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SASKATCHEWAN COMMERCIAL FISHERMEN’S CO-OPERATIVE FEDERATION LTD. 

There’s a commercial fishery in Saskatchewan? It seems about as likely as a vineyard in Inuvik. Merle Hewison laughs. He is the secretary of the Saskatchewan Commercial Fishermen’s Co-operative Federation Ltd. 

“We get that a lot,” he says. “But yeah, there’s a real commercial fishery up here, and we were doing quite well until the government tied a rope around us in 1969.” 

Saskatchewan’s commercial fishery consists of about 600 fishers, 85% of them aboriginal, fishing chiefly on northern lakes. They harvest about $5 million worth of whitefish, pike, mullet, trout and walleye annually. Not a huge industry - but in thinly-settled northern Saskatchewan, a very significant one. 

The fishers are organized into two dozen local co-operatives, and until 1969 they processed their catches in small local plants, employing local people and marketing the product collectively through an umbrella organization, Co-operative Fisheries Ltd. CFL also ran adult-education programs, and many of its members used their new skills to become leaders of other organizations, especially municipal governments. 

Then the federal government, responding mainly to problems in other inland fisheries, created the Freshwater Fish Marketing Corporation, and obliged all inland fishers to sell their products through FFMC. As the imperial ruler of inland fisheries, FFMC ultimately decreed a centralized fish-processing plant in Winnipeg, closing down all the local plants throughout Saskatchewan. The closure had a terrible impact on northern women, since most fish-plant workers were women. 

The change also had a terrible impact on the fish.

“It can take up to 10 days before the fish arrives in Winnipeg,” says Merle Hewison. “What do you suppose that does to quality?” The fishermen had no control over the fish once it left their possession, but if its quality declined before it reached Winnipeg, the fishermen were penalized financially. But they had virtually no influence on the Crown corporation which represented their sole market. 

Saskatchewan’s fishermen fought with FFMC for three decades.

 “They’d never take advice from us,” Merle Hewison recalls. “They left the co-ops totally without infrastructure, and they tried to push us into receivership. They never had a mandate for processing - they just took it on themselves to impose that on us.” 

By 1999, SCFCFL had persuaded the provincial government to fund a “sectoral review” of the fishery by two consulting groups. One of these was Spruce River Research, headed by Shirley Falstead and Ray Funk, a former MP from northern Saskatchewan. The review found that the industry needed modernization and was capable of an expansion which would double the annual catch and “create a new value added sector including processing, marketing, fishery management and business management jobs.”  The most important change was to move the processing closer to the lakesides, where it had been before 1969. 

“The fishermen were still organized in local co-ops,” says Ray Funk, “but they had no resources, and they were totally stymied at fundraising. They needed to do a follow-up, a review of their own capacity.” In short, if the responsibility for the fishery were returned to the fishermen, could they manage it effectively? And if not, what should they do to ready themselves for the new opportunities? 

SCFCFL turned to the Community Economic Development Assistance Program at Carleton University. With CEDTAP’s financial support, it hired Spruce River Research to determine what it could do, and what it needed. 

“If CEDTAP hadn’t picked up the ball at that point, the whole initiative could have been lost,” says Ray Funk. But the study was timely, because the provincial government had established a Centenary Fund to celebrate Saskatchewan’s creation in 1905, and the Fund had no projects in the north. In the end, the Fund allocated $700,000 for the upgrading of 17 lakeside facilities, and that stimulus levered another $1.5 million from other sources. The most recent development is a business plan for a Saskatchewan plant where the product will receive final processing and packaging. 

“There will be 30 jobs in the plant and four jobs in management,” says Ray Funk, “and it’s projected to make a million dollars a year in profit. And this whole co-operatively owned infrastructure wouldn’t have come about without CEDTAP - and Merle Hewison.

“Merle spent 30 years trying to do this - he just never gave up. He rarely even got his expenses covered, and I know his family suffered because of it, though they always supported him. But he’s got to be one of the saints of community development in Canada.”
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