northern Saskatchewan Lakes, Verh.
Internat., Verein. Limnol., XIV, Stuttgart, July, 1961, pp. 160-166.

3
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assess and classif,y these lakes in terms of their potential for fish

production and the dominant commercial species within each lake.

The hydrographic map (Figure 1) identifies the major lakes and

rivers of northern Saskatchewan. In large measure, the characteristics

of these lakes reflect the two basic physical environments of northern

Saskatchewan. In the Precambrian Shield, lakes such as Athabaska, Cree,

Wollaston, Frobisher and Reindeer, occur within rocky or sandy drainage

basins and con�equently receive a meagre supply of dissolved minerals

from the resistant rocks of the Shield. Other lakes, such as Big Peter

"

Pond, Churchill and Ile-a-la-Grosse are situated entirely within the

area of glacial drift. These lake bottoms, being formed of silts and muds,

are richer in organic materials than those of the Precambrian Shield. As

a result, these lakes have a much greater potential food source for fish.

A few lakes, such as Lac La Ronge, extend over both regions.

The growth rates of fish in these three different categories of

lakes varies considerably. The five lakes on the Precambrian Shield are

low in plankton; this low availability of basic food is reflected in

smaller numbers of bottom fauna and of fish. These lakes thus may be

considered as "oligotrophic" (poorly nourished). In four of them low

mineral content, deep water and low temperatures account for their oligo-

trophy. The fifth, Frobisher Lake, exhibits low mineral content but is

both shallow and warm; its poor light penetration, due to more color,

partly accounts for the lake's low productivity.

Of the three bodies of water crossing the Shield boundar,y, Amisk

Lake and Hunter ,Bay lie mainly in drainage basins within the Precambrian

and thus are low in dissolved minerals. It is not surprising that their

4



Figure 1

Major Lakes of Northern Saskatchewan

Possible limit of
Precambrian Shield
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biological assemblage is only a little higher than that of the oligo

trophic lakes on the Shield (see Table 1). Lac La Ronge, however, receives

most of its drainage from the areas covered by glacial drift and for this

reason its physical and biological ratings are higher. Lac La Ronge

probably should be termed mesotrophic (moderately nourished).

The lakes of the glacial drift are all considered to be eutrophic

(highly nourished) 'and rate high in their total biological content.

Within the area here delimited as northern Saskatchewan, relatively few

lakes are located in the glacial drift.

Striking contrasts exist between lakes located on the rocky Pre

cambrian Shield and the lakes situated in the area of glacial drift in re

gard to food supply and, consequently, commercial fish production. As an

example, Frobisher Lake, on the Precamb�ian Shield, with a water area of

121 square miles, has a dry weight plankton standing crop of 45 kgs./hectare
and a dry weight bottom fauna standing crop of 2.2 kgs./hectare; the commer

cial limit established for this,lake is 200,000 pounds of fish per year

or 2.6 lbs./acre. In actual fact, the listed production over the past

several years has been little more than 2 lbs./acre. Big Peter Pond Lake,

on the other hand, with an area of 213 square miles, has a dry weight

plankton standing crop of 98 kgs./hectare, more than double that of

Frobisher Lake, and a bottom fauna standing crop of 73.4 kgs./hectare,

35 times that of Frobisher Lake (see Table 1). Here a commercial catch

limit of 900,000 pounds of fish has been established equivalent to

6.6 lbs./acre; its long term production has averaged well over 5 lbs./
acre.

In summary, the lakes located south of the Precambrian Shield

6



are usually more productive, supporting greater quantities of pike,

pickerel and whitefish. The Shield lakes, while not without considerable

quantities of these three species, are generally less productive. In

addition, Shield lakes contain lake trout, which is of considerable com

mercial importance.

Although Saskatchewan has a vast number of lakes, the majority

of which are located in the northern half of the province, many of

these lakes experience no commercial production. Some lakes are too

small in terms of the fish resource and resultant quotas to warr'ant

commercial operations. Within northern Saskatchewan, the usual criterion

to make commercial fish production of a lake economical is a quota ex

ceeding 5,000 pounds. The exception occurs when several lakes of quotas

less than 5,000 pounds are in close proximity to one another. In this

situation the operating costs are not prohibitive and it is economically

feasible to carryon commercial operations. In more remote lakes, where

transportation costs are much higher, commercial fishing usually occurs

on lakes where fish resource is sufficient to allow a quota of 20,000

pounds or more.

Methods of Commercial Fishing

1) Summer fishing

Summer fishing began in a limited way in the early years of the

commercial fishery. Originally it was carried out on lakes in close

proximity to the railhead or roads. Summer fishing on lakes far from the

railhead involved problems concerning the quality of fish delivered to

markets. During the development of the fishing industry in Saskatchewan,

the summer fishery continued to increase in importance, due to improved

7



refrigeration methods, to the point where today the greatest percentage

of commercial fish is taken in the summer fishery.

Canoes and small or large boats, powered by inboard or outboard

motors, are used in the summer fishery. Usually there are two men to a

boat and they operate their nets in two sets so that one set is alw�s

in the water. The nets are set along the bottom and, weather permitting,

are lifted in the early morning. The majority of the fishing boats carry.

ice. As the fish are removed from the net they are placed in ice and then

taken to camp where they are dressed and repacked in ice or filleted and

frozen.

- -

--::- ..,-- _-_

.
...:._ --�---

"_ - ...._-: �
_

-

•• ::-���"': ._-_:_ :
1

Unloading the day� catch at the Lake Athabaska summer fishery.
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2) Winter fishing

Winter fishing is basically the same in ever,y freshwater area in

Canada. In winter fishing, a series of holes is cut in the ice along the

line in which the net is to be set. By means of a "jigger" which is worked

along the under side of the ice by pulling a cord, a rope is run from hole

to hole and then the net pulled along and set in position on the bottom of

the lake. Usually three men work together. When the net is lifted two are

occupied in pulling the net and removing the fish while the third dresses

the fish. Each fish is laid seperately on the ice and allowed to freeze,

the process occurring rapidly at below freezing temperatures. After the

fish are frozen they are packed in boxes and stored until they are trans-

..

ported by truck to the railhead where they are transferred to refrigerated

cars.

If the fish are to be marketed fresh (unfrozen) they are placed

in boxes and iced immediately upon being taken from the net. They are

then transported directly to the railhead in heated trucks or by airplane

from more remote lakes.

Distribution of Major Commercial Fish Species in Saskatchewan

Saskatchewan lakes contain several species of fish of commercial

significance. They include lake trout, pickerel, pike, whitefish, tulli-

bee, perch, goldeye and sturgeon. Whitefish, pickerel and pike are the

most plentiful and widely 'spread species, as they are found in the greatest

percentage of lakes within the province (see Figure 2).

The occurrence of lake trout in Saskatchewan is restricted to its

northern half. It is found in most of the deep lakes of the Precambrian

Shield and north of latitude 550• It also occurs in a few of the lakes

9



between 54° and 55° latitude, such as Jan Lake, Hansen Lake, Amisk Lake

and Lac La Ronge (see Figure 2).
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Table 1

Morphometric, Physico-chemical and Biological Data For Lakes in Northern Saskatchewan

�

.

Shield Lakes Lakes on Border Glacial Drift Lakes
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MorI2hometric
Water area Km2 7900 1152 2062 5569 313 1178 129 321 433 552 189 446 70

Mean depth m 26.0 14.9 20.6 17± 5.5 12.7 20.7 13.2 9.0 13.7 5.1 8.2 11.1

Max. depth 120 60 97 215 19 38 42 40 21 24 9.5 27 24

Ph!sico-Chemical
Mean tern) °C· 13.4 14.9 12.6 14.2 17.0 16.6 16.0 15.8 17.7 16.3 17.4 17.5 17.4

(O-lOm
Highest mean t. °c 10 14.1 11.1 13.0 18.0 17.0 14.0 15.5 19.2 18.5 21.0 15.9 18.3

Biological
Net-plankton
drywt. Kg/ha 36.5 25.2 14.8 28.7 45 64.3 32.0 30.3 165 98 112 93 90.5

Bott. fauna
drywt. Kg/ha 4.1 1.6 4.7 1.6 2.2 8.9 7.1 9.1 15.1 73.4 26.0 9.0 24.6
Fish catch Kg/net 44 47 45 46 27 71 57 26 47 127 70 67 61

Comm. fish Kg/ha/yr 0.43 1.03 1.18 1.2 2.2 1.1 -- 3.3 3.4 5.6 6.7 3.4 7.8

ha- hectare

Source: D.S. Rawson, A Critical Analysis of the Limnological Variables Used in Assessing the Produc

tivity of Northern Saskatchewan Lakes, Verh. Internat., Verein. Limnol., XIV, Stuttgart,

July, 1961, pages 160-166.



Figure 2

Distribution of Major Commercial Fish Species in Saskatchewan
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CHAPTER III

HISTORY OF DEVELOPMENT OF THE FISH RESOURCE

Introduction

During t�e post-glacial period, American Indians probably occu

pied this region, advancing from the south. Undoubtedly these Indians

caught, for their own use, the same species of fish as do the Indians and

commercial fishermen of today, i.e., whitefish, ciscoes, pike, pickerel

and trout. As the fur traders advanced into northern Saskatchewan and

trading posts were established, more fish were taken. Fishing was faci

litated by the introduction of gill nets (brought into the area by the

fur traders). The Hudson's Bay CompaQY post at Cumberland House was

established in 1774 and by the beginning of the 19th Century, there were

approximately 30 posts in northern Saskatchewan. Fisheries played a

vital role in the province's early history by providing a readily avail

able supply of fre$h food for the explorers, fur traders and Indians.

Commercial Fishing; Its Beginning in Saskatchewan

A more important factor in the development and exploitation of

the fishery resources of Saskatchewan was the agricultural settlement of

southern Saskatchewan. Many settlers, homesteading in close proximity

to lakes, drew upon the fish resources for food supplies. In due course,

as small towns developed, a local market for fish appeared. In this way,

the commercial fishery began, gradually increasing in size and importance

as local markets grew. Later, markets outside Saskatchewan became sig

nificant for the industry.

In 1885, the federal government introduced some controls and

regulations over the exploitation of this valuable natural resource. At

13



this time, F.C. Gilchrist was appointed Overseer for Fisheries for the

Qu'Appelle area. In 1891, his area of jurisdiction was extended to include

the Northwest Territories and the title of the office was changed to

Inspector of Fisheries for the Northwest Territories. As part of the

latter, Saskatchewan was subject to such regulations as were in effect.

At the time of appointment of the Overseer in 1885, extensive com-

mercial fishing took place only in southern Saskatchewan, mainly in the

Qu'Appelle Lakes and Last Mountain Lake. Commercial operations were con-

ducted in the winter with a relatively small additional catch taken in the

summer. The commercial catch for the year 1885-1886 is recorded in table

2.

In the earliest years, the fish were sold locally but by 1888,

small shipments of whitefish and lake trout were sent to the United

States.

Table 2

Commercial Catch from Qu'Appelle Lakes and
Last Mountain Lake for 1885 - 1886.

Qu'AEl2elle Lakes Last Mountain Lake

Total Dollar Total Dollar
Catch Value Catch Value

Whitefish 20�000 Ibs. $ 1,200 12,000 Ibs. $ 720
Pickerel 15,000 Ibs. $ 600 8,000 Ibs. $ 320
Pike 60,000 Lbs , $ 2,400 30,000 Ibs. $ 1,200
Tullibee 1°1°°0 Ibs. $ 2°°

105,000 Ibs. $ 4,700 50,000 Lbs , $ 2,240

Total Catch = 155,000 Ibs.
Total Value = $ 6,940

Source: Report of the Royal Commission On The Fisheries Of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 15.



Commercial Fishing in Northern Saskatchewan to 1912

In the lakes and rivers of northern Saskatchewan, small-scale

commercial fishing operations began in the late 19th Century and although

they were small, they indicate the importance of local markets, especially

Prince Albert. The first reference to commercial fishing north of Prince

Albert was made in 1891. (1) In 1898, an attempt was made to establish an

export business in fish from the Prince Albert area. However, this

operation met with considerable difficulties, especially the high cost

of reaching major markets. The difficulties in establishing a success-

ful export trade in fish were outlined by E.W. Millar, Inspector of

Fisheries for the Northwest Territories, in 1898:

"The. establishment of an export trade in fish at Prince
Albert has not been very successful in its local opera
tion; the prices paid to the fishermen being scarce�y
enough to remunerate them properly for their labour(2) •••
and a number of fishermen worked on the lakes north of
Prince Albert in the early part of 1898, their fish being
bought· and exported to the United States. From various

causes, such as a poor catch and transportation problems,
this undertaking did not prove remunerative to the buyer
and in �l)probability it will not be carried on in the
winter. " (3

Despite early setbacks, the commercial fishery in the Prince Albert area

grew and production from northern lakes such as Candle Lake and Crean

Lake, formerly Big Trout Lake, gradually increased. By 1909, Prince

1. Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 21.

2. Report on the Fisheries of the Northwest Territories for the Year

1897, by the Inspector, E.W. Millar, Sessional paper llA, 1899,
page 212.

3. Ibid, 1898, llA, 1900, page 179.
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Albert had become firmly established in the commercial fishing industry.

A central location and establishment of better storage facilities enlarged

its catchment area and contributed to the fisheries growth.

In 1909, two cold storage plants were built at Prince Albert,

making this town. the fish exporting center for northern Saskatchewan.

Approximately 60,000 lbs. of fish were stored to supply the local trade

the following s�er. In addition to the fish caught in the lakes north

of Prince Albert, some were shipped to Prince Albert from as far awqy as

Turtle and Jackfish lakes, for packing in ice. In 1909, three railwqy

cars of fish were shipped to United States and Canadian markets from

Prince Albert •. The following year, 216,000 lbs. of whitefish, 15,000 lbs.

of pike and 20,000 lbs. of lake trout were shipped to other areas of

North America and approximately 100,�O lbs. of the above species were

sold locally. (1)

For the three decades prior to 1912, output of the commercial

fishery varied greatly. There were several reasons for this: the fluc

tuating export market, local weather conditions (at this time most

commercial fishing occurred in winter), and the availability of local

labour (more attractive employment alternatives, such as logging, some

times would absorb most of the local labour).

As the markets of North America grew, the demand for northern

Saskatchewan fish expanded and the commercial fishery was extended

northward. In view of these events, the federal government again became

l�. Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 21.

16



concerned about the fish resource. Some suggestions of over-exploitation

were reconded in the local press and, as a result, in 1909 the Dominion

Government appointed a commission to investigate and report upon the

conditions and requirements of the fisheries of Saskatchewan and Alberta.

The Commission's report, published in 1912, contained special recommen-

dations.

To remedy the m�y problems which had arisen during the previous

twenty-five year period, particularly with respect to over-production,

the Commission made several recommendations concerning season dates, net

dimensions and mesh sizes. For example, it proposed that, rather than

limiting the dimensions of net used, a poundage limit per license plus a

royalty of i¢ per pound be paid on all fish taken for sale. It was also

suggested that fish should be properly cleaned immediately after capture

and packed in proper boxes with labels showing name of the lake, license

number, shipper, species of fish, date and the local inspector's name.

Although not all of the recommendations of the 1912 report were

adopted, those instituted had a great effect on Saskatchewan's commercial

fishing industry. After 1912, it became necessary for a fisherman to

have a license for every lake he fished; also, proper cleaning and packing

procedures were enforced. However, in analysing the problems dealt with

in the Commission's report of 1912 and those revealed in the Inspector's

reports in the early period, it is clearly evident that many o� the

problems, such as the use of the proper mesh size and length of net for

various lakes, still exi st, today. The explanation lies partly in the fact

that the industry had, since its beginning, been considered one of minor

importance, subservient to mining, lUmbering and other resource industries.
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Consequently, for a long period little effort was made to guide the in-

dustry'along sound economic or ecological lines.

Early Growth: 1912 - 1919

During the First World War, there were major improvements in

commercial fishing opera�ions. There was a fairly steady increase in

prices paid to fishermen, from an average of approximately l¢ per pound

to nearly 5¢ per pound. For example, from 1915 to 1917, the average

price rose from li¢ per pound to 4i¢ per pound.(l)
Higher prices permitted various improvements in fish handling,

particularly the introduction of boxes for packing fish. The boxes,

which eliminated bruising and permitted fish to be packed in layers on

ice, resulted in a higher quality product reaching export markets. In

1919, a large warehouse was erected at Big River and a sawmill was con

structed on Dore Lake for the manufacture of fish boxes. (2) Although

boxed fish resulted in a higher quality product reaching the export

market, sacks were still in use as late as 1926.

The demand for freshwater fish, particularly whitefish, increased

steadily, stimulating greater production. The increase in total pro-

duction and landed values is evident in table 3.

While there are no official fish production records for northern

Saskatchewan in this period (1912 - 1919) there appears to have been a

decided expansion of commercial production northward. Commercial fishing

1. Report of the Fisheries Inspectors, Sessional papers 22-39,
1912 - 1919, page 23.

2. 1E..M., page 23.
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Table 3

Total Production and Landed Values for Saskatchewan
1913 - 1919

Selected Years

Species 1913 1915 1917 1919

1000's $ 1000's $ 1000's $ 1000's $
1bs. Value 1bs. Value 1bs. Value 1bs. Value
Prod. Prod. Prod. Prod.

Whitefish 2,312 $ 77�495 3,544 $ 87,153 2,855 $126,758 4,264 $206,904
Trout 57 1�785 - - - - 182 10,795
Pike 519 17,945 1,091 18,697 877 41,732 411 16,330
Pickerel 219 7,877 191 5,606 466 24,883 303 15,857

Totals 3,107 $105,102 4,826 $111,456 4,198 $193,373 5,160 $249,886

Source: Report of the Fisheries Inspectors, Sessional Papers 22-39,
1912 - 1919.

, ...

operations' were begun on Primrose Lake, Dore Lake and Ile-a-la-Crosse in

the winter of 1912 - 1913. At Ile-a-la-Crosse the catch was made primarily

by permanent residents in the area, mostly Metis and Indians. On Primrose

, .

and Dore Lakes the catch was taken by white fishermen from Prince Albert

and other areas of the province.(l) In 1915, eight Indians took out

commercial fishing licenses for Lac La Ronge.(2)
In the winter of 1912 - 1913 more than 700,000 pounds of fish were

taken from the Buffalo Narrows area, including Frobisher and Churchill Lake,

and transported to Big River. In 1918, the McInnes and Alberta Fish Com-

panies began fishing Big Peter Pond Lake and in that winter nearly a

L, Ibid, Sessional Paper 22, page 278.

2. Ibid, Sessional Paper 39, page 227.
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million pounds of whitefish were taken. (1) The McInnes Company continued
)

fishing Big Peter Pond Lake for many years taking between 600,000 and

1,000,000 pounds annually.

Continued Expansion From 1920 to 1929

The period from 1920 to 1929 was one of continued expansion north-

ward into the more remote lakes of Saskatchewan. Lakes in the Buffalo

Narrows-Ile-�-la-Crosse area, which had begun production in the previous

decade, were by this time maintaining significant production every year.

For example, Ile-�-la-Crosse Lake produced approximately 500,000 pounds

of commercial fish annually from 1925 to 1930. Commercial production on

Little Peter Pond Lake and Big Peter Pond Lake averaged almost one million

pounds per year throughout this entire period. Churchill Lake was also

maintaining significant production every year. Only Frobisher Lake was

fished somewhat erratically, often with no commercial production.

Besides the continued high production on these lakes, commercial

fishing began in several other lakes still farther north during the

1920's, among them Lake Athabaska. From small beginnings in 1926, the

annual catch on Lake Athabaska increased rapidly, reaching 2,450,000 lbs.

in 1929. This large catch was the result of the combined efforts of

McInnes Products Limited and the National Fish Foods Company, who took

1,750,000 lbs. and 700,000 lbs., respectively.(2) The latter company

1. D.S. Rawson, Limnologv and Fisheries of Five Lakes in the Upper
Churchill Drainage Basin, Fisheries Branch, D.N.R., 1957, page 46.

2. Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 45.
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operated only for one �ear. In the late 1920's, commercial fishing took

place on Namew Lake (1929) and Chitek Lake (1928).

The continued expansion of production in lakes where commercial

fishing had begun during the 1912 - 1919 period, combined with the newly

exploited lakes of the 1920's significantly increased the total pro-

duction and landed value of commercial fish in Saskatchewan, as shown in

table 4. Although these statistics are given for Saskatchewan as a whole,

it is estimated that well over 50% of the production of whitefish, pike

and pickerel and all of the lake trout production came from northern

Saskatchewan.

Table 4

Total Production and Landed Value for Saskatchewan
(1925 - 1929)

Species 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929

Production (CWTS.)

Whitefish 44,978 37,667 41,323 43,667 45,934
Trout 2,839 3,106 2,700 2,408 2,478
Pike 4,153 4,354 3,831 4,875 3,636
Pickerel 2,896 2,918 3,753 3,054 2,835

TOTALS 54,866 48,045 51,607 54,004 54,883

Landed Value ($)

Whitefish $234,149 $194,818 $217,540 $293,035 $309,432
Trout 18,998 20,369 17,669 16,330 17,391
Pike 16,519 16,314 14,078 16,495 11,889
Pickerel 15,980 15,337 17,894 16,500 15,235

TOTALS $285,646 $246,838 $267,181 $342,360 $353,947

Source: Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 30.
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The Depression Years (1930 - 1935)
The period of the 1930's was a very difficult one for the commer

cial fishing industry in Saskatchewan. Despite this, northward expansion

of the industry continued with several major lakes coming into commercial

production. Descharnbault Lake began production in 1930, while Amisk Lake,

which began operations in the same year, reached a high production of

330,000 pounds in 1936 and averaged over 100,000 pounds per year between

1931 and 1941. other lakes were involved, including Mirond Lake at which

commercial fishing began in 1933. B.y the late 1930's both Mirond and

Deschambault were averaging 100,000 pounds per year. In 1935, with the

start of production on Reindeer Lake, important new resources of lake

trout were exploited.

Expansion into these lakes occurred in the 1930'5 despite a new

problem--restrictions on exports to the 'United States. In 1930, the

United States began rejecting some Canadian whitefish and tullibee ex

ports at the border because of parasite infestation. This restriction

had serious repercussions for the inland fishing industry of Canada,

including northern Saskatchewan.

The parasite found in the fish is the larval and adult stages

of the tapeworm Triaenophorus crassus. The Triaenophorus tapeworm has

long existed and is believed by many biologists to be as ancient as the

whitefish itself. The parasite will not live in the human body and

there was no evidence that eating the cysts had any harmful effects on

humans, but the mere presence of cysts tended to make the fish very

unattractive to the consumer. Owing to the objections of the American

consumer to the sale of parasite infested fish, in 1930, the United
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States Foods and Drugs Division made it mandatory that all shipments of

whitefish and tullibee into the United States be inspected.

Since these American regulations applied mainly to fish from the

western provinces and concerned a Canadian export product, in 1943 the

federal government and the provincial governments concerned undertook a

study of the situation. In 1945, as a result of this study, regulations

were adopted to insure fish for export met the requirements of the

American authorities.

It is possible to speculate that the policy of rejection of

Canadian exports by the United States was an attempt to provide some pro

tection for the United States freshwater fish industry during the economic

depression of the 1930's. In any case, the result was that the restric

tions imposed adversely affected the Saskatchewan commercial fishery.

During the early Depression years both the number of fishermen employed

and the total fish catch was below the level established in the 1920's.

Toward the end of the 1930's, some recovery was made (see Table 5).

World War Two (1939 - 1945)

By the late 1930's, the commercial fishing industry of Saskatchewan,

more particularly that of northern Saskatchewan, had made a substantial

recovery from the depressed condition of the early 1930's. Total pro

duction and landed values had risen considerably, largely because of

increased demand and higher prices in the United States market. As well,

the expansion of the industry northward greatly increased its resource base.

Throughout the war years, conditions continued to improve enabling

the industry to establish and develop on a much sounder economic basis.

Table 5 illustrates a great increase in total production and landed values
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as compared to the Depression years.

By the Second World War, most of the lakes in northern Saskatche-

wan had alreaqy been opened to commercial fishing operations. While Cree

Lake had an ea�lier history of commercial fishing than most other far

northern lakes, its production had been rather erratic. However, from

1939 to 1946 commercial fishing began on a selective but regular basis;

the average annual catch amounted to 263,000 pounds of which nearly 94 per

cent was trout and only 4 per cent whitefish.(l)

Table 5

Total Commercial Production and Total Landed Value
in Saskatchewan (1934 - 1936) & (1944 - 1946)

Species Depression Years World War Two

1934 1935 1936 1944 1945 1946

TOTAL COMMERCIAL CATCH IN POUNDS

Whitefish 2,530,500 3,320�2oo 3,895,100 5,937,356 5,227,739 4,332,614
Trout 486,100 275,900 634,800 1,939,973 2,082,397 1,812,383
Pike 257,500 331,000 463,300 1,405,752 882,962 905,467
Pickerel 192,100 301,200 406,000 1,283,840 1,123,113 1,140,977

TOTALS 3,466,200 4,228,300 5,399,200 10,566,72l 9,316,211 8,191,441

LANDED VALUE IN DOLLARS

Whitefish $ 84,857 $ 113,893 $ 127,327 $ 607,547 $ 410,288 $ 395,158
Trout 11,908 7,311 17,116 194,683 277,364 .195,441
Pike 3,998 5,600 8,776 57,219 28,023 42,483
Pickerel 5,368 8,273 10,892 119,018 84,295 93,052

TOTALS $ 106,126 $ 135,077 $ 164,111 $ 978,467 $ 799,970 $ 726,134

Source: Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, pages 29, 30, 32.

1. D.S. Rawson, Limnology & Fisheries of Cree and Wollaston Lakes in
Northern Saskatchewan, Fisheries Branch, D.N.R., 1959.
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For example, in the heart of the depression (1930 - 1935) both lake prices

and the total catch of commercial species decreased drastically compared

to the late 1920's. Prices and production did not recover until the late

1930' s.

Figure 3 s�ows to�al production of the four major commercial

species (whitefish, trout, pike and pickerel) from 1921 to 1942. The

estimated production of these species from northern Saskatchewan is also

indicated. The fluctuations in total production for this period (1921

to 1942) as evidenced in figure 3, also applies to commercial fish pro

duction from northern Saskatchewan lakes. The one exception occurred

in 1929 when the catch from northern lakes constituted almost the entire

production of the province. This situation resulted from the large

catch, some 2,450,000 pounds, taken from Lake Athabaska in that year, a

consequence of the combined fishing efforts of the McInnes Products

Corporation and. the National Fish Foods Company.

Figure 4 indicates the total Saskatchewan production of the most

important commercial species, whitefish. For this period, over 60 per

cent of the whitefish catch came from northern Saskatchewan waters.

The increased production of lake trout, whitefish, pike and

pickerel was associated closely with the wartime United States market.

After the war, with the introduction of new techniques in packaging and

refrigeration, the market for Saskatchewan fish expanded again. Also,

the increasing demand for frozen fillets proved to be an important

marketing factor and has continued to exert a strong influence on the

commercial fish market.
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Quotas

Production, as it is applied to commercial fishing, refers to the

amount of fish by weight utilized from a given body of water. Each body

of water supports a certain quantity of fish depending on the food supply

and the facilities for spawning. Ideally, a limited number of mature

fish are removed, and the remaining young fish are able to mature more

rapidly due to more readily available food supplies. When commercial

fishing begins in a virgin lake the first effect, because of the net's

mesh size, is the removal of a large percentage of the largest and oldest

fish. As a result, there is a slightly increased growth rate in the

remaining population. In this way, lake production can be improved.

However, if too great a catch:is. 'taken annually, the resource ceases to

reproduce at the optimum rate and the fishery declines.

In theory, the objective of fishery management is to assess accu-

rately the conditions in each lake and determine the maximum poundage of

each species which may be taken annually, to achieve a sustained yield.

In Saskatchewan, the lake "quota" is an attempt by the provincial govern-

ment to ensure the renewable resource concept. Government concern for

the fish resource resulted from fears of over-exploitation which has

occurred in other areas of North America.

The annual quota of whitefish, lake trout and pickerel is set

annually for each lake by the Fisheries Branch of the Saskatchewan

Department of Natural Resources. The original limits were not based on

knowledge of fish resources but on past experience of catches. In the

early years of the commercial fishery this may have been the only practi-

cal method but in some instances it was believed, the resource was either
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under-utilized or too heavily exploited. As a result, since 1951, strong

efforts have been made to place the quota system on a sound scientific

basis. This rational approach requires the investigation of all factors

related to the productivity of lakes. These factors include, the food

supply of the lake, the temperature of the water and the spawning habitat

of the lake (the physical-chemical characteristics of the water). In

addition, the growth rates of the different fish species are studied.

Since 1951, under the new system, lake quotas have remained

fixed for the major commercial lakes in northern Saskatchewan. Since

the fish reso�rce of these lakes is ver,y high, relatively large quotas

have been set. In some cases, these limits have been reached. Lake

quotas and actual production for major producing lakes in the north for

1967 are shown in figure 5.

Number of People Employed in the Fishing Industry

Between 1920 and the late 1940's, there was a substantial

increase in the number of commercial licenses issued. Although the

Saskatchewan Government kept accurate records of the number of commercial

licenses issued for each northern lake, these figures do not indicate the

number of fishermen employed during this period. Such figures refer

only to the fishermen who were issued a commercial license. Often, each

of these licensed fishermen had one, two or three helpers who were not

licensed and who derived their income entirely or largely from fishing.

The number of "helpers" is not recorded. Despite this statistical short

coming, the number of licenses issued from the mid 1940's was nearly four

times that of the early 1920's, and the catch per license was considerably

less for the mid 1940's. Still, the average value of the catch per
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Table 6

The Number of Commercial and Domestic Licenses Issued
In Saskatchewan: 1919 - 1946

Years Commercial Domestic

1918 - 1919 849 880
1919 � 1920 684 842
1920 - 1921 585 752
1921 - 1922 487 672
1922 - 1923 588 785
1923 - 1924 812 825
1924 - 1925 890 973
1925 - 1926 793 970
1926 - 1927 856 989
1927 - 1928 847 901
1928 - 1929 1,119 1,126
1929 - 1930
1930 - 1931 778 1,404
1931 - 1932 623 1,080
1932 - 1933 614 1,321
1933 - 1934 530 1,501
1934 - 1935 700 1,493
1935 - 1936 936 1,7Zl
1936 - 1937 1,284 1,685
1937 - 1938 1,417 1,789
1938 - 1939 1,373 1,749
1939 - 1940 1,285 1,773
1940 - 1941 1,269 1,726
1941 - 1942 1,407 1,775
1942 - 1943 1,644 1,669
1943 - 1944 2,375 1,819
1944 - 1945 2,168 1,797
"1945 - 1946 2,361

Source: Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 33.



license was slightlY higher in the mid 1940's, reflecting highe� prices.

Table 7

Average Catch and Average Value Per License for Saskatchewan

Years Number "Total Average Total Average
of Catch Catch (lbs.) Value Value

Licenses Lbs , per License per License

1919 849 5�685,800 6,697 $ 271,266 $ 320
1944 2�375 12�295,720 5,177 1,035,043 436
1945 2�168 10,728,879 4,949 884,065 408
1946 2,361 9,582,598 4,059 793,739 336

Source: ReEort" of "the Ro�al Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 33.

Markets, TransEortation, Landed and Market Values (1919 - 1945)

I} Markets (1919 - 1945)

Since the beginning of the industry on Lake Winnipeg in 1882, the

commercial fishery has experienced severe marketing problems. Trans-

portat ion problems have long taxed the ingenuity of those who partici-

pated in the development of the industry. Also, parasite infestation

has posed serious problems since 1930 when the United States imposed

restrictions on Canadian £ish. The unreliability of market contacts in

the United States further added to the uncertainty of marketing and the

general economic depression of the 1930's was another serious deterrent

to sound development.

The domestic market for fresh fish in Canada has alw�s been very

small, on the average accounting for less than 10 per cent of total
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production. However, since the 1920's the demand for freshwater fish in

the United States has continued to grow and the American dealers looked

to Canada for additional sources of supply to meet the rising demand. In

many cases, dealers in the United States provided funds for development

of the industry. (1) As a result, such firms have had a monetary interest

in many companies operating in Canada and in some cases the companies,

such as National Fish Foods, were owned outright by American concerns.

For the period 1919 to 1939, while there was a steady decline in

production of certain desired species on the Great Lakes, there was a

corresponding increase in Western Canada. When considering the two most

valued species, whitefish and lake trout, the correlation becomes even

more evident (see Table 8). Although there were considerable annual

variations in the size of the Great Lakes' catch there was a general

downward trend which led the American dealers to search elsewhere for

a reliable source o� supply. The result was a steady increase in imports

from Western Canada, notably from Saskatchewan.

The United States imported nearly 90 per cent of lake fish pro

duction in Canada during this period (1919 - 1945). Thus, the factors

which affected commercial fish production and marketing conditions in

Saskatchewan were, by and large, a reflection of marketing conditions

and the general trade situation in the United States. Table 9 shows the

total Canadian production of the four most important species of lake fish

in 1943 and the amount of this production imported by the United States.

1. Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 68.
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Table 8

Comparison of Great Lakes and Saskatchewan Whitefish
and Lake Trout Production

a) Whitefish

Great Lakes Saskat chewan

Total Production Total Production

1929

1939

14,000,�0 Ibs.

8,612,000 Ibs.

1929

1939

4,593,400 Ibs.

4,747,000 Ibs.

b) Lake Trout

Great Lakes Saskatchewan

Year Total Production Total Production

1921

1939

·20,249,900 Ibs.

14,671,000 Ibs.

1921 148,100 Ibs.

1,056,800 Lbs ,1939

Source: Annual Reports of the Bureau of Statistics, Ottawa 1919 - 1943.

During.this early period, according to the Royal Commission

Report of 1947, the major markets for exported Canadian freshwater fish

existed primarily in the northeastern United States, mainly the cities of

New York and Buffalo and the Mid West, especially Chicago.

New York

The greatest percentage of the freshwater fish received in New

York was purchased by the Jewish population and most of the wholesale

dealers handling the fish were of Jewish origin. During the early 1940's,

the Jewish population was estimated to be approximately 2,500,000 out of
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Table 9

Production of Four Species of Canadian Fresh Water Fish (1943)

Province Whitefish Lake Trout Pickerel Pike
Lba, Lbs , Ibs. Lbs ,

Saskatchewan 5�325�800 1,301,400 1,543,500 1,080,700
Manitoba 5,096,900 117,600 8,324,200 2,730,800
Alberta 2,110,800 18,600 728,000 461,200
Ontario 4,186�000 3,237,100 2,512,000 1,139,900
Quebec 54,300 313,000 189,500 - -

TOTALS 16,773,800 4,988,000 13,357,200 5,412,600

1943 u.S. Imports 13,015,000 3,016,000 11,048,000 3,762,000

Source: Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 74.

• a total population of some 8,000,000 in the New York area.

During the summer months, most of the fish supplied to New York

came from fisheries operating on the Great Lakes. However, Western

Canadian freshwater fisheries supplied most of the fish during the months

of December to April when Great Lakes fisheries were producing at a

minimum. A conservative estimate placed 80 to 90 per cent of the fresh-

water fish consumed in New York during the winter months of the 1940's

as having its origins from the fisheries of Western Canada.(l)

The volume of freshwater fish consumed in New York reached its

peak in 1924 when 60,000,000 pounds of fish were sold. During the

latter years of World War II and the immediate postwar years the amount

of freshwater fish sold in New York declined to 25,000,000 pounds. There

1. Report" of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 74.



were several reasons for reduced sales:

i) The younger Jewish population were less inclined to

prepare the traditional fish ball meal made of fresh

water fish.

ii) The increased demand on the Chicago market reduced the

supply available to New York considerably.

iii) Following the war there was a temporary reaction against

fish as meats became more readily available.

Buffalo

The city of Buffalo was the main market for pike although large

quantities of whitefish, lake trout and pickerel were also sold. As

opposed to New York, where the sale of freshwater fish was confined

mainly to the Jewish population, the demand in Buffalo came from all

religious and ethnic groups. In the Buffalo area, there were five

wholesale dealers handling approximately 11,000,000 pounds annually,

much of which was shipped to other centers.

Chicago

Chicago ranked second to New York as a market for Saskatchewan

fish. As a marketing and distributing point for fish from freshwater

lakes in Saskatchewan, Chicago served the cities of the Mid West and

the Great Lakes.

2) Landed and Market Values (1919 - 1945)

Since landed values (the prices paid to the fishermen at the

lake site) �e closely related to market demand, the strong wartime

demand pushed prices and landed values upwards. The landed value of

the commercial catch in Saskatchewan in 1919 was only $271,266; however,
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Table 10

Receipts of Lake Fish in Chicago, 1944 and 1945

Year Total Imports Year Import s from Canada

1944
1945

38,132,598 1bs.

38,763,386 1bs.
1944
1945

12,132,890 1bs.

10,192,156 1bs.

Source: Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,

by 1944 the 1an�ed yalue had reached $1,035,043. The value in 1946

receded to $793,739.

The,comparative prices per pound paid to the fishermen in 1919,

1933 and 1946 are stated approximately in table 11. These figures suggest

that a drastic drop in prices occurred in the depression years. By 1946,

however, prices had increased by at least three times the 1933 level.

During this early period, Canadian fish did not command as high

a price as fish from American lakes which were often at least two to four

cents higher. Many reasons were stated for this difference, such as

variations in color and quality. However, the price difference probably

is related to inferior methods of preparation and shipment in Canada,

resulting in a lower quality product at the market place. Another factor

may have been the weaker bargaining position of Canadians.

In the early years, shippers from Canada were by and large at the

mercy of United States dealers. Shipments at this time were made at

agreed prices, but p�ents were often reduced owing to the deterioration

of the product in transport and market fluctuations. However, during

the 1940' s the demand for fish became so large that Canadian shippers

were often able to obtain payment for the fish before shipment, the
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Table II

Prices Paid to Fishermen

Species Years

1919 1933 1946

Whitefish 5¢ 3¢ 9¢
Lake Trout 6¢ 3¢ 11¢
Pickerel 5¢ 2¢ 8¢
Pike 4¢ 2¢ 6¢

Source: Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 75 •

.

Table 12

Trend of Fish Prices in the United States Market
In cents Per Pound

Species Years

1939 1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945

Whitefish 11.1 11.8 14.6 18.1 23.9 22.8 15.5
Pickerel 9.0 9.7 10.6 12.2 17.8 15.5 21.0
Pike 5.0 4.6 4.9 6.3 10.0 9.2 10.2
Lake Trout 11.2 12.7 22.3 20.5 29.3 27.4 32.3

Source: Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 76.

United States dealers assuming all risks including that of rejection by

the United States Food and Drug officials as well as the ordinary risks

of market fluctuations and quality. Table 12 shows the increases in

market prices of lake fish from 1939 to 1945. With one exception,

whitefish, all prices increased from two to three times over their pre-

war level.
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3) Transportation (1919 - 1945)

Transportation to markets was a major difficulty. The long dis

tances to the major markets in Canada and the United States was a critical

problem for a perishable product such as fish. In the early dqys fish

were transported to the railroad in horse-drawn sleighs, frequently

grouped together in ten to fourteen teams. Gradually, sleighs gave wqy

to trucks and tractors, using many of the trails cut for the original

horse teams. While the modern forms of transportation were not without

difficulties, mainly mechanical failure, they were a vast improvement

over the earlier method.

The transportation of fish in certain winter seasons from distant

northern lakes to the railroad presented many serious difficulties. Not

only was there considerable damage to and loss of transport equipment,

but also large quantities of fish were sometimes abandoned at the lakes.

In the later years of this early period, air transport began to

find an important economic place in the commercial fishing industry of

the north. When prices were high fish from isolated lakes could stand

the high cost of air transport. The advent of air transport facilitated

not only transport of fish from the lakes to the rail head but also the

transfer of fishermen and supplies to remote camps. Even when fish

prices declined, improvements in aircraft resulted in lower operating

costs and made possible the continued use of this mode of transport.

Since air freight rates varied widely, it was impossible to obtain

accurate figures of the cost of aircraft for the transport of fish. As

an example, for Norseman planes, with an approximate pey load of 2,000

pounds, the rates charged varied from $40 to $75 per hour of flying time
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and operating costs have been stated to be as low as $28 to as high as

$44 per hour. (1)

The evidence points out quite clearly that express and freight

rates charged by the rail. companies were not applied on a mileage or

zoning basis. Originally, they may have been based on mileage or zoning

but over the years these rates have been modified substantially by many

factors, especially by competition. Since rates are chiefly based on the

ability of commodities to bear the cost of transportation, the rates

applied to fish appear to have had many "distance" inconsistencies.

Expre s s Rat e s

The bulk of the fresh fish from Saskatchewan was shipped either

by carload or by L.C.L. (less than carload lots) in refrigerated cars.

The rates charged for carload lots from one of the main shipping points

in Saskatchewan, Prince Albert, are compared with those from other Cana-

dian points in table 13.

These figures �evea1 that the rates·charged from Prince Albert

to other points were higher than those charged from many other important

shipping points. Many other inconsistencies are clearly evident. The

L.C.L. rate from Prince Albert to Chicago, one of the major markets in

the United States, via railway was $5.10 plus 2� or $6.38 per hundred

pounds. If this shipment were billed to a dealer in Winnipeg and re-

billed to Chicago, via railway, the total rate would have been $6.13.

However, if this shipment were made by railway to Winnipeg and then by

truck to Chicago the rate would be $5.53 per hundred pounds.

1. Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 59.
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Table 13

Express Rates on Fresh Fish in Carload Lots
of 20,000 Ibs. Per Car (1945)

From To Mileage Rate Per Total Charge Per
100 Ibs. Charge Mile

Vancouver Windsor 2,940 $ 4.71 $942 .32
Vancouver Winnipeg 1,464 3.59 712 .48
Edmonton Windsor 2,296 4.50 900 .39
Edmonton Winnipeg 793 2.40 480 .61
Prince Albert Windsor 1,965 4.50 900 .46
Prince Albert Winnipeg 517 2.40 480 .93
The Pas Winnipeg 482 1.45 290 .60
Flin Flon Winnipeg 574 2.00 400 .70

Source: Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 88.

Freight Rates

The bulk of frozen fish produced in Saskatchewan was shipped by

railw� freight with a minimum carload weight of 30,000 pounds. As

Table 14 shows, the rates from Prince Albert were again considerably

higher than those from other points. Also at this time (1945) the

rates within the Province appeared to be particularly high and may have

had a limiting effect upon the sale of Saskatchewan fish within the

Province.

The historical period of the commercial fishery of Saskatchewan

(1890 to 1945) was very significant particularly in its relationship to

the present structure of the freshwater fish industry. Although the

industry encountered several difficulties, eventUally the commercial

fishery became a province-wide industry. By 1946, all major lakes in
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Table 14

Freight Rates on Frozen Fish in Carload Lots
of 30,000 Lba, Per Car (1945)

From To Mileage Rate Per Total Charge Per
100 Lbs , Charge Mile

Vancouver Winnipeg 1,464 $ 1.88 $564 $ .38
Vancouver Windsor 2,940 2.19 657 .32
Edmonton Windsor 2,296 2.33 699 .30
Edmonton Winnipeg 793 1.07 321 .40
Prince Albert Windsor 1,963 2.03 609 .31
Prince Albert Winnipeg 517 .81 243 .47
Prince Albert Montreal 1,930 2.03 609 .31
Halifax Montreal 814 .43 129 .16
Halifax Winnipeg 2,173 1.46 438 .20
Halifax Prince Albert 2,690 2.11 633 .24
Prince Albert Saskatoon 87 .29 87 1.00
Prince Albert Regina 218 .47 141 .65
Prince Albert Swift Current 270 .65 135 .53

Source: Report of the Royal Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page 89.

Saskatchewan had been utilized for commercial fishing. The industry

moved progressively from the southern part of the province northward.

During this early period, significant contr?ls and regulations

were adopted for the commercial fishery, providing some protection for

this valuable renewable resource. These initial controls were by no

means completely satisfactory in ensuring the continuation of the industry

but they did provide a framework on which further regulations and improve-

ments could be based. The following map indicates the historical develop-

ment of the commercial fishery in Saskatchewan.

43



,....�-----------------------.

Figure 6

The Geographical Historical Sequence of Development
of the Commercial Fishery in Saskatchewan
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CHAPTER IV

THE GEOGRAPHY OF PRODUCTION

The commercial fishery of northern Saskatchewan, through the co-

operation of the companies, co-operatives and the Department of Natural

Resources, has been divided into four major zones of operation. With

these administrative divisions, the companies have obtained almost

exclusive fishing rights to a large sector of northern Saskatchewan

with little infringement on each others territory.

Three of the major companies, Waite Fisheries, Clark Fisheries

and Co-operative Fisheries do not carry on their own fishing operations

but rather purchase fish from local commercial fishermen or dealers. The

dealers buy freshwater fish from the fishermen and sell it to the companies.

Further, these companies own very little fishing equipment but they own

and operate the filleting and processing plants located at strategic cen-

terse The companies purchase the fish caught by private fishermen who,

for the most part, own their own equipment. McInnes Products Limited is

the only vertically integrated company; this firm owns and operates its

fishing fleet (1) and processing plant and, until the Freshwater Fish

Marketing Corporation came into being, marketed its own products.

The Saskatchewan freshwater fish industry presents a favorable

ratio between the number of dealers and the volume of fish handled. The

sixty dealers average almost 240,000 pounds each.(2) The large average

1. It is reported that the company has now sold its fleet to individual
fishermen.

2. G.M. McIvor, Report of Commission of Inquiry Into Freshwater Fish

Marketing, Ottawa, 1967, page 87.
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amount per dealer can be largely attributed to the co-operative association

whose members produce about 7 to 7.5 million pounds of fish annually

equalling about 5($ of the total catch for Saskatchewan. Each manager

of a producer's co-operative has the equivalent function of a dealer

and handles approximately 400,000 pounds of fish.

Fishermen's co-operative associations in the person of their

managers essentially replace the dealer. The dealer functions are

carried out by the local co-operative manager again demonstrating that

a forwarding function is necessary in the commercial fish industr.y in

northern Saskatchewan. Competition among exporters for available supp

lies of fish results in duplication that is removed by the formation of

a co-operative which handles the entire catch of its members. The

removal of duplication reduces the total overhead costs of marketing

and provides an opportunity for increasing returns to the fishermen.

The average volume handled by individual dealers in Saskatchewan

is well below that achieved by each local co-operative. In 1964)private
dealers numbered 42 and they handled about half of the provincial catch,

about 170,000 pounds each on the average.

Companies and Co-operatives Involved

While the fishing zones of northern Saskatchewan do not obligate

any of the private fishermen to deal exclusively with any particular com

PaQy, the location of the filleting and processing plants within each

sector and the sparse and difficult transportation network make it ex

tremely uneconomic for individuals to attempt to sell their catch to

.

companies operating within another sector. These zones are shown on

figure 7.
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Figure 7

Division of Northern Saskatchewan Into Zones Showing Companies
Operating Within Each Zone, 1969

Source:
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1 :6,000,000

Adapted from G. Couldwell, Director, Fisheries Branch, Department
of Natural Resources, Prince Albert, Saskatchewan.
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McInnes Products Limited

McInnes Products Limited has had a fifty-year history of commer

cial !ishing in Saskatchewan. With the exceptionaf a short period from

1918 - 1926 when McInnes operations were carried on at Big Peter Pond

Lake, their operations have been carried on entirelY in the northwest

sector of the province, centered on Lake Athabaska. This lake is the

largest and one of. the most northerly lakes in Saskatchewan and has long

been an important base for commercial fishing operations. McInnes Pro

ducts Limited, essentiallY a purchasing company, owns its own fishing

equipment which is rented or leased to the fishermen on a yearly basis.

Utilizing the abundant resources of Lake Athabaska, the company

has continued, year after year, to be a major producer of freshwater fish

in Saskatchewan. Its yearly production has varied considerablY from a

production low of 19,000 pounds in 1950-1951 (due to a small return to

fishing on Lake Athabaskaafter a five year absence) to a production high

of 1,473,673 pounds in 1960-1961.

Waite Fisheries

The major purchasing company operating in the western sector of

northern Saskatchewan has also had a relatively long period of operation

beginning in the early 1920's. Waite Fisheries purchases fish from the

commercial fishermen who operate on such major lakes as Cree, Frobisher,

Big Peter Pond, Dore and Ile-a-la-Grosse. Here, as in other sectors,

Waite Fisheries have established collection plants or packing sheds at

strategic points on the most commercially productive lakes. Processing

plants are located on Cree Lake, Buffalo Narrows and Big River. The plants

at Cree Lake are primarily filleting plants, whereas Big River serves as
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packaging plant and final distribution point for all of Waite Fisheries

production.

Transportation p�ses a problem. Located in the central portion

of northern Saskatchewan, transportation to market by water is ·impossible.

Air, truck and rail transport are therefore utilized, the choice being

largely dependant upon the distance and isolation of the lakes involved.

Clark Fisheries

The third company operating in the western half of northern

Saskatchewan is located at Meadow Lake. Clark Fisheries operate in the

smallest area and, in terms of total fish handled this fact is clearly

revealed.

Clark Fisheries operate collection plants at Canoe Lake, Lac des

Illes and Dore' Lake. Most of the firm's fish is obtained from Dore Lake

and Lac des Illes, yet only collection plants exist on them and the fish

are packed on ice for transport to its only processing plant at Meadow

Lake.

The location of Clark's operations provides it with an important

geographical advantage over other companies. This geographical advantage,

proximity to roads and its processing plant, results in low transportation

costs.

Co-operative Fisheries

Co-operative Fisheries, which is owned entirely by small pro-

ducer co-operatives, is located in the large eastern sector of northern

Saskatchewan. Co-operative Fisheries operates a tot� of seventeen commer

cial fishing camps. Of this number only four, Pinehouse Lake, Wollaston

Lake, Reindeer Lake and Amisk Lake, have filleting and processing plants.
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Figure 8

Location of Processing Plants and Packing Sheds
in the Western Zone of Northern Saskatchewan, 1969
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Source: Atlas of Saskatchewan, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, 1969.
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Prince Albert is also the location of an important processing and pack

aging plant. The other twelve camps are primarily collection plants,

where packing of fish in ice for further transport to a processing plant

occurs. These collection plants are indicated on figure 8.

In this sector, several different modes of transportation are

used to transport the catch from the collection plants. Air transport

is utilized for more remote lakes, such as Wollaston Lake, whereas

lakes, such as Lac La Ronge and Montreal Lake, can be serviced by

truck.

Employment

During the 1960's, the annual average number of fishermen, based

on the number of commercial licenses issued, was just under 2,000. These

men can be divided into two groups: 1) white fishermen and 2) Indian

and Metis. However, there is no accurate information on the relative

number of fishermen in each group.

An important fact seemingly related to the number of Indians and

Metis involved in commercial fishing is the nature of the companies

themselves: those dependent upon purchasing fish from individual fisher

men who own their own equipment, have a high proportion of Indians and

Metis fishing. However, McInnes Products Limited, who carry on their

own fishing operations, has made an almost negligible contribution to

the incomes of the local Indians and Metis. McInnes Products Limited

employs Indians and Metis to work in the fish processing plant, while

the actual fishing is done primarily by men of Scandinavian origin from

Gimli, Manitoba., and men of Russian origin from Alberta. As an example,

of the 222 Indians living at Fond du Lac and Stony Rapids in 1959-1960,
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Figure 9
1 of Processing Plants and Packing Sheds

stern Zone of Northern Saskatchewan, 1969
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only seven were fishing cornmercia11y.(1) In 1969, the employment of

Indians did not seem to have improved.

In the eastern and western sectors of northern Saskatchewan,

Indians and Metis constitute the greatest number of commercial fisher-

men. The members of Co-operative Fisheries Limited are mainly Indian and

Metis fishermen and Waite Fisheries also purchases a large percentage of

its fish from Indians and Metis, especially in the Buffalo Narrows area.

Co-operative Fisheries has more than 1500 members, but the number of men

actually fishing has varied each year owing to fluctuations in prices

and demand.

Table 15

Saskatchewan: Number of Persons Engaged in the
Freshwater Fishery 1961 - 1967

1961 1965 1966 1967

Number of Men 1,750 1,850 1,827 2,010 2,000 1,800 1,724

Note: Count of fishermen is based on the number of licenses issued.

Source: Fisheries Statistics, Saskatchewan, Dominion Bureau of

Statistics, ottawa, 1961 - 1967.

Domestic Fishing

In the early period of settlement in Saskatchewan, the fish taken

1. Buckley, H., Trapping and Fishing in the Economy of Northern

Saskatchewan, Center for Community Studies, University of Saskatchewan,
1962.
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by the early homesteaders meant a great deal to their health and economic

welfare. From 1900 to 1940, the fish taken under domestic licenses

increased. From 1941 to 1961, the catch ranged between 2,000,000 and

3,000,000 pounds annually.

A person m� be granted a domestic license which entitles him

to catch fish to be used for home consumption only and not for sale or

barter. The general regulations regarding size of mesh, closed seasons

and other� apply to domestic fishing as well as commercial fiShing.

The domestic catch seems to have decreased, particularly in the

past few years (see Table 16). This decrease m� be attributed to the

increased availability of commercial foodstuffs from the south. However,

when considering the total catch of fish taken from Saskatchewan waters

each year, domestic fishing still maintains some significance (approxi

mately 7% of the total catch).

Treaty rights provide the Indians with special fishing privile

ges. A treaty Indian is issued a free permit which allows him to fish

during any season of the year. The privilege was originally granted

because the Indian in the northern portion of the Province did not have

access to nor the means of procuring the varied foodstuffs available in

the settled regions. Although this situation has improved considerably,

Indian fishing is still important as it provides the native peoples with

an inexpensive and readily available food source. Except for the exemp

tions in regard to fee and fishing season, the regulations covering the

domestic license apply to the Indian; he m� not sell any part of his

catch.
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Table 16

Saskatchewan: Commercial and Non-Commercial Production
1939 - 1969

Years Commercial Domestic and Total Production
Pounds Indian Fishing Pounds

Pounds (estimated)

1939 - 1940 7,563,B06 3,210,000 10,773,B06
1940 - 1941 7�B26�260 2,773,000 10,559,260
1941 - 1942 7,943,3B5 2,357,000 10,300,3B5
1942 - 1943 9,954,440 2,404,000 12,353,440
1943 - 1944 12,295,720 2,239,000 14,534,720
1944 - 1945 10�72B�B79 2,3B1,000 13,109,B79
1945 - 1946 9,5B2,59B 2,B24,000 12,406,59B
1946 - 1947 7,796,916 2,lB7,000 9,9B3,916
1947 - 194B B�022,B69 2,353,000 10,375,B69
194B - 1949 B,075,619 2,07B,000 10,153,619
1949",- 1950 ;'7�473, 2B9 2,4BO,000 9,953,2B9
1950 - 1951 B�731�292 2,710,000 11,441,292
1951 - 1952 11�512,552 2,525,000 14,037,552
1952 - 1953 10,612,095 2,650,000 13,262,095
1953 - 1954 B,4B1,011 2,426,000 10,907,011
1954 - 1955 10,525,BB1 2,2B5,000 12,B10,BB1
1955 - 1956 10�153�177 2,725,700 12,B78,B77
1956 - 1957 9�441�052 2,944,700 12,3B5,752
1957 - 195B 11�064�591 3,090,600 14,155,191
195B - 1959 12,601�13B 2,952,900 15,554,03B
1959 - 1960 12, 549,7B2 2,545,BBO 15,095,662
1960 - 1961 14,529,537 2,227,612 16,757,149
1961 - 1962 14,515,030 1,756,000 16,271,030
1962 - 1963 14,99B,5B1 1,662,000 16,660,5B1
1963 - 1964 14,OB9,92B 1,400,235 15,590,163
1964 - 1965 14,305,290 1,200,000 15,505,290
1965 - 1966 14,994,900 1,119,B66 16,114,766
1966 - 1967 13,737,5B1 1,001,000 14,738,5B1
1967 - 196B 11,725,104 1,072,000 12,797,104
196B - 1969 10,972,510 1,250,000 12,222,510

Source: Saskatchewan Department of Natural Resources, Annual Report s,
Regina, 1950 - 1969.
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Table 17

Saskatchewan: Domestic License Sales, 1955 - 1965

Years 1955 1956 1957 ·l958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965

Number of
Licenses 858 972 928 1,080 1,366 1,395 1,297 1,127 1,090 896 804

Source: Saskatchewan Department of Natural Resources, Annual Reports,
Regina, 1950 - 1965.

Fur Farm Fishing

It was a natural development for some trappers and fishermen just

north of settled Saskatchewan to gravitate toward mink ranching. This

industry of�ered stability as compared with the seasonal nature of fish-

ing and trapping. Starting in a small way with a few ranchers in the

..."
Meadow Lake and Dore Lake area, the industry has grown to sizable pro-

portions, but cannot be assessed as of great economic importance to the

north.

The Ile-�la-Crosse-Buffalo Narrows region is well suited to

mink farming primarily because of its abundant supply of non-commercial

fish. Mink were first raised on McBeth Channel in 1920, at Buffalo

Narrows in 1926 and more recently at Ile-�la-Crosse. In 1955-1956,

there were approximately 20,000 mink in the Buffalo Narrows area and

3,000 at Ile�-la-Crosse. This represented an annual harvest of about

18,000 pelts, selling for more than $500,000.(1) At that time, this

1. Rawson, D.S., LimnologY and Fisheries of Five Lakes in the Upper
Churchill Drainage Basin, Fisheries Branch, Saskatchewan Department
of Natural Resources, 1957, page 52.
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amounted to more than one quarter of the mink production in the province

and the financial returns were considerably greater than those from com-

mercial fishing in this area. Since the annual consumption of fish is

approximately 145 pounds per mink, this industry constituted a major

factor in the fisheries management of the area.

The problems of management of the fur farm fishery involves two

main questions; the amount of mink food which lakes can produce and the

possibility of conflict between the fur farm fishery and the commercial

fishery. Since the mink fishery can use "rough" or non-cormnercial fish,

such as ciscoes (tullibee), the fish resource of the lakes is more fully

utiliz�d. This fish feeds directly on plankton and has been found to be

capable of supporting a very large gill-net fishery. While the capacity

of lakes for total fish production is less well known than for commercial

fish production, the 1956 catch on Churchill Lake revealed some interest

ing evidence. The 1956 mink population in the Buffalo Narrows region

required nearly 3 million pounds of fish for the year exclusive of offal

and the fish taken for mink food from Little Peter Pond Lake. (1) This

amounted to roughly twenty pounds per acre for Churchill Lake and with

the mink farmers fishing entirely in the southern portion of the lake,

the yield may have been about forty pounds per acre.

While the mink industry was expanding rapidly in this area, the

administration was faced with complaints that the operators were unable

to catch sufficient mink food near their ranches. Several suggestions

1. Rawson, D.S., Limnology and Fisheries of Five Lakes in the Upper
Churchill Drainage Basin, Saskatchewan, D.N.R., Fisheries Branch,
1957, page 53.



were made but the most workable solution appeared to be that of limiting

the total mink population on a lake to the fish production of the lake,

leaving the problem of transporting their fish feed to the operators.

Table 18

The Growth of Mink Ranching and the Use of Fish for Mink Feed
In the Buffalo Narrows and Ile-a-la-Grosse Areas 1945-1956.

Buffalo Narrows Area Ile-a-la-Grosse Area

Year Number Number Pounds of Number Number Pounds of
of of Fish Fed of of Fish Fed

Ranches Mink Ranches Mink

1945 - 46 6 1,773 226,000 2 482 61,450
1946 - 47 8 2,740 349,350 3 728

.

92,800
1947 - 48 7 4,807 612,900 3 1,079 137,600
1948 - 49 8 5,218 665,350 3 1,371 174,800
1949 - 50 12 5,908 753,300 3 1,242 158,350
1950 - 51 14 7,338 935,600 3 880 112,200
1951- 52 15 7,025 900,581 4 1,472 189,658
1952 - 53 22 10,097 1,261,677 3 1,069 134,292
1953 - 54 23 11,740 1,504,895 3 1,948 246,791
1954 - 55 26 15,457 1,977,862 3 2,436 313,937
1955 - 56 31 19,671 2,517,386 3 2,951 37�,960

t

Source: D. S. Rawson, Limnolog.y: and Fisheries of Five Lakes in the UJ2J2er
Churchill Drainage Basin, Saskatchewan D.N.R., Fisheries Branch,
1957, page 52.

The question of conflict between the fur farm fishing and com-

mercial production was answered mainly by the great quantities of non-

commercial fish used in mink feeding, and the much higher financial returns

from mink farming than from commercial fish production. While precise

records have not been kept, the available information indicates that in

the Buffalo Narrows and Ile-a-la-Grosse areas, ciscoes make up 45% of the
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Table 19

,

Estimated Fur Farm Fishing Pounds, 1939 - 1969

-----------------

Years Fur Farm Fishing Pounds

(estimated)

1939 - 1940
1940 - 1941
1941 - 1942
1942 - 1943
1943 � 1944
1944 - 1945
1945 - 1946
1946 � 1947
1947 � 1948
1948 :... 1949
1949 - 1950
1950 :..: 1951
1951 � 1952
1952 -1953
1953 - 1954
1954 - 1955
1955 � 1956
1956 - 1957
1957 :... 1958
1958 - 1959
1959 - 1960
1960 - 1961
1961 - 1962
1962 - 1963
1963 - 1964
1964 - 1965
1965 - 1966
1966 - 1967
1967 - 1968
1968 - 1969

165,000
181,000
269,000
279,000
267,000
287,000
251,000
661,000

1,320,000
1,414,000
1,656,000
1,597,000
1,548,000
1,593,000
2,199,000
4,049,000
5,000,000
6,500,000
5,685,000
5,232,000
6,000,000
6,000,000
5,610,310
5,169,088
4,795,664
5,833,920
4,309,817
6,022,993
5,960,000
3,971,600

Source: Saskatchewan Department of Natural Resources,
Annual Reports, 1950 - 1969, Regina.
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mink food catch. Suckers and burbet make up another 20 to 25%, pike

about 25%, whitefish 4% and pickerel one to two per cent.(l) Thus,

about 70% of the fish used is of non-commercial species and the re-

mainder is mainly of pike, a lower priced commercial species. The

more desirable commercial species, whitefish and pickerel together

usually make up no more than 5%.

Production of Major Lakes

Among the numerous lakes in northern Saskatchewan where com-

mercial fishing is carried on, there are some lakes that loom large in

terms of total prcductdon, Lakes, such as Athabaska, Cree, Wollaston,

Reindeer, Ile-a-la-Crosse, La Ronge, Deschambault and Pinehouse are very

important in terms of total production of the major commercial species.

During the late 1960's, in terms of total catch, Lake Athabaska was the

most important, with Reindeer Lake a close rival, particularly in terms

of lake trout and whitefish. Lac Ile-a-la-Crosse and Pinehouse Lake

were two of the major producers of pickerel and pike. A comparison

of the total production of these lakes is given in table 20.

1. Rawson, D.S., Limnology and Fisheries of Five Lakes in the Upper
Churchill Drainage Basin, Fisheries Branch, Saskatchewan D.N.R.,
1957, page 54.
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Table 20

Commercial Production by Species for

Eight Northern Saskatchewan Lakes
1966 and 1967

A. Lake Athabaska

Years Pickerel (lbs.) Pike (lbs.) Trout (lbs.) Whitefish (lbs.)
1966 14�900 27,400 423,000 882,500
1967 29,600 16,200 263,900 687,500
B. Cree Lake

Years Pickerel (lbs.) Pike (lbs.) Trout (lbs.) Whitefish (lbs.)
1966 4,200 161,400 800
1967 700 2,200 178,400 3,900
C. Ile-).-la-Crosse

Years Pickerel (lbs.) Pike (lbs.) Trout (lbs�) Whitefish (lbs.)
1966 130,700 50,200 120,200
1967 117,300 63,300 100 108,700
D. Pinehouse Lake

Years Pickerel (lbs.) Pike (lbs.) Trout (lbs.) Whitefish (lbs.)
1966 64�3bO 62�700 148,300
1967 63,200 52,000 124,900
E. Reindeer Lake

Years Pickerei (lbs.) Pike (lbs.) Trout (lbs.) Whitefish (lbs.)
1966 32,900 24,500 406�800 725,900
1967 10,700 24,200 296,200 509,600
F. Wollaston Lake

Years Pickerel (lbs.) Pike (lbs.) Trout (lbs.) Whitefish (lbs.)
1966 8,900 1,600 388,400 258,600
1967 5,700 200 389,600 248,500
G. Lac La Ronge
Years Pickerel (lbs.) Pike (lbs.) Trout (lbs.) Whitefish (lbs.)
1966 46,200 17,300 60,400 427,000
1967 29,100 7,000 21,000 293,500
H. Deschambault Lake

Years Pickerel (lbs.) Pike (lbs.) Trout (lbs.) Whitefish (lbs.)
1966 96,500 35,300 32,900
1967 53,900 45,100 74,100

Source: Saskatchewan Fisheries Statistics, Dominion Bureau of Statistics,
ottawa, February, 1968.
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CHAPTER V

MARKETING STRUCTURE

Since the beginning of commercial fishing in Saskatchewan, the

marketing structure seems often to have followed the following pattern.

Fishermen have been engaged in a constant struggle to obtain reasonable

returns for thei� labour. In the beginning, the fisherman dealt directly

with the local. consumer in Saskatchewan selling his catch door to door.

As the market changed, fishermen were placed in the situation of dealing

with buyers who soon learned that by pl�ing one fisherman against the

other he could purchase fish at reduced prices.

As the fishing industry continued to develop, better equipment

was needed but most fishermen lacked the resources to purchase such

equipment. The companies, such as Waite Fisheries, constantly needing

more fish to satisfy an expanding market, began providing equipment to

the fishermen through loans or on a rental basis. The final and in

evitable step in this process soon followed: the companies gained con

trol of the industry and thus, in effect control of the remuneration to

the fishermen. The latter generally was the minimum pqyment necessary

to keep fish coming into the companies' packing sheds.

Prior to 1969, marketing freshwater fish involved several

participants. They included the producer, dealer, processor, exporter,

importer, retailer and the consumer. However, the movement of fish from

Saskatchewan did not alw�s involve all the participants nor were the

participants alw�s the same; occasionally it was possible for the pro

ducer, dealer and processor to deal directly with the consumer. Generally,

the marketing pattern for Saskatchewan fish followed the pattern as shown

in figure: 10.

62



j r

Figure 10

General Marketing Pattern for Saskatchewan Fish
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It became obvious to the men actually involved in fishing that
'

they had to call on their own resources to improve their position. Indi-

vidually they were helpless but as groups of producers, organized on a

solid front, their demands could have some effect. A logical next step

was to obtain some ownership and control over the processing and marketing

machinery as well as production. Some aspects of this struggle are out-

lined below.
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Saskatchewan Fish Board (1945 - 1949)

In 1945, the Government of Saskatchewan was requested by various

individuals and organizations to initiate some action to stabilize the

fishing industry of Saskatchewan. As a result, the Department of Natural

Resources issued questionnaires to over 2,000 commercial licensees to

determine whether they were in favour of a Government Marketing Board or

of a Co-operative Fish Marketing Board. Of the approximately 450 replies,

88% were in favour of a Government Marketing Board. In view of this, the

Executive Council, by Order in Council, July 20, 1945, established

Saskatchewan Fish Products, a crown corporation, "for the purpose of

carrying on the business of fishing and buying and selling fish and

establishing and operating fish canneries, fish curing' and fish process-

ing plants and marketing the products of such canneries and plants on

behalf of the Province of Saskatchewan".(l)
On November 20, 1945, the whitefish inspection regulations became

effective and there was an immediate need for filleting plants in the

northeastern section of the Province. The government built two fillet

ing plants, one at Amisk (Beaver) Lake and one at Lac 1a Ronge. These

were completed in 1945 and turned over to the Saskatchewan Fish Products

Board.

Since the initial passing of the Act, it was found to be advis-

able to set up a subsidiary Board, known as the Saskatchewan Fish Market-

ing Board in order that special attention might be given to marketing

problems. Subsequently, it was considered necessary to reorganize and

1. Re ort of the Ro al Commission on the Fisheries of Saskatchewan,
Regina, 1947, page
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consolidate the operation of certain Crown corporations in the northern

portion of the Province. On M� 23, 1946, by Order in Council, the

Saskatchewan Lake and Forest Products Corporation was created with three

divisions: The Saskatchewan Timber Board, the Saskatchewan Fish Board

and the Saskatchewan Box Factory. The Corporation was directly respon-

sible to the Legislature from which it received funds and to which it

was held accountable.

The Fish Board operated on certain definite procedures. On

smaller lakes the Board undertook to purchase and market the fish only

if the fishermen agreed unanimously to sell their catches to the Board.

On large lakes, such as Reindeer Lake, the Board was able to accept

whitefish from any fishermen. In the case of lakes in the northeastern

portion of the Province where regulations required that all whitefish be

filleted all such fish had to be sold through the Board which then pro-

cessed and marketed them.

An initial p�ent was made to the fishermen upon delivery of

their catch; then at the close of the season, after operating expenses

had been paid and necessary reserves set aside, the balance, if aQY, was

paid to them. other species, such as lake trout, pike, pickerel and

tullibee, were bought and marketed on the same basis as whitefish. The

Board also extended its activities in various wqys, including operation

of a portable filleting plant, a smoking unit and two planes for trans-

porting fish from more inaccessible lakes.

In the period from 1945 - 1949, there were six filleting plants

operating within the Province, three operated by private companies and

three by the Fish Board. In order that these six plants could operate
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without a loss, they were given exclusive rights to the processing of

whitefish from lakes located in close proximity to these plants. As a
...

result the establishment of a geographical zone for each plant occurred.

This situation resulted in the Board adopting a system of initial and final

payments and the private companies agreeing to pay the same prices. This

arrangement might have been satisfactory provided all parties worked co-

operatively and fairly in such matters as adopting similar. accounting

procedures in regard to depreciation on capital investment, operational

charges, etc. However, a major difficulty confronting the private com-

panies was the need to provide for a profit on their investments.

Saskatchewan Fish Marketing Service (1949 - 1959)

This problem and many others, both external and internal, brought

about the disbanding of the Saskatchewan Fish Board in early 1949. At

this time the capital assets of approximately $260,000 were transferred

to the Department of Natural Resources. In essence, the Saskatchewan

Fish Board continued as an agency of the Department of Natural Resources,

however, policy changes were made and the name was changed to the Saskat-

chewan Fish Marketing Service.

In a speech made to the Legislature on March 28, 1949, J.H.

Brockelbank, then Minister of Natural Resources, stated that the govern-

ment, through the Saskatchewan Fish Marketing Service, was going to

concentrate on the social and economic needs of the fishermen. Mr.

Brockelbank stated "in circumstances where economically and socially

advisable the Saskatchewan Fish Marketing Service would guarantee a

floor price to those fishermen who must fish and on request market their
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fish for them". (1) Thus it was the main function of the Saskatchewan Fish

Marketing Service to procure the highest possible returns to the producer.

Under the new structure, the Saskatchewan Fish Marketing Service

did not buy fish from the producers but was to act only as a marketing

agent for the producers under the guaranteed floor price scheme. When

market conditions were such that Saskatchewan fish commanded poor prices

which were less than the guaranteed floor price, the difference was made

up by the government. How�ver, if market and price conditions were such

that a profit was r-eal.Lzed , the profits were returned to the producer.

In 1955 - 1956, the Saskatchewan Fish Marketing Service handled

43% of the Province's total production and sold fish for approximately

40% of the fishermen, mainly in the area east of the third Meridian.

During the ten year existence of the Fish Marketing Service, where pos-

sible, the Service avoided capital outl�s for filletin�plants and

fishing equipment. Two small plants, at Pinehouse Lake and Pelican Narrows,

were built and owned and operated by the Fish Marketing Service; however,

four larger strategically located plants, the warehouse at Prince Albert

and a filleting plant at Dilke on Last Mountain Lake were owned entirely

by the Department of Natural Resources and leased to the Service for a

cost of $5,000 per year.

In the initial stages of the Saskatchewan Fish Marketing Ser-

vice, efforts were made to continue the aspects of both a welfare and

business venture. In the later years, the efforts were devoted to

eliminating losses and to maximizing profits.

1. Department of Natural Resources, Fisheries Branch, Brief on Fisheries

Policy, Regina, 1959, May 14.
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As the marketing conditions and requirements dictated the need

for maximum and sustained production of processed fish products, such as

fillets, the Saskatchewan Fish Mark�ting Service sought additional sour-

ces of supply to meet the demand. As a result, the Fish Marketing Service

changed from being primarily one of service to one of commerce. Conse-

quently, the original objectives became obscured; the Fish Marketing

Service now devoted its efforts in the direction that the market dictated.

As an example, the Service secured the large production at Wollaston Lake

to meet its market committme�ts for processed whitefish which involved

spending $10,000 for construction of a filleting plant.(l) This fishery

at Wollaston Lake was operated by twelve whites; whereas, the construction

of a filleting plant at Ile-a-la-crosse, where a large number of Metis

were involved, was turned down.

During the tenure of the Service, special problems arose. Since

the Fish Marketing Service was a government agency, it was thought that

regulations regarding inspection were often "bent" for the Service in

comparison with their application to private dealers. Secondly, the

original purpose of the Service was to bring maximum returns to the

fishermen and stability to the fishing industry. However, by 1959 the

losses absorbed by the government had amounted to $220,000 and since the

Service operated only in the eastern section of the Province, questions

were raised in the Legislature as to whether the losses were justified.

It was suggested that the money spent on price support would have been

1. Department of Natural Resources, Fisheries Branch, Brief on Fisheries

Policy, Regina, 1959, May 14.
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better utilized to increase the efficiency of fishing operations through

the purchase of better equipment.

Co-operative Fish Marketing Service (1959 - 1969)

When the Saskatchewan Fish Marketing Service was established, the

government stated that as soon as.a majority of the fishermen in the area

were organized into co-operatives, the Marketing Service would be turned

over to a federation of fishermen's co-operative groups. In 1959, the

government decided that the time was opportune to start turning owner

ship and control over to the fishermen. Leaders in the co-operative

movement were called in to assist in devising a plan for the transfer.

The plan, �pparantly very acceptable to both the fishermen and the

government, marked the development of a co-operative fish marketing

organization.

In April, 1959, the Co-operative Fisheries Limited Act was passed

by the Saskatchewan Legislature. This Act provided for the transfer of

assets and liabilities of the Saskatchewan Fish Marketing Service to the

new organization. It also provided for the transfer of filleting plants

and other assets owned by the Department of Natural Resources for the

sum of one dollar.

The Co-operative Fisheries Limited Act originally provided for

the appointment, by the government, of a board of directors. The original

board consisted of a number of co-operative leaders who had participated

in the planning. However, the Act also provided for disbanding of the

board when conditions were such that the participating fishermen might

elect their own board.

Problems associated with the �evelopment of the co-operative
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aspects of the program included the following:(l)
1) The scattered nature of the fishermen in many cases;

e.g. Reindeer Lake with fishermen's camps scattered

over 150 miles of lakeshore.

2) The low educational level and limited business ex-

perience of the fishermen.

3) The lack of capital and expense of operations.

4) The employees and contractors were located in

settlements only during the fishing season.

5} The difficulties in communication, in terms of langUage

and culture as well as the physical problems of dis-

tance and limited facilities.

The nature of the fish marketing activity was such that a strong

central organization was necessary. Fish is a very highly per.ishable

product and effective marketing was largely dependent upon a high quality

product to offer to buyers. Also, modern demands for special processing

and packaging made it essential that a uniform high quality, specially

packaged product was turned out. The board of directors agreed that the

marketing agency had to have considerable control over the processing and

be in a strong position to influence fishermen to use approved production

methods. At the same time, it was recognized that decisions made from a

distance by a central organization far removed from the fishing community

were not particularly conducive to obtaining involvement or to building

1. Co-operative Fisheries Limited, Report to the Board by the Education
and Training Committee, Prince Albert, October, 1962�
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a sense of ownership on the part of the members. Thus it was deemed

desirable to have various local co-operatives form their own board of

directors at the earliest possible time.

Co-operative Fisheries Limited operated in competition with the

various private companies until the spring of 1969. At that time, the

most recent and seeminglY most efficient and comprehensive marketing

structure came into existence.

Freshwater Fish Marketing Corporation (1969 - )

On Februar,y 27, 1969, the Freshwater Fish Marketing Act was

passed in the House of Commons. In essence, the purpose of this Act was

to regulate interprovincial and export trade in freshwater fish and to

establish the Freshwater Fish Marketing Corporation.

The function of this new Act was to place all marketing, pre-

viously carried out by the various agencies operating within the Province,

under the direction of one agency, ·the Freshwater Fish Marketing Cor-

poration. The purposes and powers of the Freshwater Fish Marketing

Corporation are stated clearly within the Act:

"1) The Corporation is established for the purpose of

marketing and trading in fish, fish products and
fish by-products in and out of Canada and, in
addition to the powers conferred by any other pro
visions of this Act, has for that purpose power to:

a) buy fish and dress, fillet, freeze, package or

otherwise prepare fish for market;

b) buy, manufacture or produce fish products and
fish by-products and package or otherwise

prepare fish products, and fish by-products
for market;

c) store, ship, insure, import, export, market,
sell or otherwise dispose of fish, fish products
and fish by-products bought, prepared, manufac
tured or produced by it;
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d) make loans of working capital on a seasonal
basis to persons engaged in fishing for
commercial purposes in a participating pro
vince, etc. • •••

" (1)

Under this new structure, the Freshwater Fish Marketing Corpora-

tion is attempting to stabilize market prices which previously had great

fluctuations. The Co�poration.sets the lake prices for fishermen on all

lakes in Saskatchewan, Alberta, Manitoba, Northwest Territories and

Western Ontario dependent upon several conditions, such as quality of

fish and transportation costs to move. fish to distribution centers. Also,

under this new Act, private companies, such as McInnes Products Limited,

Waite Fisheries as well as Co-operative Fisheries Limited, act only as

agents for the producers. They p� the fishermen a price per pound, set

by the Corporation, process the fish and sell it to the Corporation also

at a previously determined price.

The Freshwater Fish Marketing Corporation sets prices for the

agents depending mainly on transportation costs. In the situation where

the lake is isolated from road and rail transport and the fish have to be

flown out, the agent is allowed to compensate for air costs by pqying the

fishermen a lesser price. For example, on Deschambault Lake which is

served by road, fishermen received l7¢ per pound for pickerel. However,

at Pelican Narrows where the catch has to be flown out, the fishermen

were paid only l4¢ per pound for pickerel.

The Corporation has established two grades of fish in Saskatchewan

dependant upon the quality of the fish; premium and standard. In situa-

1. Freshwater Fish Marketing Act, February 27, 1969, Queen's Printer,
ottawa, 1969, pages 459 - 460.

72

-

l



tions where fish have to be transported by air to the processing plant,

it is uneconomic to fly fish packed in ice. As a result, where fish are

transported by air they are automatically classed as standard regardless

of the quality at the lake site. Fishermen receive between 2¢ - 3¢ per

pound less for standard grade fish than the.y do for premium grade which
I

enables the agent-processor to compensate for air transport costs.

The principal markets for freshwater fish from Saskatchewan are

located in the United States. Winnipeg is the main distribution center

for Saskatchewan fish and is also the head office of the Freshwater Fish

Marketing Corporation.

Since the Freshwater Fish Marketing Act and the control of the

Corporation was only instituted in the spring of 1969, it is too early

to make an assessment of the effects of the Corporation on the fishing

industry of the province. However, before the Act was passed, it was

carefully researched by the government and fisheries officials. Over

the next five to ten years, it is hoped that this new structure will

bring stability to all concerned in the commercial freshwater fish

industry.

Methods of Marketing

The marketing of freshwater fish is by no means a standardized

procedure. Fish m� enter the market whole, or as fillets, fresh or

frozen; further the markets are neither stable in size or place. Be-

cause these factors vary from one area to another at any given time and

because they change with time at a given place, marketing patterns also

vary and change.
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Freshwater fish in Saskatchewan were essentially marketed in two

wqys whole and filleted. Whole freshwater fish mqy be put on the market

in one of three wqys: "round", "dressed" or "headless". "Round" refers

to the fish as it comes from the water. When the viscera, gills and

kidneys have been removed the fish is referred to as "dressed". A

"dressed" fish with the head removed is termed "headless" by the trade.

A filleted fish has the major bone structure removed and provides two

fillets; when the skin is removed the fillets are termed "skinless".

a) Whole Fish.

Prior to 1969, round or dressed fish moved to the major market

areas in three main wqys: the fisherman sold directly to the importer;

the fisherman sold his catch to a Canadian exporter who in turn dealt

with the American importer; and, last, the fisherman sold his catch to

a local dealer who would then ship the fish to a Canadian exporter.

The long distances from northern Saskatchewan lakes to major

United States markets economically excluded northern Saskatchewan

fishermen from the first type of relationship. When the distance between

fisherman and the exporter became excessive in terms of transportation

costs to the fisherman, a dealer, whose function it is to collect several

small catches of fish into large quantities capable of bearing the cost

of shipment becomes involved. Consequently, a large percentage of the

fish caught in northern Saskatchewan was handled by dealers before

reaching the exporter.

Prior to 1969, when Saskatchewan fish were marketed dressed,

most were dressed at the fishing site. As well, round or dressed fish

were packed and iced. However, a large proportion of the northern
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Saskatchewan catch had to be flown out. As a result, the catch was flown

out unpacked because shipping a box and ice would substantially increase

the already high costs of transport.

The functions of the dealer reflect the physical setting of

northern Saskatchewan. The dealer purchases many small catches and com-

bines them into large shipments for forwarding. The need to reduce

transportation costs through large-scale operations make the dealer

another necessar,y participant in marketing freshwater fish.

The major role of the exporter of whole fish is that of buying

and selling. While the exporter m� re-ice and repack the catch, he is

basically not involved in the transformation of the product. The ex-

porter of round and dressed fish is primarily a commodity broker.

The importer of round or dressed fish is, in essence, a receiver

and distributer. The nature of the product makes him an essential link

in the marketing process. Round or dressed fish are retailed by many

small fish stores, each handling a relatively small volume. Thus, the
,

marketing of the round or dressed product begins largely with small volume

producers and ends with small volume retailers. Transporation over long

distances necessitates both aggregation by the exporter in Canada and

small lot distribution by the importer in the United States.

b) Fish Fillets

Marketing freshwater fish in fillet form involves the greatest

degree of processing. This additional processing is performed usually in

onshore plants. The plants are eqUipped with freezing facilities in order

that the fillets can be frozen quickly to insure freshness and longer

storage. The essential difference between marketing round or dressed
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fish and marketing fillets is that the latter requires a processor.

Filleting does not normally involve the fisherman. Rather he

delivers his catch in the round to the filleting plant and consequently

loses any retu� for the dressing function, which mqy be as high as three

cent s per pound.

The role of the dealer remains basically unchanged, that is

assembling and forwarding. The dealer still has the fish iced and

packed for transhipment. In general, filleting did not greatly affect

the marketing pattern in northern Saskatchewan because in most cases the

processor and exporter were one in the same.

The advantages of filleting are ease of transport and length of

storage. The disadvabtage is the high capital. outlay, which necessitates

stable production and sales so that capital expenditure m� be recovered

within a reasonable period. At the same time, a pound of freshwater

fillets brings a greater return than a pound of whole fish. This should

be so since it requires more than one pound of whole fish to produce a

pound of fillets and because of the additional filleting costs. However,

when a comparison is made between the return on fillets with that of

whole fish, on a round or landed weight basis, it is apparent that the

return on fillets not only does not cover the cost of filleting but is

even smaller than the return on whole fish. McIvor has given an excellent

example; in 1964 a pickerel weighing one pound when landed realized a

return of 37.3 cents when exported round or dressed and 28 cents when

exported as fillets.(l)

1. G.H. McIvor, Report of Commission of Inquiry Into Freshwater Fish

Marketing, ottawa, 1967, page 77.
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The main impact of filleting was felt by the United States

importer of round or dressed fish. Shipments of these fish tend to be

distributed in maQY small parcels because retailers could only handle

small volumes since fish could not be stored. Thus the retailer ordered

once a week. Filleting has changed this situation. The frozen fillet

is the outcome of modernization as embodied in the supermarket. The

large turnover of the supermarket combined with the storage life of

fillets means less frequent but much larger orders. Because of bulk

shipments, transportation costs were reduced and constitute a smaller

proportion of the total value of the product. Finally, filleting allowed

the Canadian,exporter to deal directly With the American retailers, the

supermarkets. Thus when fish from northern Saskatchewan were filleted,

the United States importer of round or dressed fish was by-passed in

marketing. Filleting reduces the control of the United States importer

over the movement of Canadian freshwater fish. Of the catch taken in

northern Saskatchewan, approximately half was shipped to exporters in

the frozen processed state.

Transportation

The single most important factor affecting the total costs of

utilizing fish from northern Saskatchewan is transportation. From the

fisherman to the exporter, the transportation of fish m� invOlve rail,

truck, boat and air transport. Trucking, however, has become the favored

means of transportation for several reasons. Trucking firms have great

flexibility.in shceduling their service, in their choice of loading and

unloading points and in providing individual attention for such a perish-

able product. Each of these advantages is associated with saved time, a
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Packing fish fillets for freezing at Lake Athabaska

Freezing plant at Lake Athabaska
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most important �onsideration when marketing a perishable product.(l)
However, since a large percentage of commercial fish in Saskat-

chewan is produced from remote lakes, inaccessable by rail or road, it

is necessary to move a large volume of fish by air. Fish "flown out" is

usually received by a dealer who forwards it by rail to the exporter.

Trucking has not been important in these areas as road construction lags

far behind the expansion of the commercial fish industry in northern

Saskatchewan.

In the following section, the mode of transport and the trans-

portation routes to markets for several of the major lakes in northern

Saskatchewan are described.

Lake Athabaska

The mode of transport of the catch from Lake Athabaska to the

railhead at Waterways, Alberta and from there by rail to the various

markets is a unique but rather simple operation.

McInnes Products Limited maintain their processing center and

base camp at Crackingstone Point. From Crackingstone, large boats

collect the catch from the various fishing grounds. At Crackingstone,

the fish are processed (cleaned and filleted) and then quick frozen.

The catch is then loaded on refrigerated barges, transported across Lake

Athabaska and up the Athabaska River to the railhead at Waterways,

Alberta. The catch is then transferred to refrigerated cars and by this

means it is transported to the various market centers.

1. G.H. McIvor, Report of Commission of Inquiry Into Freshwater Fish

Marketing, Ottawa, 1967, page 87.
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McInnes Products Limited had earlier experimented with the use

of aircraft to transport the catch to the railhead. However, the costs

proved to be much too high to make the operation economical.

The type of fishing boat used on Lake Athabaska

Cree Lake

Cree Lake, in north central Saskatchewan, is completely isolated

from road and rail service. Prior to 1946, tractor trains hauled winter

caught fish from Cree and adjacent lakes. Since 1946, most of the catch

from Cree Lake has been transported by air to the Waite Fisheries pro

cessing plant at Buffalo Narrows. From Buffalo Narrows, the fish can be

transported by truck to Big River and then by rail to various markets.

The distance from Cree Lake to Buffalo Narrows is approximately 150 miles
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and air transport costs average around seven cents per pound. For this

reason, only the highly valued trout can stand the cost of air transport.

Wollaston Lake.

Commercial fishing on Wollaston Lake began in 1946 and in the

early years, most of the catch was taken in winter and hauled out by

tractor trains via Reindeer Lake and Island Falls to Flin Flon. Summer

fishing with air transportation began in a small w� in 1946 and increased

steadily to the point where all fish taken from Wollaston Lake are

transported by air.

Transportation costs were high and, because of fluctuating mar

kets for fish, the operation was not alwqys profitable. However, the

construction of a modern filleting and freezing plant in 1956 made it

possible to fillet the fish and store it in good condition until it could

be transported at the most economical time. From Wollaston Lake, the

product is flown from the filleting plant to Kinoosao on Reindeer Lake.

Here the catch is transferred to trucks and shipped to the railhead at

Lynn Lake, Manitoba where it reaches markets by rail.

Reindeer Lake,

In the early days of commercial fishing, fish from Reindeer Lake

were transported by winter tractor trains to Flin Flon. However, since

the construction of a processing plant at Kinoosao, the catch is now

taken by truck to Lynn Lake and then by rail to the market centers.

Buffalo Narrows and Ile-�-la-Crosse Area

The productive lakes in this area, such as Peter Pond, Churchill

and Ile-�-la-Crosse, have a definite advantage over the more remote

northerly lakes. The catch is transported from the processing plant at

81



Buffalo Narrows and collection point at Ile-a-la-Crosse to Big River by

truck. At Big River the final processing occurs. Then the catch is

transferred to rail cars for transportation to markets.

The many productive lakes in the Lac La Ronge and Deschambault

Lake area are now serviced by road. In this area, the catch is trans-

ported from the collection points by truck to Prince Albert where

processing occurs. From Prince Albert it is shipped by rail to Winnipeg

and then on to the major markets.

At isolated lakes where fish have to be nown out, the companies

(Co-operativ� Fisheries Limited and Waite Fisheries) do not own their

own aircraft. The fish are flown out by cha.rter usually in Norseman

aircraft (payload 2,000 lbs.) or Canso aircraft (payload 4,000 lbs.)
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Figure 11

Northern Saskatchewan: Extent of the Road and Rail Network, 1969
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Source: Atlas of Saskatchewan, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, 1969.
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CHAPTER VI

MARKET AND LANDED VALUE BY LAKES

The actual price paid to the fishermen, prior to the initiation

of controlled prices by the Freshwater Fish Marketing Corporation, was

greatly influenced by the fisherman's dependence on the middlemen for

equipment and supplies. When the fisherman was in debt to the dealer,

his prime interest was with the overall return on his catch; in par-

ticular, he was concerned to cover his debts to the middlemen. As far

as the middlemen are concerned, the price paid to the fishermen need not

be higher than just enough to assure his continued participation in the

fishery. (1) If a lower return would suffice to keep him working, the

return per pound to the fisherman need not be related to the export price

or to the cost of production.

The fisherman's weak position in this industry was reflected in

the absence of a fixed relationship between what the middleman and the

fisherman received. The McIvor Commission on Freshwater Fish Marketing

obtained evidence on prices to the middlemen (the exporter and the

dealer) and to the fishermen in northern Manitoba for dressed pickerel

and dressed whitefish marketed on selected dqys during the 1965 season

(see Tables 21 and 22).

The fisheries of northern Manitoba and northern Saskatchewan are

not too dissimilar, Manitoba fishermen received an average close to 5�

1. G.M. McIvor, Report of Commission of Inquiry into Freshwater Fish
Marketing, Ottawa, 1967, page 64.
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Table 21

Spread Between Export Price and Fisherman's Price For Dressed Pickerel in Northern Manitoba
Selected Days; 1965
(cents per pound)

<»
Vl

June July August September October

12 17 24 22 3 5 30 15 18 15

Price Received By
Exporter
Dressed Pickerel 50¢ . 50¢ 50¢ 54¢ 54¢ 56¢ 56¢
Pickerel Fillets 56¢ a) 58¢ 64¢

Price Paid By
Exporter
Dressed Pickerel 38¢ 38¢ 41¢ 4l¢ 46¢ 46¢ 46¢
Fillets 34¢ 47¢ 47¢

Price at Lake

toFisherman 25-28¢ 20-24¢ 22-26¢ 16-20¢ 18-26¢ lS-26¢ lS-26¢ 18-26¢ lS-26¢ lS-26¢

Spread: Dressed 22-25¢ 26-30¢ 24-28¢ 34-3S¢ 2S-36¢ 30-3S¢ 30-3S¢

Fillets 2S-32¢ 24-32¢ 30-38¢

a) Fillet price per pound converted to dress weight basis

Source: G.M. McIvor, Report of Commission of Inquiry into Freshwater Fish Marketing, Ottawa, 1967,
��124.



Table 22

Whitefish: Export Prices and Prices to Fishermen in Northern Manitoba
Selected D�s; 1965
(cents per pound)

June 12 July 17 July 22 June 24 Sep. 15 Oct. 15

Price Received by Exporter
Dressed Medium 30¢ 28¢ 30¢ 35¢ 30¢

Large 4o¢ 35¢ 40¢ 35¢ 45¢ 35¢
Jumbo 50¢ 45¢ 50¢ 45¢ 55¢ 45¢
Fillets (a) l7¢ l7¢ l7¢ l7¢ l7¢ l7¢

Price Paid by Exporters
27i¢Medium 27i¢ 24¢ 29¢ 22¢

Large 3� 3� 35¢ 29¢ 34¢ 27¢
Jumbo 42i¢ 4� 45¢ 34¢ 39¢ 32¢

Price at Lake to
Fisherman (not packed) 7-20¢ 5-20¢ 4-20¢ 6-l3¢ 4-l4¢ 4-l2¢

,a) Fillet price of 28¢ per pound converted
to dress weight basis

Source: G.M. McIvor, Report of Commission of InquiEY into Freshwater Fish

Marketing, Ottawa, 1967, page 125.

of the market value of all fish delivered and Saskatchewan fishermen

nearly 5cy,. (1)

Prices at the lakes, for dressed pickerel, varied from lake to

lake on any one d� with as many as four different quotations among five

lakes. These variations reflected differences in transportation costs, in

size and in quality of pickerel. However, the fisherman could not know

how his price compared with the export price or with the price fishermen

were receiving on adjacent lakes.

1. G.M. McIvor, Report of Commission of InquirY into Freshwater Fish

Marketing, Ottawa, 1967, page 95.
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The lack of correlation between lake and export prices is more

evident for whitefish. There are two grades of whitefish: 1) "A" white

fish, which has been passed by both Canadian and United States inspectors

and is acceptable for export either round or dressed and 2) "B" whitefish,

which, due to heavy parasite infestation, can be exported only when pro

cessed. There is a difference in returns on these two grades and the

exporter-processor extends this distinction to his purchasing, recognizing

"export" and "non-export" whitefish. The dealers apparently received pay

ment on the basis of this grading pattern,(l) but the fisherman did not.

The common practice was to quote a single price to the fishermen for all

whitefish. This lack of grading at the fisherman's level again exposes

his weakness in marketing and the strength of the dealer and exporter.

Removal of parasite cysts from "B" whitefish, Lake Athabaska

1. See Table 22, page 86.
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After examination of the data in tables 21 and 22, it is evident

that the fisherman generally received less than half of the export price.

The difference consists of transportation costs, packing costs, filleting

costs, marketing expenses and a return for labour and capital investment

by the dealers and exporters. Also the more remote the lakes, the lower

the price to the fishermen. The fishermen of northern Saskatchewan were

in a particularly weakened position.

Prior to the formation of the Freshwater Fish Marketing Corporation,

the exporter or his agent did not commit himself to a price to fishermen

because of uncertainties in marketing. "A whitefish is not an "A" white-

'fish until inspected by United States officials. If it fails to pass

inspection, it cannot be exported except possibly after it is filleted.

Thus the price to the exporter was greatly reduced.,,(l:) Moreover, pay-

ment by the importer to the exporter may be delayed. Until paid, the

exporter did not know if the invoice price had been reduced. Also, if

fish had to be frozen or stored because of market conditions, the exporter

tended to delay payment to the fisherman in order to reduce financing

costs. By not giving a price to the fisherman at time of delivery, the

exporter, through his agent, passed on to the fisherman all the risks

he encountered in marketing.

The fisherman in Western Canada has had little or no influence

in price determination and had to absorb the risks which resulted from

the exporters' weakness 'in marketing and the additional costs which

1. G.M. McIvor, Report of Commission of InquirY into F.F.M., ottawa,
1967, page 96.
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Table 23

Canadian Freshwater Fish: Unit Export Values: Selected Species

Years

(cents per pound)

00-
-.0

1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965

Whole Dressed
Fresh
Pickerel 23.2 21.7 27.3 35.4 40.2 39.4 35.8 37.2 39.2 39.2 51.6
Pike 13.8 12.5 13.8 15.5 18.1 20.4 21.5 20.6 20.0 16.3 20.3
Lake Trout 29.4 35.3 36.7 38.3 36.9 39.1 43.4 39.5 37.3 37.4 40.4
Whitefish 33.1 36.1 35.9 37.5 36.1 37.5 38.6 36.3 36.5 36.7 38.6

Fish Fillets
Pickerel

a� Fresh 44·3 47.2 53.3 66.3 80.4 82.2 65.1 61.0 63.1 66.5 75.5
b Frozen 66.3 66.1 70.5 70.6 87.5
Pike 31.4 31.2 33.1 33.? 36.6 37.7 38.2 36.6 35.3 40.5 36.9
Lake Trout 46.9 45.6 45.7
Whitefish 31.8 33.6 34.7 33.0 33.3 34.2 34.1 32.1 36.2 40.1 34.2

. Source: G.M. McIvor, Report of Commission of InguiEY into Freshwater Fish Marketing,
Ottawa, 1967, page 122.
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resulted from too maqy exporters and too many dealers and from the

inefficient operation of Canadian handling and processing facilities.

In addition, the remoteness of producing areas adds high costs of trans

portation of which flying costs are now an important component. Conse

quently, fishermen in Western Canada receive only about 50 to 60% of the

export price or approximately one quarter of the average price paid by

the United States consumer.

Price Differences According to Species

Of the fish taken by commercial fishing in northern Saskatchewan,

certain species, such as lake trout and pickerel, command considerablY

higher prices on the market and corresponding provided the fisherman

with greater returns per pound. Whitefish are plentiful and are taken

on almost every lake in northern Saskatchewan. Although market demand

for whitefish has remained firm, the lower price for whitefish has

resulted in smaller returns per pound to the fishermen. Lake trout

abounds in only a few areas. Since they are considered a specialty fish

in the major market centers, their market and lake prices have remained

relatively high.

The export prices for certain species, both dressed and filleted,

are stated in table 23.

The total catch and the landed value by species for the years

1966 and 1967 are revealed in table 25.

Market and Landed Values by Major Lakes

As pointed out earlier, there is a large spread between the price

paid to the fisherman and the price received by the exporter. Even when

fluctuations in market demand and variations among species are considered,
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Table 24

Market Value of Products by Species, Saskatchewan 1962 - 1967

Species 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967

$'000

Pickerel 621 650 745 918 1,019 560
Pike 136 137 178 181 131 102
Lake Trout 520 427 436 383 449 318
Whitefish h12Q 1.400 rz56!J: .1.r.2.Q.2. lz62.:2 lz186
Totali 2,715 2,711 3,082 3,222 3,413 2,317

i) includes other species

Source: Fisheries Statisticsz Saskatchewan, Dominion Bureau of Statistics,
ottawa, March, 1969, page 5.

Table 25

Landings, Quantity and Value, By Species For Saskatchewan,
1966 and 1967

Species Quantity Value
1966 1967 1966 1967

'000 Ibs. $'000

1,901 1,813 510 285
1,292 1,147 65 51
1,628 1,429 224 159
6z658 2z!J:8O 826 __22l
13,786 11,706 1,706 1,163

Pickerel
Pike
Lake Trout
Whitefish

Total Landdngs+
1) includes other species

Source: Fisheries Statisticsz Saskatchewan, Dominion Bureau of Statis
tics, ottawa, March, 1969, page 5.

The difference between the landed values to the fishermen and the market

values realized by the exporter for the entire freshwater catch of northern
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Saskatchewan is considerable. For the years 1966 and 1967, the difference

was over 50% (see Tables 24 and 25).

The total catch landed by species and the landed and market values

of this catch for several of the major commercially productive lakes in

northern Saskatchewan for a three year period (1965 - 1967) is shown in

tables 26, 27 and 28. In analyzing this data several interesting points

are evident. In 1966, Lake Athabaska had the largest total production of

all major lakes in northern Saskatchewan, especially in terms of lake

trout and whitefish production. However, in terms of landed and market

values, Lake Ath�baska ranked third behind Reindeer Lake and Dor6 Lake.

The reason for this is that lake trout from Lake Athabaska are of

inferior quality to those taken from Reindeer Lake and therefore command

a smaller landed and �arket price. The inferior quality, although not

completely understood, appears to be associated with the biological con

ditions of Lake Athabaska. The flesh of the lake trout has a much darker

color than lake trout taken from other Shield lakes, making it a less

preferred fish. Dore Lake maintained a large landed and market value due

to the large catch of pickerel, which commands a high price per pound.

The total commercial production for Saskatchewan, showing both

landed and market values from 1950 to 1965 is given in figure 12.

Using the information given in tables 26, 27 and 28, figure 13

indicates the average landed and market values for a three year period

(1965 - 1967) in the three major commercial fishing zones of northern

Saskatchewan. Included in figure 14 are the lakes average total production

for this period and the percentage constituted by each of the major

commercial species.
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Table 26

Quantity Landed by Major Species With Landed and Market Value by Lakes, Saskatchewan, 1965
(Lakes with landings valued at $2,000 or over)

�

Species Approx.
Landed Market

Lakes Pickerel Pike Trout Whitefish Others
Value Value
$ $

Approx. Lbs,

Athabaska 35,500 ·.37�30Q 440,200 929,300 -- $101,000 $201,000
Churchill 10,300 54,800 --- --- --- 3,000 6,000
Cree 3,800 -- 173,900 2�400 -- 18,000 34,000
Deschambault 62�6OO zs.rco -- 65�300 --- 24,000 43,000
Dore 192,100 89,100 --- 302,000 219,400 98,000 174,000
I1e-a-1a-Crosse 32,300 51,80b -- 193,000 --- 26,000 67,000
Lac La Ronge 15,80b 6,200 13,000 412,500 --- 37,000 76,000
Montreal 58�800 16,500 200 151,400 --- 55,000 95,000
Pelican 7,700 6,900 -- 73,200 -- 8,000 17,000
Peter Pond (Big) 106,400 83,600 -- 500,800 2,800 77,000 148,000
Peter Pond (Little) 107,10b 26, lob --- 73,100 100,000 17,000 33,000
Reindeer 20,700 46,20b 295�4bO 907,200 -- 138,000 276,000
Wollaston 6,200 1,800 423,700 291,800 -- 79,000 148,000

Source: Fisheries Statistics. Saskatchewan, Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Ottawa, Februar,y, '1968,
Pages -5 and 6.
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Table 27

Quantity Landed by Major Species With Landed and Marketed Value by Lakes, Saskatchewan, 1966
(Lakes with landings valued at $2,000 or over)

-o
�

Approx.
Species Landed Market

Value Value

Lakes Pickerel Pike Trout Whitefish Others $ $

-
Approx. 1bs.

Athabaska 14,900 27,000 423,000 882,500 -- $105,000 $184,000
Churchill 11�400 24,000 500 -- 5,000 10,000
Cree 4�200 --- 161,400 800 --- 20,000 40,000
Descharnbau1t 96,500 35,300 --- 32,900 --

.

41,000 83,000
Dora 167,500 43,800 --- 413,300 5,500 106,000 213,000
I1e-a-1a-Crosse 130,700 50,200 --- 120,000 --- 55,000 110,000
Lac La Ronge 46�200 17,300 60,400 427,000 1,800 60,000 120,000
Montreal 14,500 5,100 --- 155,100 --- 26,000 51,000
Pelican 21,900 10�900 600 140,400 5,200 2+,000 43,000
Peter Pond (Big) 24,400 21,600 -- 140�400 5,200 21,000 43,000
Peter Pond (Little) 78,100 65�200 -- 36,300 1,300 23,000 46,000
Reindeer 32,900 24�500 406,800 725,900 --- 159,000 318,000
Wollaston 8,900 1,600 388,400 258,600 -- 65,000 130,000

Source: Fisheries Statistics. Saskatchewan, Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Ottawa, March, 1969,
Pages 5 and 6.
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Table 28

Quantity Landed by Major Species With Landed and Marketed Value by Lakes, Saskatchewan, 1967
(Lakes with landings valued at $2,000 or over)

'-0
\.}1

Approx.
Species Landed Market

Pickerel I I I Whitefish I Others
Value Value

Lakes Pike Trout $ $

Approx. Ibs.

Athabaska 29,600 16�200 263,900 687,500 --- $ 77,000 $155,000
Churchill 90,000 112,300 --- 400 18,800 19,000 39,000
Cree 700 2,200 178,400 3,900 -- 18,000 35,000
Deschambault 53,900 45,100 -- 74,100 -- 21,000 41,000
Dore 137�600 25 �500 --- 516,500 7,000 81,000 163,000
Ile-a-la-Grosse 117,300 63,300 100 108,700 -- 31,000 62,000
Lac La Ronge 29,100

.

7,000 21,000 293,500 24,700 23,000 46,000
Montreal 35�600 10,800 -- 164,100 2,600 40,000 80,000
Pelican 7,500 7,500 --- 68,300 -- 5,000 10,000
Peter Pond (Big) 49,200 8,100 --- 76,300 2,900 17,000 33,000
Peter Pond (Little) 168,100 29,900 -- 31,300 -- 32,000 63,000
Reindeer 10,700 24,200 396�200 509,600 --- 109,000 218,000
Wollaston 5,700 200 389,600 248,500 -- 46,000 93,000

Source: . Fisheries Statistics. Saskatchewan, Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Ottawa, March, 1969,
Page 748.



Figure 12

Saskatchewan: Total Commercial Production; Landed Values

and Market Values, 1950 - 1965
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Figure 13

Northern Saskatchewan: Average Landed Value and 'Market Value
in the Three Major Commercial Fishing Zones, 1965 - 1967
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Figure 14

Northern Saskatchewan: Average Total Production', 1965 - 1967
(selected lakes)
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CHAPTER VII

THE FUTURE OF COMMERCIAL FISHING IN NORTHERN SASKATCHEWAN

Substantial biological evidence indicates that the present level

of commercial fish production is possible on a sustained basis. However,

due to the several conflicting interests relating both to the fisheries

and other resources there is no assurance that the larger potential out-

put for northern Saskatchewan will be realized. In order for northern

Saskatchewan to achieve its commercial fish production potential, there

must be a reversal in the course of a number of developments which have

and possibly will adversely affect production across Canada and Saskat-

chewan.

Production depends partly on the number of lakes which are fished

commercially each year. There has been tremendous pressure from the

tourist industry and sport fishing outfitters to persuade the government

to maintain certain lakes exclusively for sport fishing by closing them

to commercial fishing. The lakes that the tourist industry and out-

fitters want closed to commercial fishing are generally those closer to

centers of population. B,y allowing these lakes to be closed to commercial

fishing and on the other hand allowing commercial production on the more

remote lakes, the result would be, in effect, to reduce the potential

average income of the fisherman. Commercial production on isolated lakes

has plagued the commercial fisherman with transportation difficulties

and excessive transportation costs.

In some cases, the returns to the economy may be greater from

sport fishing than commercial fishing. But in many lakes the fish re-

source is such that the combination of these two forms of utilization
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would be beneficial biologically and in terms of tot� earned income.

Although it is now a relatively minor problem, a conflict of

interest between the commercial fishery and other industry is a factor

that must be considered in the future development of the freshwater fish-

ery. Pollution, if not controlled, could affect adversely the commercial

fishery in the years to come. Without doubt the biological potential of

Saskatchewan's freshwater fish industry will not be realized if pollution

of lakes· and streams is allowed to go on unhindered. It is not sufficient

for industry to make water fit for human consumption only; anti-pollution

measures should also serve the needs of the freshwater fish industry.(l)
In considering even the most radical solutions to the problems

mentioned, it is evidently impossible to"maintain or increase production

if the primary producers, the fishermen, are not obtaining a satisfactory

living. Eventually the structure of the freshwater fishery will have to

be altered, to reduce the number of fishermen and introduce more produc-

tive equipment. The marketing problems have to be solved so as to stabi-

lize and increase returns to the fishermen. In an attempt to solve these

and other problems the Freshwater Fish Marketing Corporation was created.

Future Prospects for the Canadian Freshwater Fish Industry

The heavy dependence of the Canadian freshwater fish industry on

the United States market emphasizes a need for alternative markets.

Minor shipments have been made to Europe, yet European consumers have not

generally been willing to p� as much for freshwater fish as United

1. G.M. McIvor, Report of Commission of Inquiry into Freshwater Fish

Marketing, Ottawa, 1967, page 67.
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States consumers. Consequently, except for certain species such as pike,

the operation has not been very economic. Japan is by far the largest

and most likely potential market. In the winter of 1969, the first

effort at utilizing this market was attempted. A trial shipment of

20,000 pounds of ciscoes was exported to Japan at this time and realized

a market value of 20 cents per pound. Therefore it seems probable that

the expansion of this market could prove to be an important development

for the Sask�tchewan freshwater fishery.

Also, .the domestic market could become a more important customer

of the Saskatchewan and Canadian freshwater fish industry. The domestic

market alone is too small to support the Canadian freshwater fish in

dustry; however, a policy of orderly marketing and advertising would

undoubtedly increase sales in the domestic market. It seems unlikely

though that the volume will be very high as long as Canadian anglers

have a ready acce�s to well stocked waters.

It is conceivable to speculate on new marketing possibilities in

the Saskatchewan fishery. Further processing of fish to produce items

such as fish sticks, gourmet packs and pet foods could substantially

expand the market. As well, new product development utilizing products

such as roe, caviar and fish livers may also aid market expansion.

Such changes are unlikely to affect the present dependence of

the Canadian industry upon the United States market as its most important

and profitable outlet. To be so heavily dependent upon one market area

is not desirable and indicates a weakness in marketing position. Until

1969, the Canadian freshwater fish industry had not taken advantage of

the strength of bargaining inherent in its position as sole foreign
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supplier of freshwater fish to the American market.

The Freshwater Fish Marketing Corporation should have some favor

able effects on the commercial fishing industry in northern Saskatchewan

and western Canada in general. Although it is too early to judge the

ability of the Corporation to rectify the marketing situtation, its effects

should be felt particularly in the social and economic atmosphere of the

north in that the returns to the fisherman should be stabilized. One

thing is certain; as long as commercial fishing in Saskatchewan does not

assume all the possible forms of protection against the imperfections of

the market, it is likely to remain susceptible to many of the fluctuations

in production and price that have been typical of its history.
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Appendix

In the gathering and organization of information included in this

thesis it was necessary to take field trips into the area and conduct a

number of interviews with individuals well acquainted with the com-

mercial fishing industry in northern Saskatchewan. The places visited

and persons interviewed are listed below.

Atton, F.M., Chief Biologist, Fisheries Branch,
Department of Natural Resources, Saskatoon,
Saskatchewan, July, 1969.

Schlader, R., President, McInnes Products Limited,
Crackingstone Point, Lake Athabaska, July, 1969.

Hunter, L., General Manager, Co-operative Fisheries

Limited, Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, August,
1969.

Gould, G., Manager, Waite Fisheries Limited,
Big River, Saskatchewan, July, 1969.

Couldwell, G., Director of Fisheries,
Department of Natural Resources, Prince Albert,
Saskatchewan, February, 1969.

Naftel, P., Fisheries Branch, Department of
Natural Resources, Prince Albert, Saskatchewan,
February, 1969.

Harper, T.E., Director of Resource Programs,
Government of Saskatchewan, Regina,
Saskatchewan, May, 1969.
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