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Our lobster, our communities
 

 

Background and purpose
Our Lobster, Our Communities is part of a larger participatory action research project, 
Activating Change Together for Community Food Security (ACT for CFS) that aims to enhance 
community food security for in Nova Scotia (NS) and beyond. This Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council funded Community University Research Alliance was undertaken 
by FoodARC and the Nova Scotia Food Security Network, in partnership with nearly 70 
community, university and government partners in Nova Scotia, as well as nationally and 
internationally. Eastern Shelburne County was one of four case communities in Nova Scotia 
selected to undertake Participatory Community Food Security Assessments.  A 3-phase, 
rigorous mixed methods participatory research approach was applied to the data collection, 
analysis and integration of qualitative and quantitative data on community food security. Eight 
different research methods were used to collect data on 10 indicators relating to community 
food security (CFS) in all four communities. Each community also had the opportunity to 
conduct research on a unique indicator important to understanding community food security in 
the province; Eastern Shelburne County partners choose to examine the lobster industry using 
Participatory Video.

The purpose of the Our Lobster, Our Communities project was to learn more about the lobster 
industry in Eastern Shelburne County by engaging multiple and diverse perspective from the 
key players in the industry and the community where this lobster industry is situated. We were 
specifically interested to learn more about the lobster industry regarding price, distribution, 
regulations, and selling locally. Interviews also explored changes in the industry over the years, 
and the challenges and opportunities for the industry. 

What did we do?
Fifteen videotaped interviews were conducted with key players and community members 
involved in the lobster industry in Eastern Shelburne County selected purposefully to represent 
a diversity of perspectives and experiences. Participants included men and women, young 
and old, current and past harvesters, buyers, distributors, processors, government officials, 
association members, and lobster industry stakeholders. In all, they represented over 400 
years of collective experience in the lobster industry.  

A participatory action research approach, where the communities impacted by the issues 
being studied are involved in all stages of the research, was used to guide this research, which 
was undertaken from 2012 to 2014. Working with a team of community and university based 
researchers, a community-based researcher (CD), who was trained in research methods, 
gathered data using participatory video methods. Together with a second community based 
researcher (SB) the community based researcher who collected the data undertook thematic 
analysis of the data, in which common patterns, relationships, contradictions and contextual 
information were identified and used to construct a rich narrative of the lobster industry in 
Eastern Shelburne County. Research results were validated through a process of checking with 
community researchers, interview participants and partners and trustworthiness was ensured 
by drawing upon multiple data sources, as well as other secondary data. The results were 
further interpreted by those most involved in the research to contribute to this report.  Direct 
quotes from research participants are in italics and include a note to identify the perspective of 
the participant. Ethical approval for the research was granted by Mount Saint Vincent University 
Research Ethics Board.
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KEY MESSAGES
 

 

While the findings represent perspectives, issues and opportunities for change with respect 
to the lobster industry in Eastern Shelburne County, they hold significant relevance for rural 
coastal communities across Nova Scotia, at a provincial level, and for other fishing communities 
in Canada.
The following report is a summary of the findings, with important areas for action and 
opportunity.  In addition to the report, a 15 minute video was made from more than 20 hours 
of video footage, entitled “Our Lobster, Our Communities” which summarizes the key themes 
that emerged from analysis and interpretation of the interviews.

The key messages heard loud and clear across all interviews were:

•	 The lobster industry is the lifeblood of our rural coastal communities and is helping to keep 

these communities alive.

•	 The lobster industry’s exported value is significant to the economy of our communities and 

our province.

•	 There is opportunity to market Nova Scotian lobsters better and try to maximize the value 

it receives locally.

•	 There is a high level of disorganization and mistrust within the industry and we must work 

together collectively to do something about it.

•	 The catch over the last season has been phenomenal and we need to ensure its 

sustainability.

•	 Quotas should not be instated.
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Every single person that we interviewed – regardless of age, gender, position within the industry, 
or number of years in the industry – made some passionate comment around how much they 
loved what they did and that it wasn’t a job, it was a livelihood. Some of the themes we heard 
about in relation to livelihood were:

•	 Sense of identity

•	 Sense of place and sense of belonging

•	 Connection to community

•	 History, tradition and culture

“What makes it easy? I was born, 

bred, growed up fishing. That’s all you 

knew.  The easy part of it is you love 

it.  It’s just born and bred into you. 

So that’s the easy part of it.  When 

you like something, it’s always easy.” - 

Fisherman

Closely connected to the theme of passion and 
livelihood, we heard that our heritage and history 
as a province of coastal fishing communities 
played a central role in how participants 
connected to and defined themselves within 
their communities.  Fishing was described as key 
part of community identity.  There was a general 
feeling among participants that the community 
looks after each other and comes together to 
support each other in informal and formal ways.  
Key findings that related to the sustainability of 
our communities were:

•	 Social supports and connections (both formal 
and informal) and social capital are vital.

•	 The lobster industry contributes to the 
economic and social sustainability of the 
community.

What we heard about...

	  

THE SUSTAINABILITY OF OUR COMMUNITIES

PASSION AND LIVELIHOOD

What we heard about...

“It’s been a good life and if I was 

going to do it over again I wouldn’t do 

anything different.” - Fisherman

“I’ve been fishing for 45 years, and 

I wouldn’t trade it for anything.” - 

Fisherman

“That is all we have now is the lobster 

industry and with that lobster industry 

it is what is keeping our town alive.” – 

Lobster buyer



One of the participants suggested that it was critical to address the barriers that regulatory 
issues pose to the viability of the industry. This was also echoed by many other participants 
as they talked about challenges in the industry

“If we want the fishermen to make money to support the local communities, which I think is of the ultimate 

importance then that barrier [regulations] has to be broken.  Their lobsters have to skip some of the loops 

they have to go through to get to market and that’s where government has a role to play in my view.” –                                                                                

Retired Department of Fisheries Officer.

•	 Regulations, government control, big business, and quotas

•	 Mistrust and disorganization 

Regulations, government control, big business, and quotas

“Every time we turn around there’s more regulations.” - Fisherman

Many of the participants discussed concern with an increase of regulations within the industry, 
with many emphasizing the negative effects these have.  Specifically there was emphasis on 
potential regulations, in particular the quota system.  Participants brought up quotas in relation 
to being asked about changes they see might be happening in the future.  The consensus 
among all participants was that quotas would be a negative change that could dramatically 
affect the industry, with many discussing what happened with other fisheries when the quota 
system was implemented.

“You’re afraid they’re going to put quotas on, if they do that’s the end of lobstering as we know of it and the end of our 

communities because the big companies will come in and buy everything up.” – Lobster buyer

What we heard about...

What we heard about...

THE SUSTAINABILITY OF OUR COMMUNITIES

CHALLENGES

“The lobster industry is a vital 

part of the sustainability of coastal 

communities….it is the life blood.” –                          

Lobster buyer

“The lobster industry is a primary 

economic driver for the local 

community; one that needed to 

be supported and preserved.”  -      

Industry professional 

“Quota’s should never leave the hands of the fishermen.” - Fisherman

“I’m pretty certain that if you put a quota on the lobster fishery, because I’ve seen it happen with other 

fisheries, within a very short period of time, all the quotas will be in the hands of a few. And I mean I’ve 

just been brought up that way.  It’s what I believe. It’s a personal opinion. But I think it’s based on the fact 

that once again, that’s the money the communities need to survive. There’s really nothing else for them. 

Add the other fisheries into the equation and it would be a very viable place, and we wouldn’t have to rely 

on government so much.” – Retired Department of Fisheries Officer

“The [Department of] Fisheries are talking quotas which I hope never come into effect.” - Fisherman



Many of the participants felt that the lobster industry was especially vulnerable to being taken 
over by big businesses.  This included concerns that smaller fishers couldn’t compete with the 
prices offered by large grocery chains and larger fishing companies had greater quotas, which 
allowed them a bigger chunk of the market and more control over pricing.  Also there were a 
few references made in regards to more and more local fishing quotas being bought up and 
owned by large corporations, which was perceived by the research participants as pushing the 
“little fisher” out. 

Mistrust and disorganization 

Many participants discussed both the mistrust that exists between the government and the 
harvesters, as well as the mistrust amongst harvesters themselves, and harvesters with other 
industry stakeholders (i.e., buyers, distributors, processors).  

What we heard about...

CHALLENGES

“I’m pretty certain that if you put a quota on the lobster fishery, because I’ve seen it happen with other fisheries, 

within a very short period of time, all the quotas will be in the hands of a few. And I mean I’ve just been brought 

up that way.  It’s what I believe. It’s a personal opinion. But I think it’s based on the fact that once again, 

that’s the money the communities need to survive. There’s really nothing else for them. Add the other fisheries 

into the equation and it would be a very viable place, and we wouldn’t have to rely on government so much.” –                              

Retired Department of Fisheries Officer

“The biggest issue in the lobster industry is mistrust. That’s our biggest internal factor. Nobody trusts anybody.” –      

Industry professional

 “Guys just don’t want to band together at all because nobody wants anybody to do better than them. And that’s the biggest 

problem.  Everybody wants to be the best, and they don’t want anybody to get ahead of them.  And that’s ultimately… Like 

they’re kind of killing the lobster industry themselves.  Not everybody.” - Fisherman

Many participants viewed this disorganization as something that was historical, traditional and 
almost part of the culture of the industry in Eastern Shelburne County.

“But it also goes to the fact that the harvesting sector in Southwest Nova is very poorly organized. Very poorly organized and 

simply has got to get better organized or they’re at the mercy of all kinds of regulators taking advantage of them.  And they 

all know that.  And it’s probably the biggest challenge that I see in Eastern Shelburne County, if you have to pick a place.  

All of Shelburne County, all of Lunenburg County, all of LFA 33 has no organization in lobster.” – Industry professional

“I mean it’s not hard to understand why it’s dysfunctional. It’s 5 provinces, it’s a couple of different languages, it’s 10,000 

independent fishermen, it’s hundreds of companies – processing, shipping, buying, dealing, trading. Everybody’s trying to 

make a go of it.” – Industry professional



Participants also discussed the opportunity that currently exists to work together and have 
greater strength as a united voice:

“Every province wants to do their own thing, every region wants to do their own thing, every harvesting group wants to do 
their own thing, everybody thinks they have the best lobster in the country, everybody thinks they’re right and by-in-large 

they probably are, but if you want to work together and have strength of a country you have to have to give up something.” –                   
Industry professional

Another important theme we heard about in relation to challenges in the industry was stress.  
Participants talked about the stress they faced with respect to a number of challenges in 
relation to weather, equipment maintenance, the changing costs of supplies, and the changing 
price of lobster.

What we heard about...

CHALLENGES

	  

What we heard about...

CHANGES IN THE INDUSTRY

All participants discussed in detail the significant 
changes that have taken place within the industry 
over the years.  The harvesters discussed the 
fluctuations in catch (every season the amount 
of lobster caught changes with more recent 
dramatic increases in catch) and the increasing 
age of the average harvester.  The harvesters and 
buyers discussed the drastic changes occurring 
with increasing technology on boats and with 
equipment.  Everyone interviewed discussed the 
changes and fluctuations of the price of lobster and 
the costs to those involved in the industry.  

Increase catch

Almost all participants talked about the significant increase in catch over the last few years.  

“The stocks are so healthy, right.  It was never heard tell of us catching this many lobsters ever.” - Fisherman

“The overall North American landings of Homarus americanus were 165 million pounds in 2003. And last year, they were 295 
million pounds.  Eighty percent more product!” – Industry professional

Many speculated on why the catch has increased so significantly in recent years, citing examples 
such as warmer water temperatures, bigger boats that can go further offshore, and a lack of 
predators.



Technology

We also hear about how changes in technology and in                                                             
equipment have had an impact on the industry. 

Costs 

Many participants also discussed increased costs of equipment, licenses, boats, bait, and 
other supplies as key challenges.

“35 years ago I could get a lobster trap for $2 and I could get a boat ready for the water for $15,000 and I got $11 per pound.  
Now they’re $5 and a lobster boat will cost you a half a million and a lobster trap will cost you $100.” - Fisherman

Age of harvesters

A few harvesters expressed concern about the aging population in the industry.  Most of the 
15 people interviewed were over the age of 50.

“It’s a lot harder for the young person to get started.” - Fisherman

“Well, the average age of license holders right now is 55 years old.  They’re going towards retirement.” – Lobster buyer

“Also with the temperature increase in ocean temperatures, we have an astronomical growth in the catches. Just through 

the roof.  We went from a time when I started, if we caught 3,000 pounds or 4,000 pounds for a 6 month season, it was 

exceptional in 2003. This last year, it’s more like an average of 30,000 pounds.  I mean that’s phenomenal, the growth.” - 

Fisherman

What we heard about...

CHANGES IN THE INDUSTRY

“Um, the boats have gotten bigger. And 

the lobster is out further in deeper water 

now. So if you want to do good, you have 

to go further. So you need a bigger boat.” 

- Fisherman

“Something has happened. Is it climate?  Is it the 

decline in cod fish? Is it this, is it that?  I don’t know.  

Something has happened. We’re catching lobsters in 

places never known to catch lobsters.  There’s more 

lobsters than there ever was.” - Fisherman

	  

“Technology has changed the industry 100%.  The 

boats are getting bigger and bigger, right. And 

they’re going further.” - Fisherman



“People don’t realize and they’re going to wake up soon and I hope it’s not too late.  We have the best resource in the world on 
our doorstep, it’s the food chain.  The rest of the world is starving, they have no water.  So between water and food we should 

be cherishing everything that we have.  We don’t have to worry about selling it, they are going to come to us.” – Industry 
professional

Although the interviewees did not focus on opportunities for the industry, many of the 
industry professionals did discuss opportunities in relation to better marketing and 
promotion of the Nova Scotian and Canadian lobster.  Further to this many of those 
interviewed discussed the importance of increased education and awareness around 
preparing and eating lobster.  Many felt that people only ate it as a speciality or luxury food 
and felt that many people did not know how to properly prepare or eat it.

Marketing and promotion

Participants viewed the lobster industry as a rich resource that is not fully realized, and felt 
that there was a need to market lobsters better as a way to better support the industry and 
the communities that depend on the industry.

“We need to market lobsters.  We’ve never had to do it.  And it’s time for us to jump out there and tell the world we’ve 
got one of the best products on the planet. This is wild caught food from clear Atlantic water.  We need to get that message 
out to the world.  If we do that, and we can increase the demand, hopefully we can start to prop up our communities.” –                    

Industry professional

Education and awareness

Education around how to properly prepare and eat lobster was identified by a few in 
the industry as an opportunity to sell more locally.  Others discussed the importance of 
education and creating awareness around the availability, affordability, and healthiness of 
lobster in order to sell more locally, as well as across Canada.

“If we could start to educate people in Nova Scotia, start to educate people in the Maritimes, and work across the country, and 
start getting that pride in the unique product we really have, because between us in Atlantic Canada and a little bit in Maine, 
nobody else has this product on the planet.  We have a unique low fat protein that is completely wild.” – Industry professional

“A big opportunity that we often forget about is it’s a local product.  It’s a healthy, fresh, safe local product.” – Lobster buyer

What we heard about...

OPPORTUNITIES AND THE FUTURE OF THE INDUSTRY
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“How they go from $3 to $9 amazes me; totally amazes me.” – Fisherman

All participants suggested that fluctuations in lobster prices were due to supply and demand.  
When asked about the price discrepancies between what a harvester makes at the wharf and 
how much a lobster is sold for at a restaurant, many were not sure of the distribution systems 
involved, or how price is controlled beyond what they receive at the wharf.  

  “Every time that you have to get somebody else to do something for you up goes the price of the lobster, that’s why they are 
8.99$ in the stores.  They’ve passed through many hands to get there.” – Lobster buyer

Participants most often discussed the decrease and fluctuations that are seen in the price 
of lobster in relation to the past, when they remember lobster being very expensive and 
unaffordable.

“When I went to school, if you went to school with a lobster sandwich, you was a poor person.  Then along comes my kids, and 
they started taking lobster sandwiches to school and they could trade them off for anything they want because you’re well-to-do.  

You’re having lobsters. So it’s how times have changed.” – Fisherman

A very interesting dimension of price that came up as a potential opportunity for the industry 
was the idea of a two-tiered pricing system in which the harvester and buyer would receive 
a higher price for a higher quality product.  Many participants identified this as a potential 
opportunity specifically for Lobster Fishing Area (LFA) 33 because of the high quality of 
lobster typically caught in this area.

“I think the price is the number one issue. And I think that all comes back to quality. And there has to be a two price system.  
Get a two price system, and we will… You know, it will do a lot of things because the junk will not go on the market.  So 

therefore it’s going to put less lobsters on the market, which will demand a better price.” – Lobster buyer

“Shelburne County and Lunenburg County, if you ask anybody in the industry, traditionally have high, high quality lobster.  
To me it’s a perfect place to do a pilot project on a split price.“ – Industry professional

Participants acknowledged that the overall sustainability of the lobster industry requires that 
it be exported to some extent. However, they also felt that Nova Scotians could definitely eat 
more locally, and not just as a gourmet product, but as a staple.  We heard that while lobster 
is relatively inexpensive in Nova Scotia, almost 100% of our lobster is currently exported. 
We also heard that because the current export channels are made up of a series of complex 
distribution systems, it is a challenge to find ways to market and sell more lobster locally

“For us, it’s a lifestyle. But on the global marketplace that we’re playing on, this is big business. This is a billion dollars a year 
for the Province of Nova Scotia, the fishing industry.  The lobster industry alone in Atlantic Canada is worth over a billion 

dollars in exported value.” – Industry professional

Many identified that there are many opportunities to sell more locally.

“I sold at the farmers market.  I sold out of lobster.  There is demand.  My price was cheaper than Sobeys.” – Lobster buyer

“I think we could sell more locally if we promote it a little better locally.” – Fisherman

What we heard about...

PRICE AND TWO-TIERED PRICING SYSTEM

What we heard about...

EXPORT AND SELLING LOCALLY



As part of the last phase of the ACT for CFS project this report will accompany a 15 minute video 
of Our Lobster, Our Communities as community researchers reach out to other communities 
across Nova Scotia to engage in discussion around the issues, opportunities and future of our 
rural, coastal communities and the lobster industry.  The video and report will be available at 
www.foodarc.ca along with an online forum for discussion. It is our hope that this video and 
report will reach many people across Nova Scotia and beyond and help to bring people together 
to have meaningful, engaging discussion that will lead to collective action around the lobster 
industry.  We believe that the lobster industry is of the utmost of importance to our rural, 
coastal communities and we, the people, should be involved in planning its future.  If you are 
interested in hearing more, having the video screened in your community, or want to join the 
discussion for collective action please contact Sheila Bird at x2013gts@stfx.ca or Patty Williams, 
Principal Investigator at foodsecurity@msvu.ca 

EXPORT AND SELLING LOCALLY

NEXT STEPS FOR THE PROJECT
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Information on ACT-CFS, community food security, and to see the 15 minute video visit:

www.foodarc.ca/OURLOBSTER-OURCOMMUNITIES

Reports and resources:

Trap to Table -  A Long Term Value Strategy for the  Canadian Lobster Industry – October 2012 

http://lobstercouncilcanada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/2FINAL-Lobster-Report.pdf

Small Scale, Big Value: Creating a Value Chain to Support Atlantic Canada’s Sustainable Fisheries – March 2014

https://www.ecologyaction.ca/files/imagesdocuments/file/Marine/Small%20Scale%20Big%20Value%20
Report%20online.pdf

Report of the Maritime Lobster Panel – November 2013

http://novascotia.ca/fish/documents/Maritime-Lobster-Panel-Report-NOV1.pdf

Social Impact Investing for Sustainable Fishing Communities Workshop Report - May 2013

https://www.ecologyaction.ca/files/imagesdocuments/file/Marine/Social%20Impact%20Investing%20for%20
Sustainable%20Fishing%20Communities.pdf

THE CANADIAN LOBSTER FISHERY:  TRAPPED IN A PERFECT STORM.  Report of the Standing Committee on 
Fisheries and Oceans  - June 2009 

http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2009/parl/XC51-402-1-1-02E.pdf

Fisheries and the marine environment in Nova Scotia: Searching for sustainability and resilience. GPI Atlantic, 2009.

http://www.gpiatlantic.org/pdf/fisheries/fisheries_2008.pdf

Local Seafood Direct Marketing: Emerging Trends for Small-scale Fishers in Nova Scotia – April 2010

https://www.ecologyaction.ca/files/images-documents/file/Marine/directmarketingNS.pdf

Lobster Council of Canada Annual Report – 2013

http://lobstercouncilcanada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/LCC-2012-Annual-Report-FINAL.pdf

RESOURCES & MORE INFORMATION
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Thank you!

All those who participated in the interviews and shared their perspectives and insights.

Mandy Wright and the Nova Scotia Community College Applied Media and Communi-
cation Arts class – 2014 

Lobster Project advisory committee members:

Sheila Bird - (ACT for CFS Community Researcher and NSHRF Scotia Support Student) 
Dr. Patricia Williams – ACT for CFS Principal Investigator and Co-Director, FoodARC, 
Mount Saint Vincent University (NSHRF Scotia Support grant holder and project Co-
supervisor)
Dr. Catherine Morley – ACT for CFS, Knowledge Mobilization Working Group, Acadia 
University, (NSHRF Scotia Support project Co-supervisor)
Justin Cantafio – Ecology Action Centre
Cynthia Perry – ACT for CFS Community researcher and videographer

We are also grateful for funding support from the following funders and organizations


