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ABSTRACT 
 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

 

HOW DOES INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE TAKE PLACE?  THE CASE OF THE IMPACT OF 

SPECIAL INTEREST ASSOCIATIONS ON THE NET BAN IN FLORIDA. 

 

 

The constitutional ban on the use of most types of nets, including all gill nets by commercial 

fishers in near-shore Florida waters grew out of a conflict between commercial and recreational 

fishing interests.  Once voted into the state constitution by the citizenry, the amendment banning 

the use of certain nets became the latest in a series of government regulations focused on limiting 

saltwater fishing activities in state waters. 

 

State regulatory activities related to saltwater fishing began in the 1800’s and, over time, a large 

number of organizations and individuals have focused their activity on the public policies 

surrounding saltwater fishing.  Participant activities in this issue based organizational field which 

begin in the 1940;s are a useful way to seek insight into how institutional change occurs.  This 

case study about the emergence of the constitutional plebiscite commonly known as the “Florida 

Net Ban” has been completed to provide the opportunity to increase our understanding of 

institutional change. 

 

The case was developed from three primary independent views provided by professional private 

sector public policy participants set against a general background drawn from rural fishing 

informants.  Two views were developed from different elements of the commercial fishing 

industry and the associations that represent them.  The third view was provided by organized 

recreational fishing interests. 

 

Institutional persistence in each of the three institutional pillars described by Scott; isomorphic 

institutional transfer as described by North; and the coevolution of institutions and organizational 

fields as described by Hoffman are employed in the analysis of the case to build theory about 



 ix

institutional change.  The case provides additional insight into institutional change related to 

organizational fields and the importance of public entrepreneurial activity that is associated with 

such change.  The case provides insight into the importance of making strategic and tactical 

choices in response to changing institutional environments to ensure maximum long range 

favorable policy outcomes.  The case also provides perspective on how each of the three 

institutional pillars, provided by Scott, under go independent change.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 

Public Administration Theory and Practice Grows Incrementally 

 

Dissertation Objectives and Importance 

 
This chapter explains the reasons why a case study focused on the successful constitutional 

plebiscite banning the use of nets by commercial saltwater fishers in the State of Florida (Florida 

Net Ban) is valuable in the study of institutional change 

 

Expanding the Limited Research on Institutional Change 

 

This dissertation is a case study that adds to the social science literature about institutional 

change.  Social scientists have been interested in institutions and how they change at least since 

the time of Max Weber.  Despite this long history and the significant level of effort on the part of 

leading scientists in the field there is still widespread variation in the literature on how 

institutional change comes about  (Hoffman 1999).  This case study focuses specifically on 

institutional change within the regulatory program component of a state government in a mature 

democracy, the United States. 

Developing Public Administration Theory on Institutional Change 

 

Within the social sciences literature, theories of institutional change are multiple and only in 

partial agreement (Hoffman 1999; DiMaggio 1988).  Reading the literature about institutional 
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change makes it clear that there are differences in the boundaries of institutional inquiry in 

different scholarly traditions as well as differences associated with defining institutions. 

 

Even among those with the same scholarly tradition, institutional definition and paradigms, there 

are different perceptions and conclusions concerning the change dynamic associated with the 

institutional concept.  Powell asserts that it is institutional scholarship itself, rather than social 

realties, that creates artificial differences in how institutions are perceived. (Powell 1991) 

 

In developing this case I will, in the qualitative tradition relate my analysis and discussion to 

selected elements of the specifics found in multidisciplinary institutional theory.  Because of 

differences remaining in the literature I am required to choose among the diversity of 

institutional theories found by Powell (1991) and others.  More specifically this dissertation will 

be related to theory applicable to a public administration perspective. 

 

Public administrators are interested in institutions from multiple perspectives.  The similarity 

between their wide ranging interest and Weber’s cautionary statement about the limitations of 

any disciplinary view (Weber 1958) is relevant because it is often required in the practice of 

public administration  to  amalgamate the concepts of institutions associated with the 

scholarships of sociology, political science, economics, and law.  It is a strength and weakness of 

public administration that it is sometimes multidisciplinary.  This dissertation must be viewed as 

subject to such limitations and strengths. 

 

There is support in the literature for looking beyond the limitations and boundaries of a single 

discipline when contemplating institutional change.  Hall and Taylor (1996), Scott (1996) and 

Campbell (1997) all have proposed that there are numerous institutionalist approaches and that 

attempts to survey the field have been limited and boundered by individual disciplines (Nielsen 

2001). 

 

Scott states that institutions are and continue to be at the core of social science (Scott 1995). As 

he and Meyer, so succinctly put it, 
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“Institutionalization processes can occur at various structural levels from interpersonal 

and intraorganizational to organizational field to societal and even trans-societal 

levels…”.  “Our institutional vision is thus of a wider social and cultural world infused 

with long-term processes of rationalization-scientific and professional, cultural and 

ideological, political and organizational that have continually expanded possibilities and 

necessities for organizing and for expanding and changing organizations…”.  “There is 

not only plenty of variation from sector to sector and state to state, but also many trends 

and features of great consistency.” (Scott and Meyer 1994, p.4 :). 

Theories related to institutions and their applicability to my dissertation are discussed in greater 

detail in Chapter Two. 

 

Providing Insight and Understanding Concerning the Actions of those 

Engaged in Public Administration Institutional Change 

 

Gulick (1937) provides a widely accepted and expansive definition of public administration that 

states in part that if government does it, it is public administration.  In so large an area as public 

administration and in so diverse a literature as that about institutions, the choice that I have made 

to perform a case study helps to limit and focus my efforts. 

 

Casual and critical observers of public administrators often disagree on the value achieved by 

public administrators’ activities.  Conclusions that are drawn about the actions of public 

administrators grow in part from differing paradigms associated with institutions and 

institutional change.  Consciously shifting paradigms related to the characteristics of institutional 

phenomena impacts the interpretation of public administrators’ actions.  For example, if 

institutions are conceived as the rules of the game (North 1993),  the public administrator may be 

seen as acting within a set of constraints that are knowable to the administrator and that cause her 

to intentionally discard certain choices.  Alternatively, when institutions are viewed as  mental 

constructs (Lindenberg 1998), the public administrator may be seen as unconsciously limited to 

choices on the basis of embedded paradigms.  If institutions are understood as collected into 
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regulative, normative and cognitive pillars (Scott and Meyer 1994), public administrators’ 

choices limited by institutions in the normative pillar may be viewed as seeking to advance 

specific social agendas. 

 

Assisting Public Administrators in the Changing of Institutions 

 

This dissertation helps public administrators understand institutions and when applied may 

influence the future choices made by the public administrator.  It makes a difference when 

choosing among alternatives if the public administrator seeking to perpetuate democratic 

governance understands institutions as (a) persistent and slow to change; (b) out of conscious 

mind limiters of choice; or, (c) social facts that assist in the creation of actors’ roles.  Moreover, 

if the administrator’s understanding of institutions in which he or she is embedded includes the 

insight that the interplay between actors and institutions changes in the creation and 

interpretation of the very institutions which create these actors’ roles, then the administrator’s 

world view is made more complex. The logic that drives a choice of action from each of these 

points of view has the potential to lead the chooser in different directions under the same or 

similar factual circumstances and desired outcomes. 

 

The instrumental case developed in this dissertation seeks to provide insights that will improve 

the understanding of public administrators who are faced with important choices impacting 

governance outcomes. 

 

Insight into the Facts and Circumstances Related to Fisheries Policy and Plebiscites 

 

This case based dissertation occurs within a government regulatory history that dates to the 

1800’s and concludes when the Net Ban was included into the constitution of the State of 

Florida.  The time duration of the case is a small part of the entire regulatory history because the 

net ban was conceived, launched, implemented, passed in an election and finalized in a relatively 

short time.  In addition to those theoretically interested in institutional change, there are those 
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who will find interesting information in this dissertation because of their interest in constitutional 

creation and reform or because of their interest in marine fisheries regulation. 

 

It is not my specific purpose to pursue policy lines of inquiry or plebiscites.  However, the issue 

of constitutional plebiscites and their occurrence is an important and much pursued topic by 

those who study governance structures, governance processes and their creation though direct 

voting.  It seems to me that there is an overlap between plebiscite research and institutional 

research because those who look at democratic institutions from a legal or a public 

administration lens must, at least in passing, look at the constitutional foundation on which 

democracy rests, and those who look at the creation of constitutional forms of governance must 

at least in passing create a definition akin to institutionalization that addresses issues such as 

persistence and permanence, isomorphic transference and sensemaking. 

Primary Focus 

 
Finally, as in the circumstance of those who study plebiscites, some of those who study 

government policy and processes will find value in the overlap between their efforts and my case 

analysis.  More specifically, some of those who study the subject mater of this case, government 

regulatory policy related to marine fisheries will find useful information and insights here. 

 

The real actors and participants in the process that produced institutional change in pursuing the 

net ban were not interested in change for change sake nor interested in the testing of institutional 

change theory.  Their problem was a practical one.  They sought to resolve a specific public 

policy question related to the regulation of fisheries within the jurisdictional boundaries of the 

State of Florida.  Following the qualitative tradition, I am pursuing the meaning of the net ban to 

these actors in the context of their efforts. 

 

As explained above, this dissertation has multiple objectives.  Chief among these is the 

expectation that this case study will provide insight into institutional change.  Because this is an 

instrumental case study, as defined by Stake (1995), a case study that is designed to accomplish 

something other than to understand the subject matter, fisheries regulation policy and a 

constitutional plebiscite, it is intended to provide insight into those areas as well. 
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Personal Commitment to the Study 

 

I became interested in recreational fishing as a child growing up in southeastern Pennsylvania.  I 

learned to fish for native brook trout with dry flies I tied myself under tutelage of my 

grandfather, who was something of a recognized expert.  The fish were very small and the 

technique was archaic, but it was challenging fishing that appealed to my grandfather.  Up until 

his death he continued to challenge himself to tie smaller flies and fish on technically more 

difficult natural streams.  When not fishing with my grandfather, who only fished during the 

limited trout season, I fished on the banks of the river with worms as bait, for catfish with my 

father.  When no adult was available, at age 10, my mother drove me to the edge of the local 

impoundment dam -- to keep me from riding my bicycle on the turnpike “again,” and allowed 

me to fish alone until evening. 

 

When I joined what some in this case describe as the “Yankee” migration to Florida I took up 

saltwater fishing in earnest.  The bait I used for some saltwater fishing was bigger then some of 

the fish I caught in Pennsylvania.  Saltwater fish were more abundant, or at least easier to catch, 

than brook trout.  Saltwater fish were also much better to eat.  Fishing in those days meant 

driving to a bridge, commercial pier, or beach and fishing with live bait, usually alone. 

 

Later in life and married I moved to a small house on the edge of Tampa Bay.  A boat soon was 

bought and floated (and once sank) at a small dock at the edge of the seawall that divided the 

lawn from the canal just down from our carport.  Fishing became an almost everyday affair with 

plugs and other artificial baits.  For the first time, I learned to fish with a cast net, a type of net 

used by commercial fishermen, to catch mullet.  Frequently, I interacted with commercial 

fishermen on these trips and, unlike the experiences described by the case study participants, my 

interactions with commercial fishermen were always friendly in both directions. 

 

Events and career choices took me away from the saltwater of the middle Florida Gulf coast, and 

I ended up in Tallahassee, where I still am.  At first it seemed too far from saltwater and I tried 
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largemouth bass fishing and fishing for freshwater pan fish with those who knew the local 

waters.  However, the dark tannin stained water, lily pads, hydrilla and taste of the freshwater 

lake fish did not appeal to me.  A long fishing hiatus occurred, and the only time I fished was on 

our weeklong family vacations at the beach on St. George Island in the northern Gulf of Mexico. 

 

The career choices that took me to Tallahassee eventually took me to the Department of Natural 

Resources (DNR) and its successor agency, the Department of Environmental Protection.  These 

were the agencies that eventually regulated saltwater fish.  I was not involved in fishing 

regulation, but I routinely interacted with and observed those who were. 

 

Some would conclude that my sport fishing background or my DNR experience would 

predispose me to the sportfisher’s perspective as presented in this case, but they would be wrong.  

The DNR was primarily a commercial fishing support agency and in the beginning there was 

very little recreational regulation, no saltwater recreational fishing license and not many who 

championed the sport fishing cause.  Slowly saltwater fishing regulation changed while I was in 

DNR and those changes are chronicled in the case information below.  In addition, I understood 

the hard work and the blue collar values of commercial fishermen.  They seemed to me to be 

much like my father and my uncles who worked in the Pennsylvania mills and factories. 

 

When I started fishing in saltwater again, I bought several large boats in succession over the 

years that had to be kept near or in the water.  This took me to the docks frequently and gave me 

the opportunity to share conversations with local commercial fishermen, local dock hands, and 

also recreational fishermen who came to the area.  By this time it was the late 1980’s and the 

conflict between recreational fishermen and commercial fishermen was evident.  Some of us, 

myself included, danced around the issue with our coastal friends.  I was still employed in the 

DNR immediately after the net ban passed, and the very real consequences to the family net 

fishermen and the pain that the net ban caused was easily observed when DNR was charged by 

the legislature with coordinating a buyout of the net fishermen’s gear. 

 

In the years since the net ban, from my perspective, various changes in fish harvests can be 

observed.  Near-shore recreational fishing has improved and offshore species have declined.  
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Although I have not seen any data to support this belief my experience and the experience of 

others with near-shore fishing is that we catch more and larger fish than in the recent past.  We 

are also catching some fish species, like Pompano, for longer periods though out the year.  This 

change is credited to the belief that these fish are no longer harvested by commercial fishermen 

because of the net ban.  At the same time, governmental regulations on offshore ground fish have 

tightened because of claims by regulators that off-shore fish stocks have declined. 

 

The other change that is obvious to me is that the character of the waterfront has changed since 

the net ban.  Some commercial fishing communities I frequent, like East Point, Florida, have 

obviously declined.  East Point residential property owned and rented by commercial fishing 

families was always somewhat impoverished, but now it is dilapidated.  Other places like 

Carrabelle, Florida, that were previously dominated by commercial fishing structures and docks 

on the waterfront are now dominated by condominiums, recreational boat marinas, and cleared 

land waiting for the next big development.  Gone too are most of the small net boats that fished 

for mullet, the commercial net shops, and the small fish houses that were scattered about the 

coast.  It seems to me that the loss of this type of commercial fishing and the culture embodied in 

it was a high price to pay for the improvements in recreational fishing that I have seen. 

 

Some of the foregoing occurred while I was working my way though preliminary studies at the 

Askew School in Public Administration.  It was there, when introduced to the work of 

Schattschneider and his best known work The Semi-Sovereign People.  A Realist’s View of 

Democracy in America (Schattschneider 1960) and the concept he proposed that the outcome of 

a street fight could be predicted by watching the crowd of onlookers that I became more 

interested in what happened with the net ban.  The organized recreational fishermen and the 

organized commercial fishermen were the combatants in this case, and if Schattschneider was 

right, neither one was in control of the outcome.  The outcome was in the control of the public 

and beyond the reach and real understanding of either of them.  Why then did the recreational 

fishing interests invest money and effort in the net ban?  Why did they choose to do it when they 

did it and not before or after? Why were commercial fishermen not able to head it off?  Did 

institutions help define the choices that were made and, if so, how?  My personal interest in 
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fishing, my embeddedness in the profession of public administration and my scholarship interest 

in institutions flow together in the questions that are answered in this case. 

 

As a summary of the foregoing discussion, the table below provides a listing of the objectives of 

the dissertation. 

 

Under the column heading “Objective” a short statement that relates to the sections in Chapter 

One is listed.  The column labeled “Level” distinguishes the objectives among the theoretical, 

practical and factual. The columns labeled “Value” and “Significance” summarize the author’s 

conclusions of the importance to be derived from the dissertation objectives.  The final column 

“Focus” points out some of the objectives; those labeled “Primary”, are the most direct intention 

of the dissertation. 

 

TABLE 1 

Dissertation Purposes 

 
OBJECTIVE LEVEL VALUE SIGNIFICANCE FOCUS 

Expand the 
literature on 
institutional 
change. 

Theoretical Small addition to the general 
stream of existing institutional 
change theory discussions in the 
social sciences.  

Add to the area (state 
government) to the 
existing studies on 
institutional change. 

Primary 

Develop public 
administration 
theory on 
institutional 
change. 

Theoretical Advance the conceptualization 
of public 
administration/institutional 
theory. 

Assist in evolving public 
administration theory as a 
separate discipline. 

Primary 

Provide insight 
into understanding 
of the actions of 
those engaged in 
public 
administration 
institutional 
change. 

Practical Actor sense making insight. Improve understanding of 
public administrators and 
their choices. 

Primary 

Assist public 
administrators in 
the changing of 
institutions. 

Practical Improved self -awareness of 
institutional paradigms and 
paradigmatic impacts on 
choices where institutional 
change is involved. 

Improved decision-
making and outcomes 
when institutional change 
is involved. 

Primary 
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TABLE 1 CONTINUED 
 

Insight into plebiscite activity. Factual Case facts and 
history. 

New data assemblage 
related to the Florida Net 
Ban constitutional  
amendment 

Secondary 

Insight in to state government 
regulatory policy. 

Factual Case facts and 
history 

New data assemblage 
related to the creation of 
policy and regulatory 
processes for a common 
pool resource. 

Secondary 

Insight into marine fisheries policy. Factual Case facts and 
history 

New data assemblage 
related to marine fisheries 
regulation in Florida. 

Secondary 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THEORETICAL FRAME WORK 
 
 
 
 
The literature on institutions and institutional change is wide in breadth and complex.  This 

chapter will help the reader who has little prior knowledge of the scholarship on institutions 

understand the fit of the net ban case to that literature by providing them limited insight into the 

literature generally.  The abbreviated information contained here is not a comprehensive survey 

of the field, but it will provide the uninitiated the basic understanding of institutions necessary to 

understand the net ban case results. 

 

Others who review this case will already have an understanding of limited portions of the 

institutional literature.  They may not be familiar with the portions of the literature on institutions 

upon which I based my efforts.  This chapter points them toward the parts of the literature with 

which they may be familiar and toward parts of the literature on which I have relied that may be 

new to them.   

 

Finally, some who read this case study will be subject matter experts in the field of institutions.  

They will already have an in-depth familiarity with the literature beyond that contained in this 

chapter.  For them it is necessary to point to the specific portions of the literature and the choices 

I have made among the various alternative views of institutions so that they may place my efforts 

within the whole of institutional scholarship as they understand it. 

 

It is also important in a qualitative study that the researcher’s predilections are contemplated by 

the researcher and exposed to the reader.  This is especially true in this dissertation.  Because this 

is the first case study at this level of detail that I have undertaken my class work-derived 
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understanding of the theories associated with institutions will impact the outcome. Collectively 

these theories describe a model that underlies my thoughts about institutions and institutional 

change. This model is evolved in the course of qualitative study.  The sections that follow answer 

a list of questions that are designed to provide additional insight and to further elaborate on the 

model with which I began and the predispositions that I held. 

 

 The questions I have chosen to organize my beliefs are: 

• What is an institution? 

• What is institutional change? 

• Can institutions be found and studied in issue based organizational fields? 

• What is an institutional life cycle? 

• Do public entrepreneurs as organizations and individuals impact institutions? 

• How are institutions associated with fisheries regulation? 

 

The answers below are derived from my understanding of the social science literature on 

institutional change. 

 

What is an Institution? 

What an institution is understood to be has an impact on researchers’ perceptions about how 

institutions change. For example, if institutions are entirely out of sight and operate below the 

conscious level, any argument that the institution can be exposed, analyzed and changed by 

direct agency of purpose by actors is unlikely. The actors will be bound into their roles by the 

Weberian iron cage (Weber 1958).  Alternatively, if an institution is understood to be a mere 

artifact, rule or regulation constructed by rational actors for the sole purpose of resolving 

economic efficiency without any embedded social value or constructed meaning (Ostrom, 

Gardner et al. 1997), then permanence of the institution and the degree of difficulty in changing 

them may be quite minimal.  

 

Lindenberg offers a way to narrow the institutional literature that I find important for my study.  

Lindenber provides insight into how the term institution differs in economics and sociology and, 
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further, how it has differed in each discipline over time (Lindenberg 1998). In his view the 

underlying paradigm that has changed and consequently that embodies the change from the old 

to the new institutionalism theories grew from the cognitive turn of psychology in the 1950’s and 

the extension of that logic into the social sciences through the work of Herbert Simon 

(Lindenberg 1998). According to Lindenberg, prior to the new institutional analysis fueled by 

Simon’s work and this cognitive turn , economists thought of institutions as rules and procedures 

that were instruments for the regulation of incentives, in contrast to sociologists, who perceived 

institutions as rules and procedures that determined outcomes because they were established and 

durable forms of social order creation (Lindenberg 1998).  After Simon, in the field of 

economics bounded rationality and opportunism were added to the definition of an institution as 

a rules-based phenomenon thereby significantly altering the understanding of how institutions 

manifested and changed (Lindenberg 1998).  After Simon,  proponents of the new 

institutionalism in sociology continued to define institutions as social rules but an interplay 

emerged between the effect of institutions on society and the effect of actors on institutions that 

impacted our understanding of the formation and modification of institutions (Lindenberg 1998). 

  

Others may offer alternatives to Lindenberg regarding the causes of the evolution in institutional 

theory, but what is most important for me in Lindenberg’s analysis is that it provides a starting 

point in theoretical perspective from which I begin.  Therefore, irrespective of the argument 

about what caused the theoretical change in the literature on institutions, I accept the paradigm of 

institutions in the social sciences after the cognitive turn as proposed by Lindenberg (1988).  In 

addition, the implications associated with Lindenberg’s analysis that the cognitive turn is 

associated with the work of Simon (Lindenberg 1998) will be incorporated into my initial 

definition as well.  Thus, operation of institutions and the actors are assumed to be imperfect in 

controlling outcomes, creating effects and realizing their intent.  In the study of the net ban this 

means that the descriptions of the actors and their intentions will be as important as an 

understanding of the outcomes that they achieved. 

 

Another important element of the model of an institution with which I am beginning is derived 

from Friedland and Alford’s (1991) discussion of the logic of institutions.  To them, institutions 

are symbolic systems that cannot be directly observed but must be known by observing their 
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effect on social systems. (Friedland and Alford 1991).  Institutions, as I view them, may be 

operationalized by observing such consequences even though the institution itself may be beyond 

the observable.  To the extent that actors perceive the rules as real, they are real; to the extent 

that the actors give meaning to the rules, it is the meaning given that will be accepted as the fact 

of the institution and not another interpretation.  In keeping with this view, I will allow the actors 

to define the consequences of actions as they understood them. 

 

As a further expansion of this idea  institutions can be thought of as a human mental construct 

and not an objective phenomenon (Sjostrand 1993).  Institutions are also perceived to be 

coherent systems of shared and enforced norms that may be explicit or implicit and that impact 

and shape human action over long time periods in recurring situations (Sjostrand 1993).  

Following Sjostrand institutions in the model adopted here do not stand alone but are found in 

groups, sets or systems.  As a result, multiple institutions must be accounted for in the case 

simultaneously.  Some institutions may change alone, some may change in concert with others 

and some may remain static.  One way to simultaneously deal with multiple multivariate 

institutional change is to group institutions by type and to analyze them within these groupings, 

instead of attempting to handle each individually.  Scott provides a typology of institutional 

pillars with which to perform an institutional group analysis (Scott 199) 

 

Scott proposes that it is useful for researchers to divide institutions into regulative, normative and 

cognitive pillars (Scott 1995).  The regulative pillar, which Scott suggests fits North’s 

scholarship, relies on informal and formal rules and laws (Scott 1995).  In the case of the net ban 

the regulative pillar is partially represented by the governmental rules, laws and mechanisms that 

influence and control commercial fishing. 

 

The normative pillar, traced to Durkheim, Parsons and Selznick, is a system of values and norms 

that constrain social behavior by conferring rights, responsibilities, privileges, duties, licenses 

and mandates (Scott 1995).  Participants in the net ban study, like all social actors, operate in 

concert with normative and value systems.  Holding those systems as a group apart from other 

institutionalized elements in the case will provide a way to understand institutional change in a 

deeper way.  
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The cognitive pillar’s emphasis, represented by Berger, Geertz, Meyer and Zucker, is on 

culturally permitted viewpoints ascribed to roles and the construction of identities (Scott 1995).  

Institutions associated with each of the pillars are carried by cultural beliefs, social structures, 

regimes, organizations, and routines (Scott 1995).  Roles impact choices made among 

alternatives by limiting perception when such alternatives are analyzed.  Holding roles separate 

from other institutional types will help explain why the net ban emerged on the path that it took. 

 

Scott’s choice of the metaphor of a “pillar” for his groups of institutions (Scott 1995) implies a 

permanence and a durability to institutions that seems to conflict with the idea that institutions 

change.  A taxonomy based on a more organic term would seem to more readily allow for 

change.  My understanding of Scott is that the use of the term pillar applies in part to a dividing 

of the literature into the foundation types of institutions on which the scholarship of institutions 

rests and that he is not imparting a description of permanence by his choice of terms.  As this 

case unfolds I will, like Hoffman on whom I also rely, use Scott’s taxonomy to conveniently 

handle the multitude of institutions found in the case.     

 

As North put it, institutions are the rules of the game and groups of individuals engaged in 

purposeful activity are the players (North 1993).  North’s perspective provides the possibility 

that the rules, at least to the extent they are legal rules, may be observed even if the interpretation 

the rules are given is unclear.  Institutions may be formal or informal rules that govern actor 

choices and are created by actors with such government in mind (North 1993).  To some extent 

North’s definition precedes the cognitive turn (Lindenberg 1998), but it is consistent with 

institutional definitions after the cognitive turn as well because it provides for institutions, as part 

of a social framework, that act upon the framework and that are acted upon in the fabric of 

micro-level social activity. 

 

 

The construction of reality by the assignment of meaning by individuals within social context is 

also part of my working model of institutions (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Institutions do not 

have absolute meaning (Berger and Luckmann 1966).  Their meaning is contextual to the actor 
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(Berger and Luckman 1966).  As such they shape the actor and are in turn shaped by the actors 

(Berger and Luckmann 1966).  In the study of the net ban case the interplay between actor and 

institution and institution and actor will be assumed. 

 

The table that follows is a summary of the model of institution with which I am beginning this 

work.   

 

TABLE 2 

 

Elements of an Institutional Model 

 

AUTHOR CONCEPT CHARACTERISTIC APPLICATION 

Simon Bounded Rationality Institutions imperfectly 
understood; imperfectly 
created; imperfectly 
applied 

Institutions may be 
perceived either as vague 
or inconsistent across 
time and actors. 

Lindberg Cognitive turn in the 
social sciences 

Social rules impact actors 
who in turn impact the 
social rules. 

Institutions must be 
understood from the actor 
embedded in the situation 
as it occurs. 

Friedland and Alford Symbolic systems which 
have non observable 
absolute transrational 
referents and observable 
symbolic systems that 
concretize them. 

Complexity and fixivity. May require 
understanding from the 
shadow and reflection of 
meaning in the action of 
self and others (Allegory 
of the Cave Plato). 

Sjostrand Human construct and not 
an objective phenomena. 

Sense making Observer and observed 
difficulty of first and 
second order. 

Sjostrand Coherent systems of 
shared and enforce 
norms that shape human 
interaction over long 
periods of time in 
recurring situations. 

Multiple and interlocking 
at the normative level with 
permanence and path 
dependency. 

Long range analysis and 
macro approach to 
understanding. 

Sjostrand Found in groups, sets, 
systems and not alone. 

Interwoven and 
overlapping boundaries. 

Microanalysis. 

Scott Regulative, Normative, 
Cognitive  

Institutions may be 
understood by a taxonomy 
of types. 

Classification scheme 
may contribute to 
differing change 
perspectives. 

North Rules of the game acting 
on and acted on by 
participants. 

Institutions may be 
identified from the formal 
and informal rules. 

In a public administration 
context rules are 
observable. 

Berger and Luckmann Institutions and actors 
shape each other. 

Institutional meaning is 
contextual to actors. 

Regulations and rules 
may be implemented in 
ways that do not reflect 
average voter intent. 
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A Definition of Institutions for the Net Ban Case 

 
In summary, for this case study I will deal with institutions in the aggregate as typologized by 

Scott in pillars (Scott 1995).  Individual institutions within the pillars are part of an enduring 

conceptual level system of socially agreed to paradigms that arise from purposeful intent or as 

unintended consequences.  Individual institutions may be operational at a conscious level or 

embedded in carriers that are essentially out of mind.  As events in the study unfold it will be 

expected that institutions shape actors and actions and that institutions are shaped by actors and 

intentional and unintentional consequences result.  The meaning of an institution is contextually 

unique to the individuals or organizations, found in the net ban case, who are interacting in actual 

social circumstances. Therefore the case will be analyzed by examining the sensemaking of net 

ban participants who construct meaning from action. 

 

What is Institutional Change? 

 
Change can be understood in a general way. If institutions change they can be assumed to have a 

life cycle..  When used here, the concept of life cycle takes on a common and important 

meaning.  The common meaning of a life cycle suggests that an institution is not in only one 

constant state. Institutions have a beginning and/or an end, at least as to any specific 

characteristic or condition.  Institutions may have begun in time out of mind; slowly emerge 

anew, or suddenly appear.  Life cycles include the perception that institutions may rapidly 

fluctuate between conditions or persist without change for long periods of time.  Institutions may 

decline slowly even to the point of nonexistence, rapidly disappear, or show no perceptible 

likelihood of disappearance. Their end may be in past, current or future time. The life cycle 

concept does not require that all similar institutions take a common path.  They may be 

predictable by a linear approach or in highly complex and non-predictable patterns. In essence, 

life cycle imparts the possibility of change but does not place any boundaries on that change. 

 

Because I intend to rely partially on the concept of institutional pillars proposed by Scott, it is 

important to incorporate his concepts of institutional change into my work (Scott 1995). Scott 

proposes that change in institutions is understood differently by those who emphasize any one of 
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the three pillars of institutional scholarship (Scott 1995).  Those who come from the regulatory 

view, like North, seek to identify when and under what conditions boundedly rational actors 

construct carriers that govern behavior (Scott 1995). The normative view is assigned to those 

who study institutions at the level of individual, organization, and organizational field and who, 

like Selznick, seek to understand how organizations are infused with value (Scott 1995).  The 

cognitive view, represented by Hirsch, DiMaggio and Barley, looks at change at the societal 

level and organizational field level and seeks out the methods and means and modalities of 

structuring society (Scott 1995).  It appears to me that Scott’s description of institutional 

scholarship related to change is not entirely clear on the point of separating the institution as an 

independent or dependent variable. Scott also allows for different types of change within each of 

the different institutional pillars he defines (Scott 1995).  In regard to change, additional 

clarification, beyond Scott, for this case study is required. 

 

The conception of institutions and institutional change that I adopt sees institutions as acting on 

and acted upon by actors. Following the dynamic connection between action and structure 

typically espoused in the qualitative tradition, this conception defies conventional discussion of 

independent and dependent variables. 

 

In an historical case study focused on institutional change there is included the concept of time.  

Peters and Pierre (1988) suggest that time, or the iterative effect of actors performing complex 

political texts repeatedly over time, can be understood as a way to account for institutional 

change (Peters and Pierre 1998).  This creates a synthesis between the structure and agency 

arguments in a way that explains how individuals and institutions in an iterative way play off 

against each other, the result of which is change in both over time (Peters and Pierre 1998). 

 

Others also make an actor-based argument regarding time and change.  Johnson, Smith et al. 

(2000) summarize the change literature into four parts:  DiMaggio’s and Powell’s view that 

change emerges from normative and mimetic activity over time; Fligstein’s view that change 

comes in response to shocks to an organizational field in short bursts of time; Oliver’s proposal 

that change in institutions is resource dependent and bound to them in time; and Greenwood’s 

and Hinings’ perspective that change and institutional loose coupling are interrelated in long 
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term cycles in time (Johnson, Smith et al. 2000).  The argument that they all offer is that it is 

necessary to understand institutional change from the microprocess level where actors carrying 

out scripts are influenced to change and the rate over time of such change at that level can be 

understood to govern the rate of change at the organizational field level as well (Johnson, Smith 

et al. 2000).  Hoffman uses triggering events to discuss institutional change and partially relies 

on Fligstein’s concept of shocks in the description of change he offers (Hoffman 1999).  

Triggering events, as proposed by Hoffman, will be examined in the net ban case (Hoffman 

1999).  

 

To summarize, the model in this case study includes the assumption that institutions do change; 

such change is multifaceted and complex in every respect; and, as a result, the institution can be 

seen as both a dependent and independent variable given meaning by the actors in a social 

system and also being changed by them.   The table that follows helps organize and summarize 

the institutional change concepts.  

 

TABLE 3 

 

Institution Change Concepts 

 

 

AUTHOR CONCEPT CHARACTERISTIC APPLICATION 

 Life Cycle Emerge/Born; Modify; Persist; Decline; 
Extinguish/Die 

Change occurs time, process and 
path varies 

Scott Change observation 
varies by foundational 
perception. 

Regulative; Normative; Cognitive Change occurs but perceptions 
of process and casualty vary. 
 

North Boundedly rational 
actors seek rule 
advantage. 

Institutions are created or modified in 
response to perceived need. 

Actor causality important in 
determining drivers and 
direction. 

Selznick Institutions in 
organizations are 
carriers of value. 

As values modify institutions shift inside 
of organizations. 

Value issues serve as catalytic 
force. 

Hirsch, Barley, 
DiMaggio 

Institutions structure 
society. 

Change evolves as social conditions 
evolve. 

Change happens. 

DiMaggio and Powell Change emerges from 
normative and mimetic 
activities 

Change begins in a location and spreads 
out into other locations influenced. 

Change waves and patterns 
evolve over time. 
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TABLE 3 CONTINUED 
 
 
Fligstein: Hoffman Change comes from 

shocks or triggers to 
the interorganizational 
field. 

Change needs a large driver event. Large driver events should 
generally be of a level of 
significance to be observable. 

Leblebicci; Salancik Actors introduce 
change in 
organizational fields. 

Change is intentional. Actor introduced change 
attempts may be success or 
failure. 

Peters and Pierre Actors and institutions 
change simultaneously. 

Change event and results is not entirely 
predictable or controllable. 

Change is a multi-order complex 
process. 

 

 

Studying Institutions in Organizational Fields 

 
This case study approaches institutions from the perspective that they can be studied as elements 

of issue-based organizational fields.   

 

A key concept in the understanding of institutions is developed from  studying them in groupings 

that are extra organizational (DiMaggio 1991).  Organizational fields are one such extra 

organizational setting in which institutions can be examined (DiMaggio 1991).  One way an 

organizational field may be understood is as the collection of suppliers, consumers, producers 

and regulators that effect the production of similar services or products (DiMaggio 1991; 

DiMaggio and Powell 1991).  One component of this definition is that it includes, for the 

purpose of analysis, all of the relevant actors involved in the outcome of the social process being 

examined (DiMaggio and Powell 1991).  The changes in an organizational field brought about 

by changes in institutions may be studied in this aggregation (DiMaggio and Powell 1991).  

DeMaggio’s and Powell’s conclusion creates a foundation for the belief that it is likely that 

institutional change can be studied in this aggregation as well. 

 

The belief that organizational fields are useful for the study of institutional change is directly 

asserted by the work of Leblebici, Salancik, et al. (1991).  They assert that another way in which 

organizational fields are useful in the study of institutional change relates to the coevolution of 

institutions and interorganizational fields and the ability to study institutional change through 
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historical analysis (Leblebici, Salancik et al. 1991).  Interorganizational fields are particularly 

useful in the study of organizational change because they include network, cultural, and 

historical elements (Leblebici, Salancik et al. 1991). In organizational fields the core issues 

related to institutional change, what triggers the change and, once triggered, how the change 

standardizes can be studied simultaneously (Leblebici, Salancik et al. 1991).  For these authors 

the organizational field forms around technology, but others, including Hoffman, disagree.  

 

 It is important that institutional changes are studied at their most dynamic and the organizational 

field makes such a study possible.  Hoffman states this clearly when he concludes that the 

coevolution of fields and institutions is a powerful way to examine institutional change and that a 

causal connection between all combinations of three variables (field, institution, and event) can 

be inferred (Hoffman 1999).  The study of institutional change, in order to be adequately rich and 

complete, requires that specific institutions that dominate the field and competing institutions 

that may exist in subfield populations must be examined in conjunction with modification of the 

field over time (Hoffman 1999). 

 

For my particular case study, the concept of organizational field is most useful if perceived as 

including the concept of “issue focus” as the keystone to an organizational field.  Organizational 

fields form around central issues rather than around central technology or markets and coevolve 

with institutions (Hoffman 1999).  Organizational field analysis is also useful for the provision of 

policy insight (Ruef, Mendel et al. 1998).  Policy insight in organizational field analysis helps to 

explain what policy choices were available and how policy choices were picked (Ruef, Mendel 

et al. 1998) I infer support for Hoffman in this conclusion because policy insight is issue-

focused.  If organizational fields were issue independent it would seem unlikely that they would 

form a useful boundary for policy studies.  

 

I assume that issues can be taken to be active attractors of participants.  Once I accept the “issue” 

as the kernel around which an organizational field forms, the expectation that organizational field 

boundaries are dynamic logically follows as participants fluctuate.  
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 Further support for the idea that organizational fields form around issues and that institutional 

change can be studied is seen in the work of Sherer and Kyungmook (2002).  In a recent study in 

which law firms form the organizational field, it has been determined that elites within the field 

specifically utilize their position to influence others thorough mass media toward the end that 

new technical rationales are created that justify, support and propagate institutional change 

within such fields (Sherer and Kyungmook 2002). The authors acknowledge the work of others 

and in particular the work of DiMaggio and Powell (1983) that finds that those with little to lose 

are often the initiators of change, and so, in some views, change frequently comes from the 

fringe.  Alternatively, Sherer and Kyungmomk propose that change comes from the center 

(Sherer and Kyungmook 2002).  The authors reconcile these differences by proposing that both 

the fringe and the center have incentives that are rewarded when change occurs: the fringe 

because it has less value at risk and the center because it is better able to utilize its powerful 

placement to capitalize on or direct the change process (Sherer and Kyungmook 2002). 

 

Proposing that institutions co-evolve with organizational fields (Hoffman 1999) requires 

acceptance of an inherent ability for institutions to change.  If issue conditions are dynamic and 

institutions are stable and persistent, a cognitive conflict would be created between the reality 

experienced by the organization field participants and the institutions embedded within. 

DiMaggio’s perception of isomorphism in organizational fields suggests that this conflict is 

resolved when the organization changes and conforms to the institution (DiMaggio 1983);  

Hoffman arrives at a much less predictable result where the institution may itself be modified to 

fit the confluence of forces within the issue-focused organizational field and where institutions 

may change in some regard to field dynamics (Hoffman 1999).  It is reasonable to raise some 

concern about the exclusivity of Hoffman’s statement that organizations form only around 

issues.  For my purposes it is not necessary to make or to justify the assumption that issues are 

exclusive.  However, the formation of organizational fields around issues, as one of the ways that 

fields form, is helpful in further studying institutional change in the case of the Florida Net Ban 

amendment. 

 

Groupings of similar organizations can also be identified at a less then field level when defined 

as an industry or organizational population.  This definition is similar enough to the concept of 
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organizational field to warrant discussion.  In a historical study of the brewing industry from 

1845 to 1918, conclusions were drawn that suggest that legislation has normative and resource 

effects on organizations (Wade, Swaminathan et al. 1998). Significant among their findings is 

the conclusion that, “At the nonlocal level, however, the diffusion of nonuniform regulations 

represents changes in societal norms and expectations as various interest groups contest for 

primacy” (Wade, Swaminathan et al. 1998).   This led the authors to the determination that 

institutional action was embodied in the adoption of regulations that impacted such 

organizational populations (Wade, Swaminathan et al. 1998). 

 

Many assert that institutional change does occur in organizational fields in different ways and at 

different times.  Institutional change in organizational fields may be precipitated by jolts in the 

status quo and such jolts may be further subdivided into social, regulatory, or technological 

categories (Greenwood, Suddaby et al. 2002).  The process that follows such jolts may be viewed 

as a succession of stages: a deinstitutionalization within the field; pre-institutionalization in 

which the field seeks alternative adjustments; re-institutionalization, followed by diffusion 

throughout the field;, and finally, theorization and explanation post hoc (Greenwood, Suddaby et 

al. 2002). The Greenwood, Suddaby et al work focuses on the role of professional associations in 

this process.  However, it is reasonable to conjecture that other formations of groups can provide 

legitimating influences in organizational fields where professional associations are weak or 

nonexistent or when such alternative groups function in concert with professional associations 

when they are strong.   

 

Greenwood, Suddaby et al. (2002) theorize that the legitimizing of ideas, including the linking of 

ideas to normative justifications and perceptions, is a critical part of the institutional change 

process.  The exact nature of such theorization and the decoupling of it from other elements of 

the process is just now undergoing explanation and is very limited (Greenwood, Suddaby et al. 

2002).  It seems reasonable in any model of institutional change to adopt a mechanism that 

supports the shift of cognitive understanding in the members of the organizational field.  When 

such a field is issue- based it is likely that such a shift in the perception of norms and ideas is 

even more important than when the field is limited to a coupling of organizations for which the 

primary driver is understood to be raw rational justifications.  
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 It is not my intention to enter into the agency vs. structure or the ecological theory vs. resource 

dependency debates that attempt to isolate these two drives.  It is my intention to look at the net 

ban as a regulatory activity imposed on the commercial saltwater fishers in Florida, who imposed 

it, how it was imposed, and what changes occurred over time.  While doing so, it is important to 

recognize that the various organizational field participant groupings; i.e., fish harvesters, fish 

consumers, environmental activists, etc., may attend to very different drivers associated with the 

process of institutional change.  Since the final institutional change in my case study emerges in 

a regulatory sense and is imposed by the general public in a constitutional amendment mandated 

in the Florida case, the concept of the issues, the rational drivers, and the ideas and normative 

understandings associated with the issues are mixed.  The table that follows summarizes the 

mixture that I have included.   

 

TABLE 4 

 

Table of Institutional Perspectives 

AUTHOR CONCEPT CHARACTERISTIC APPLICATION 

DiMaggio Institutions can be studied 

in organizational settings. 

Multiple institutions and multiple organizations 

interact. 

Case study analysis can consider 

multiple organizations in a single case. 

DiMaggio and 

Powell 

Organizational field. Aggregates of key suppliers, providers, consumers 

and regulators form a common framework for 

institutional studies. 

Boundary of associated organizations 

for case study. 

Leblbici, 

Salancik, et al. 

Institutions and 

organizational fields 

evolve over time. 

Institutional change may occur as an ongoing 

process. 

Historical case study is useful in 

understanding institutional change in 

organizational fields. 

Hoffman Events and institutions are 

related. 

Field, institution, and event provide information on 

institutional change. 

Events are important in the 

development of cases involving issues 

of institutional change. 

Hoffman, Ruer, 

and Mendel 

Organizational fields form 

around issues. 

Issue change can give rise to institutional change. Public policy issues may form the locus 

of organizational fields. 



 25

TABLE 4 CONTINUED 
 
 
Sherer and 

Kyungmook 

Actors in organizational 

fields seek change. 

Institutional change can be actor 

driven. 

Case studies can provide insight into institutional 

change by describing the acivities of individuals. 

Greenwood, 

Suddaby, et al. 

Field jolts may drive 

institutional change in 

organizational fields. 

Cause and effect analysis of specific 

occurrences may give rise to 

institutional changes. 

Separating the common place event from the 

significant event in case analysis from the view of 

the actor may be relevant to understanding 

institutional change. 

Greenwood, 

Suddaby, et al. 

Cognitive shifts in 

understanding may give rise 

to institutional change. 

Slow or significant shifts in issue 

understanding may create 

institutional change in organizational 

fields. 

Understanding meaning  to the members of an 

organizational field is an important element of 

understanding the institutional change that occurs 

within the field. 

 

 

Combining Institutions, Change and Organizational Fields 

 

Some divide institutional research into a convergent view of institutional development, a 

contested view of institutional development and an endogenous explanation of institutional 

change. Each of these views seeks to answer the central problems of: 

1. Order and disorder as the average institutional tendency; 

2. Internal or external forces as the principal drivers of institutional change 

3. Deviation in institutional persistence values because of process differences. (Farjoun 

2002). 

 

 

As I approach the case, I assume the following:  

• Issues are seldom static; 

• Issues are complex; 

• Organizations and individuals that gravitate to participation in issues can be expected to 

be dynamic in their interest and that interest can be expected to fluctuate with internal 

organization dynamics and with the dynamics surrounding the issue as well; 
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• Issues may be present as central or as peripheral to the organization field at some later 

time when the effects of the event are fully realized.   

 

In this case study I will begin by focusing on the “Florida Net Ban”, but in keeping with 

Farjoun’s conclusions as stated above, I will remain open to extending the case backward in 

time to capture any of the fisheries’ regulatory institutional setting that preexisted the net ban 

efforts to the extent that such history was meaningful to the participants in the organizational 

field.  
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Institutions and Public Entrepreneurs 

 
 
If issues are surrounded by organizational fields and if actors are important in institutional 

change processes as well as in addressing issues, the entrepreneurial activity of public actors may 

provide additional insight into institutional change. In a study focused on the activity of 

bureaucratic entrepreneurs in a public agency it was concluded that, entrepreneurs are agents that 

attempt to modify their surroundings in ways that are important to them.  This includes the 

modifications of institutions (Baez and Abolafia 2002). 

 

Entrepreneurs are individuals who innovate by creating something new, applying something old 

to a new problem, or combining the old and the new in novel ways (Schumpeter 1939).  Such 

individuals were originally conceived of as participants in business firms or exchanges.  The 

concept of entrepreneur has come into widespread use in the public sector literature as well. 

  

Entrepreneurs sometimes function by building networks of firms and individuals in order to 

implement change (Schneider, Teske et al. 1995).  It seems that such a strategy would be useful 

when confronting issue-based organizational fields for the purpose of creating institutional 

change.  If institutional change is episodic for any reason, the entrepreneur can be assumed to 

understand in part the circumstances arising from the environment that gives rise to the 

possibility of the institutional change event.  Alternatively, as described by Baez and Abolafia, if 

institutional change is continuous entrepreneurs participate in a catalytic way by their sense 

making activities within an organization ((Baez and Abolafia 2002).   

 

Combining the concepts of  issues, networks, organizational fields, entrepreneurs and 

institutional change theories provides a partial foundation for the study of institutional change in 

the case of the Florida Net Ban because each of these elements are likely to be found in the case 

history and the circumstances that occurred.  Using the case study approach allows me to 
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approach the case from the position of the meaning perceived by the actors involved in the 

events.  

  

Alternative Forms of Study Considered 

 
 

The Net Ban as an Economic/Rational Model 

 

For those who pursue institutional scholarship for an economic and rational perspective fishers 

can be viewed as part of an economic system.  In this context, fishers can also be viewed as 

harvesters involved in the kind of common pool resource dilemma developed by Ostrom and 

Gardner. (Ostrom, Gardner et al. 1997).  From that point of view the perspective of the 

researcher is focused on an examination of a rational actor model related to the creation of 

institutionalized rules that result in efficient outcomes.  Although such research may be 

applicable to understanding the Florida Net Ban case by those who employ such models, the use 

of that form of analysis requires the resolution of the significant issue of the differences in values 

of fish to commercial and recreational fishing interests and the supporters of their economic 

chain if the focus is on the formation of an interorganizational field around an issue and the 

institutional change that results from the operation of the participants in the field.   

 

By definition, commercial fishers harvest fish and other marine animals for the purpose of sale 

and the creation of income for themselves and others.  It is possible to look at values related to 

family tradition, professional choice, life style and numerous other benefits that commercial 

fishers derive from their occupation and include them in a value equation.  But at the core of the 

enterprise it must be assumed that they are engaged in an economic enterprise.  There must be an 

ongoing positive economic benefit for them to continue to commercially fish over time.  Failure 

to produce the net positive economic benefit required means the commercial fisher must 

eventually cease harvest activities.  Commercial fishers are supported in their efforts by various 

other individuals and companies that provide them the needed equipment and supplies and form 

the processing and sales chain by which their product reaches the consumer.  The chain of 
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consumption can be local or range worldwide from certain harvest locations and it covers a 

variety of consumption types from food for individuals, to food for animals, to the use of certain 

harvested marine products in non-food related consumption activities.  This amalgamation can 

be styled as an organizational field as described above. 

 

Alternatively, recreational fishers engage in fishing as a recreational or leisure time pursuit. 

Their activities also vary in multiple ways including their styles of fishing, characteristics of the 

recreation, species sought, gear used and many other factors.  The common dominator to their 

activities is that the primary value derived is not monetary.  This would be considered true even 

though some recreational fishers sell their catch as a by product of their activity and some 

recreational fishers engage in competitive fishing where they receive monetary prizes, some of 

significant amounts.  In this latter situation it is possible to move some fishers, who appear to be 

fishing for recreation or sport to the commercial side of the enterprise if they earn their primary 

income from fishing tournaments.  However, this group, if it exists in Florida, is a notable 

classification but not a significant number, when taken in context to fishers of all types. 

 

Recreational fishers also have a complex economic chain of individuals and companies that 

support their activities.  They rely on equipment purveyors, vessel manufacturers, tow vehicles, 

marina operators, motels, guides, bait and tackle stores and similar enterprises to support their 

recreational activities.  This grouping can also be viewed in organizational field terms.   

 

While it can generally be assumed that commercial fishers receive more in monetary 

compensation then they spend in the operation of the enterprise, it can also be assumed that 

recreational fishers spend more money then they receive in monetary compensation or in food 

value.  One significant difficulty with the application of the common pool approach to these two 

groups of fishers as simultaneous harvesters lies, in part, in attempting to calculate a common 

value for each unit of harvest and a common marginal utility for each additional unit. This value 

related problem is not one that is resolved or contemplated in the approach which I have taken to 

study the problem.  Rather, it is a problem that in part lies at the heart of the policy issue debate.  

Consequently, commercial fishers and their supporting system and recreational fishers and their 

supporting system can be understood as an organizational field when conceived as surrounding a 
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single issue like the net ban.  I believe the net ban is better explained from the sociological 

perspective that I have adopted. 

 

Other studies approach fisheries from the point of view of sustainable harvest.  For those who 

take this approach the establishment of governmental regulation and the imposition of quotas on 

harvest below the level of natural reproductive rates of the fish stock is the focus of the effort 

(Emerson 1997). These studies are focused on what regulatory and enforcement mechanisms, if 

any, may be imposed to resolve the technical problem of over fishing the reproductive rates of 

the stock.  Since I am not interested in the policy effectiveness of the institutional rules, but 

rather in the change of institutions, I need only note that some rules have proven to be of more or 

less success in various specific circumstances when the issue of sustainability is considered 

(Emerson 1997).  However, it is important to note that theories related to policy change and 

institutional change may overlap and that another way to explore the net ban case would be from 

a platform that compares the two. 

 

The Net Ban as Conflicts of Culture 

 

Still other studies have moved away from the economic approach and studied fisheries regulation 

from the perspective of sociological institutions by examining the clash of cultures that has 

occurred when fishers of two significantly different cultures have attempted to harvest from the 

same resource.  One example of this type of study is the work by Chirwa that compares 

traditional fishing with European commercial fishing in Africa.  In this work socio-economic 

class, race and politics and the meaning of fishing to the different groups comes to the fore 

(Chirwa 1996).  This type of study lends insight to my work because its approach is largely 

conducted as a case analysis of sociological import.  In that regard it seeks to provide rich insight 

into the underlying sociological criteria that determined the outcomes of a conflict. However, 

this and other studies of this type are typically focused on the displacement of or conflict 

between indigenous harvesters of fishes and some group that is outside the culture.  In the case of 

the Chirwa study, the conflict is between African harvesters and European fishers in the period 

of 1920 to 1964 (Chirwa 1996).  In the case of the Florida Net Ban, it could be possible to 

envision the commercial and recreational fishers as a conflict of class or culture, but the 
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distinction will not be so clear as that provided by Chirwa because in the Florida net ban the 

individuals in the opposing groups have more in common outside of the elements related to their 

fishing. 

 

The Net Ban as Policy Change 

Issues can be studied from the platform of the policy process.  Institutional change associated 

with issues can be studied from the policy process platform as well.  Institutions understood as 

law, regulations, norms and government machinery impact policy actors and they way that 

policy actors institute policy change (Majone 1989).  Institutional change accounts for some of 

the inconsistency of action among policy process members in this view and explains why their 

actions may deviate from that which is considered a rational choice (Majone 1989).  Others who 

study policy point to the institutional structure of government as constraining and limiting policy 

maker choices (Kingdon 1995).  Cobb and Elder discuss policy changes in governmental 

programs using “triggering devices” as the policy change driver (Cobb and Elder 1995), an idea 

that is similar to the triggering requirements for institutional change in organizational fields as 

described by Hoffman (1999). Finally, Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith use policy oriented belief 

systems as a meaningful element in explaining how advocacy coalitions seek to change policies 

(Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1993).  Advocacy coalitions (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993) can 

be conceived as similar to groups inhabiting issue based organizational fields (Hoffman 1999) in 

this case.  I have not conducted the net ban as a study of policy change but, as will be discussed 

in Chapter Six, linking theories of institutional change and policy change in future efforts offers 

the possibility of advancing the understanding of both.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

DESIGN AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 
 

A Case Study 

 
This study was carried out by using qualitative research methods.  More specifically, I conducted 

this inquiry as a case study. The roots of such case studies are found in European historical 

studies; in the United States, the emergence of the case study method is closely associated with 

the University of Chicago School of Social Research and the American Journal of Sociology in 

the period of 1900 thorough 1930 (Tellis 1997; Mitchell 2002).  A successful argument by 

professors at Columbia University in debate with the Chicago School in 1935 that disabused the 

subjectivity of case studies when compared to quantitative methods resulted in the decline of the 

use of case study as a method in the social sciences (Tellis 1997).  I do not need to reconstruct 

that debate or argue for the validity of the case study as a method because case studies are once 

again accepted along with other qualitative methods as meaningful ways to reach an 

understanding of sociological phenomena.  However, the section that follows includes some 

comparison of quantitative and qualitative method differences to provide those who are only 

familiar with quantitative methods a way to understand the method here applied and to remind 

those who pursue qualitative method types other then case studies of some of the important 

strengths and limitations of this form of research.  

 

In the more recent past, the emergence of multiple qualitative methods as ways to reach deep 

understandings of social complexity has reestablished the value of the disciplined case study 

approach.    Glaser and Strauss (1967), Lincoln and Guba (1985), Yin (1994) and Stake (1995) 

develop and extend the argument that qualitative research including variations of the case study 

method are important social science research methods.  They address the arguments concerning 

validity and reliability of qualitative methods including the case study method and they, as well 

as others, provide the foundation for the legitimacy of the method.  Despite their work and the 

work of others, arguments related to the use of quantitative and qualitative methods in the social 



 33

sciences continue.  The use of case studies continues to be debated as part of this discussion and 

also by those who favor other forms of qualitative analysis.  It is not my purpose to engage in 

those arguments or attempt to address each of them here.  Other methods could have been chosen 

to study the Florida Net Ban.  My interest is first to insure a deep understanding of the Florida 

Net Ban that reflects the contextual meaning of the participants is developed and chronicled and 

second to analyze the data discovered in a way that relates to some of the existing theoretical 

foundations associated with institutional change.  Effectively employing the case study method 

will accomplish the first of these objectives.  The analysis effort that follows the case study will 

provide the opportunity for the second objective to be accomplished by me or others who 

analyze the study data that results.  

 

Additional discussion of the applicability of the case study method specifically to the case of the 

Florida Net Ban is offered below. 

 

When it comes to the study of the Florida Net Ban and institutions, McCarthy (1991) proposes 

that case study research links to both Weber and Habbermas as a way to approach historical 

events.  In a discussion of the importance of approaching social problems on a conceptual level, 

McCarthy (1991) states, within the context of a discussion of Weber and Habbermas, that the 

researcher can discover the cultural significance and meaning of social institutions by studying 

historical objects.  According to McCarthy (1991), in Weber’s view the study of historical events 

is an interpretive science that must be understood within a cultural context.   The rich and 

detailed description that emerges from the case study method will provide this form of cultural 

context to the work undertaken here. 

 

Also in support of a case study approach, precedent exists for proceeding with case study of an 

historical event in an organizational field when doing institutional change research.  Farjoun 

(2002), in a study of the database industry as an organizational field, looks at issues surrounding 

institutional development.  Utilizing public documents covering a 27 year time span, coupled 

with contemporary interviews about historical events, Farjoun (2002) examines institutional 

change.  Farjoun (2002) states that he builds on Yin’s 1993 work as the basis for his conclusion 

that qualitative historical analysis is useful for this type of case study work. 
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A Single Case 

 

One criticism of case studies that frequently surfaces is that they include samples that are too 

small.  In this dissertation that sample is a sample of one.  Justification for choosing a single case 

is discussed in the following paragraphs. 

 

Cases may be selected by the researcher for intrinsic or instrumental case study (Stake 1995).  

Intrinsic cases focus on the object of the study for the purpose of understanding the object itself 

(Stake 1995).  Instrumental cases are chosen when the researcher seeks to understand something 

other than the case itself (Stake 1995).  In my study of the Florida Net Ban the research question 

concerns not just how did the net ban come about, but what by studying it does it add to our 

understanding of institutional change.  Because institutional change is an important part of the 

research this case study fits the idea of an instrumental case.  Instrumental case study of single 

cases is appropriate when the case is sufficiently unique (Stake 1995). 

 

As indicated above, the choice of the net ban as a single case that is proposed to provide insight 

into institutional change raises issues related to the size of the sample. It is my opinion that the 

Florida Net Ban case is unique in multiple ways. The event history leading up to the passage of 

the ban; the members of the organizational field that formed around the fisheries regulation issue 

in the State of Florida; the sensemaking of the specific participants in commercial fishing 

regulation in Florida; the specific legal process by which constitutional plebiscites occur in 

Florida; the characteristics, perspectives and predilections of the Florida voter leading up to the 

passage of the ban; and the public entrepreneurial players that engaged in the debate over the net 

ban are some of the major elements that may be considered unique.  These and other elements 

that make this a unique case can justify the choice of a single case to develop a deep contextual 

understanding of it.  However, the unique nature of the case must be extended to the theory of 

institutional change if it can be used for instrumental purposes as well. 

 

Yin (1994) indicates that single case designs can be effective because the result of the case 

studies can be for the purpose of providing insight into theory and not insight into a population.  

Lincoln and Guba approach the issue of single unique case’s value from the frame work of 
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external validity (1985).  For them the differences in the complex contexts of social situations 

support the proposition here that a single case is adequate to provide some element of additional 

understanding that may be transferable without arguing that a single case will produce some 

form of universality (Donmoyer 2002).  Applying these thought here allow for the possibility 

that it is likely that  this effort has the potential to  be related to the theory of institutional change 

even though it is likely that it will not be generalizable to other cases and events. 

 

In approaching the case study related to the Florida Net Ban I have concluded that it will be 

worthwhile if the final result is only the deep understanding of the case itself.  That is it will have 

value even if it is only an intrinsic case study.  If that is all that is accomplished than others who 

review the case may be able to add to the data and extend what it offers in useful ways.  

However, as I began, I approached the case study with the belief that it would be an instrumental 

study that would provide some insight into the theories associated with institutional change.  The 

final value of the effort appears to have provided insight into institutional change.     

 

Limitations and Cautions Related to the Case Study Method 

  

Part of the question I am raising related to theory is, “Why do institutions change”? This search 

for causality cannot be developed from a single case if the usual definition of causality used in 

quantitative studies is used here.  When approaching this case from a qualitative platform, 

identifying specific causality in light of the limitations associated with the case study approach 

requires a different definition of causality than is commonly understood in the natural sciences 

(McCarthy 1991).  Causality in the social sciences in the Weberian view, along with general 

concepts and laws, must be understood as a different logical type than in the natural sciences and 

must be contextually culturally based (McCarthy 1991).  In the Weberian tradition, it becomes 

the goal of the researcher utilizing the case study method to identify the significance of certain 

historical events within their cultural context and explain their value relative to outcomes.  

Because the researcher becomes the instrument of interpretation, what is included and what is 

excluded in the case impacts the final results obtained and transmitted. 
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 As proposed by McCarthy (1991) to ensure that the maximum amount of relevant data is 

included, I have integrated three significant methods of social inquiry in my approach: 

1. An historical case method that is interpretive is required for any investigation of the 

nature of social roles, psychological needs, cultural values and symbolic meaning found 

in society; 

2. Inquiry of a historical nature that determines causality is necessary to examine the nature 

of social system, structures, functions and demands; 

3. Synthesis of ethics and social theory by the researcher through a commitment to the 

critique of social pathologies, repression, ideology and identity distortions which arise in 

society. 

This combination leads the researcher to an appreciation of the social whole (McCarthy 1991). 

 

The establishment of the periods of study and the division of a continuous stream of history into 

periods becomes an important framework in this approach as a way to help the researcher and 

any subsequent reader make sense of the emerging meaning found in the case.  Use of such 

frameworks is one way that historical institutional theories can be developed by qualitative 

means and utilized to identify, describe and explain occurrences that arise from the combination 

of institutional and noninstitutional variables (Lieberman 2001).   As used in this case the time 

period begins at a different point for each of the major groups in the organizational field.  Each 

group selected a different time and a different initiating event for the emergence of the net ban.  

The three time lines that are developed from the three different groups eventually overlap at the 

point where the net ban is first put forward as a public petition. 

 

Undertaking a dissertation that is primarily based on a “naturalistic inquiry” or qualitative 

method also poses problems in the preparation of a design and research methodology section 

because this type of inquiry must unfold as it progresses (Lincoln and Guba 1985).  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) list the following elements as creating a paradox in the design effort because they 

are difficult or impossible for the qualitative researcher to specify in advance: 

1. Study procedures are difficult or impossible to specify.  Both the naturalist and the 

conventional researcher start with a focus but the focus in a qualitative study may change 

during the course of the study and, as a consequence, the procedures utilized during the 
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study may need to change with the focus.  A case study approach reduces the significance 

of this problem because the amount of variation in procedures in case studies is limited. 

2. Methods are difficult or nearly impossible to specify.  Methods must be consistent with 

theory and theory emerges during the qualitative study.  As a consequence, methods may 

change during the course of the study.  In an instrumental case study like this one the 

method is not expected to change during the course of the study.   

3. Qualitative researchers sample in ways that are designed to maximize the scope and 

range of information obtained and sampling is, as a consequence, contingent and serial.  

Consequently, a precise sample cannot be specified at the beginning of the study effort.    

This is an instrumental case study.  As proposed by Stake (1995), an instrumental case 

study is of value when the case under consideration is considered to have unique 

characteristics.  The Florida Net Ban meets this criterion of uniqueness because it related 

to a specific organization field that formed in Florida around saltwater fishing regulation 

in Florida state territorial waters. 

4. The instrument employed in the qualitative study is the researcher, who becomes 

increasingly knowledgeable, sensitive, aware and revelatory as the study progresses. 

5. Data elements cannot be completely specified at the beginning of the study because there 

should be no a priori questions and because sense-making is not predictable in advance if 

the concept of the “verstehen” of the study in context is accepted. 

6. Emergence of data, method, theory, and procedure limit the ability of the researcher to 

predict timing in the sense that a flow chart schedule or a Gantt chart covering the study 

activities cannot be derived. 

7. The end product of the naturalistic study is predictable only to the extent that it can be 

said that understanding will be increased.  Exactly how the study will ultimately emerge 

must remain open. 

 

Providing Structure to the Case Study Approach 

 

As indicated earlier structure is important for this approach to succeed.  In order to accomplish 

historical institutional studies, the researcher must dissect the period under study into analytically 

useful periods (Lieberman 2001).  This act of periodization is necessary because of the 
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underlying assumption in this type of analysis that some events or processes are more important 

in the determination of future outcomes than others (Lieberman 2001).  This form of qualitative 

analysis is similar to time-series and multiple time-series designs in quantitative studies 

(Lieberman 2001). 

 

Lieberman (2001) identifies the four strategies for periodization that are utilized in historical 

institutional analysis, as follows: 

1. Institutional origin strategy that identify changes in outcomes with different institutions 

across cases with institutional consistency; 

2. Institutional change strategy that focuses on the measurement of divergence and 

convergence of outcomes across cases with institutional differences; 

3. The exogenous shock strategy that measures change in outcomes relative to institutional 

variation across cases when institutional forms remain constant and exogenous shocks 

change across cases; 

4. A rival causes strategy where institutional forms remain constant and multiple exogenous 

events occur in different cases. 

 

These strategies are focused on comparative historical institutional analysis which requires 

multiple cases.  In the writing of this dissertation only a single case, the case of the Florida Net 

Ban, was considered.  However, it would be possible to conceptualize each form of institutional 

control of fisheries leading up to the plebiscite as an individual case. The division of the history 

of the net ban into individual cases inserts an artificial distinction into the history of fishing 

regulation and the net ban from the perspective of the participants.  They will have some 

knowledge and/or experience with the history of fishing regulation prior to their actions related 

to the net ban amendment.  But within the qualitative tradition of research, the meaning of the 

history is drawn from the participants themselves and the artificial time boundaries that I 

establish were limited primarily to the organization of the data.  Consequently, in this 

dissertation historical changes in regulatory control devices was assumed at the beginning of the 

study to be significant historical points.  Certainty about the importance of these chosen points in 

time is limited and the inclusion of new points of historical significance was changed as the data 

and the study unfolded.   
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In that regard as I approached the participants in the net ban I expected that they would offer 

detailed and a somewhat continuous view of the history of fishing regulation.  They did not.  As 

will be evident in reading the case itself the participants had differing views on the importance of 

historical events and their views did not involve a continuous and evolving perspective on the 

history of the process.  This finding contributes, nonetheless, to the resulting conclusions about 

how institutional actors interact and how institutions change. 

 

It is important that the case remain true to the participants perceptions despite this approach.  

Over reliance on periodization would introduce an artificiality into the effort that would detract 

from the qualitative approach.  Because only a single case is used in this study, the potential for 

confidence in the findings associated with the analysis can be high if the analysis is correctly 

done (Stake 1995); but, as indicated earlier, the generalizablity of the findings to other cases 

must remain less confident no matter how well the study is conducted (Stake 1995).  Remaining 

true to the vision of what is of historical importance to the participants is part of meeting the 

requirements to perform the work correctly. 

 

 

Details Related to the Method and Approach 

 

There is substantial guidance in the literature on how to go about qualitative case studies.    

While it is the responsibility of every qualitative researcher to develop one’s own particular 

protocol as the study emerges, it is also important to discipline oneself to an established approach 

at the beginning of the effort when the researcher is a novice.  Robert E. Stake provides the 

foundation that I have chosen (Stake 1995). 

 

The guidelines found in Stake (1995) with which I began, include: 

 

1. Approaching the net ban as an instrumental case which provides the opportunity for the 

growth of knowledge about institutional change from the study of it; 
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2. Searching for detailed contextual understanding of the meaning of the case to the 

participants and the importance of that meaning to the understanding of institutional 

change; 

3. The possibility as I moved forward with the research that causality related to institutional 

change was beyond discovery and the case work would result in an intrinsic rather than 

an instrumental study; 

4. The opportunity to gain insight into the case and institutional change that could be 

inferred from the details of the case by me or others who review the data assembled and 

discussed; 

5. Conclusions that are inferred from the data collected. 

 

 

Data and a Beginning Point 

 

The case of the Florida Net Ban and the institutional change associated with the case potentially 

began with the earliest evidence of state government fisheries regulation in Florida and 

culminates with the passage of the Florida Net Ban in 1994.  The period of fisheries regulation 

and change can be taken to be more than 100 years.  However, from the point of view of the 

participants the period of regulation that was important was considerably shorter and there were 

large gaps in time between what they considered significant events.  The earliest significant date 

provided by the participants was immediately after “World War II.” 

 

A brief historical overview of fishing regulation in Florida is provided in the section that follows.  

This general overview outlines the time boundaries and some of the most important public policy 

law change events that occurred in fisheries regulation leading up to the Florida Net Ban.  As 

indicated above, I start my case study at the point in history considered significant and 

meaningful to the participants of the net ban effort.  I will continue forward in time to the 

passage of the Net Ban Amendment.   
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The Florida Net Ban in Brief  

 

In 1994 Florida voters, by an extraordinary majority in most counties in Florida, enacted into the 

state constitution provisions that restricted certain commercial fishing practices in state waters.  

The passage of the constitutional provision was the culmination of a pubic debate that formed 

around an issue related to the allocation of marine fish stocks between commercial and 

recreational interests in an organizational field that included those associated with those interests 

and some environmental groups.  

 

 Fishing, as a human activity, can be traced to prehistory.  However, evidence of the 

organizational field formation associated with the issue of control of fishing in a public interest 

sense can be said to begin around 1871 at the federal level and 1913 at the State of Florida level 

with the initial passage of laws associated with the harvesting of marine fish. 

 

In Florida, between 1913 and 1994, marine fishing interests were regulated by the state 

legislature, or alternatively as a result of legislative action by a statewide elected governor and 

cabinet sitting as a collegial body, or by legislatively specified state agencies. 

 

More specifically, the Florida Legislature directly managed fisheries when it considered and 

passed on an annual basis isolated local geographic fishing regulations prior to 1913.  In 1913, 

the Florida Legislature passed the responsibility for marine fishing regulations to a state 

executive branch agency when it created the Shellfish Commission within the Department of 

Agriculture, an agency headed by a statewide elected official (Florida Statutes).  The legislature 

would retake control over fisheries for a long period and return it once more to the executive 

branch in the 1980’s.   

 

The activities associated with the regulation of marine products by the executive branch were 

controversial from the outset (Jones 1998).  There are historical records documenting violence 

against enforcement agents including the death of an enforcement officer soon after the 

formation of the commission (Jones 1998).  
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Fishing regulatory activities were also a source of controversial public debate.  Sidney Catts, 

during his successful run for governor, cited the Shellfish Commission ownership of an armed 

boat named the “Roamer” as an example of government over- regulation.  The boat was ordered 

sold by the legislature (Jones 1998). 

 

The Shellfish Commission was eventually placed under the direction of the Governor and 

Cabinet as a collegial body and retitled the Florida Board of Conservation (FBC). This diffused 

the direct responsibility for marine product harvest rules among seven statewide elected officers. 

 

In 1969, during a wide sweeping constitutional revision and the consolidation of Florida agencies 

into 29 departments, the FBC was blended into the Department of Natural Resources.  The DNR 

was headed by an Executive Director appointed by the Governor and Cabinet whose authority 

was limited to that which they formally delegated.  Rules related to marine harvest, including 

fishing, continued to go before the Governor and Cabinet for approval.   

 

In 1983, the state legislature placed marine fishery rule-making authority in a separate body that 

reported to the Governor and Cabinet as a mechanism to provide statewide political officer 

control over the issues and the controls involved.  The Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) had 

the authority and duty to propose rules, the Governor and Cabinet had to pass or defeat rules, and 

the DNR had to enforce the rules as passed.  Eventually, the DNR was merged with another state 

agency (the Department of Environmental Regulation (DER)), renamed the Department of 

Environmental Protection (DEP) and placed under the direct and sole control of the governor.  

This ended the role of the Governor and Cabinet as a collegial enforcement body, but the role of 

the MFC and the Governor and Cabinet as rule makers remained.  Thorough out this period, the 

state legislature continued to pass specific legislation that impacted either the method by which 

rules were made or the boundaries of allowable rule-making.  The constitutional amendment 

known as the Florida Net Ban was passed while fishing regulation was embedded in this 

governance form. 
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As a consequence of this history, since 1969, and likely before, there will be data on the 

organizational field formation and the institutional change processes related to the field 

associated with the issue of marine fisheries regulation.  Eventually, three significant coalitions 

formed and attempted to sway regulatory outcomes.  The coalitions represented commercial 

fishing interests and recreational fishing interests.  Dissatisfied with the actions of the MFC, the 

DEP, the Governor and Cabinet, and the state legislature, the recreational fishing interests 

formed and funded an organization, Save Our Sealife, Inc., whose sole purpose was to promote 

and pass the Florida Net Ban constitutional amendment.  In order to do so a number of things 

occurred: 

1. The amendment organization raised a campaign war chest to enable it to hire attorneys, 

policy staff, lobby staff, professional petition signature gatherers, publicity experts and 

other plebiscite service professionals.  They then proceeded to lead the effort to pass the 

net ban amendment. 

2. The commercial fishing interests raised funds and conducted an anti-amendment 

campaign. 

3. The pro-amendment and anti-amendment organizations gained public support from 

political figures and media editors. 

4. A widespread campaign to define commercial net fishing and commercial net fishermen 

as harmful to the environment was conducted in order to change the perception of value 

of the occupation and its impact. 

5. Commercial fishing attempted to utilize the symbols of social justice, including eliciting 

the support of Jesse Jackson and others, to redefine the issue as a class issue. 

6. Post passage, commercial fishers sought court nullification of the passage of the Florida 

Net Ban utilizing various strategies including appeals to disability discrimination 

protections. 

7. Post passage, commercial fishers conducted a campaign of civil disobedience. 

 

From an institutional perspective, the case and the associated change offers an interesting focus 

of study.  Embedded in the case, at a minimum, is the opportunity to look at the concepts of: 

 

1. An issue-based organization field and institutional change activity; 
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2. The intentional introduction of social value changes applied to groups and the 

institutional change consequences;  

3. Intentional shifting of democratic mechanisms from a representative to a direct 

democratic mechanism and the institutional change consequences; 

4. Entrepreneurial activity and institutional change. 

 

In keeping with an historical case qualitative method based study, the actual results derived from 

the dissertation activity emerged as the effort progressed. 

 

Data Collection 

 

As a preliminary starting point, below is a list of the known available data sources for the 

conduct of the research into the case of the Florida Net Ban.   

 

The following sources of primary data were used: 

 

Most importantly the responses to open ended interview questions posed to the principal actors 

who sought to pass or defeat the net ban amendment.  There are four individuals who were 

principal actors in the net ban debate and each was interviewed in depth.  Although there were 

numerous other interviewees whose perspectives helped fill in an ethnographic context for the 

actions of the principal interest groups, these four individuals may be thought of as key 

informants. There are two associations that represent different parts of the commercial fishing 

industry in the legislative and governmental executive process..  There is one association that 

represents recreational fishermen in matters of government regulation.  The paid full time 

executive directors of each of these organizations were three of the key informants in the case.  

The fourth key informant was the publisher of Florida Sportsman magazine, who, by all the other 

accounts, was a major player in directing the efforts to ban nets in Florida and a significant force 

in the recreational fishing association.. 

 

The documents and records of the recreational and commercial fishing associations.  
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Documents, records and publications of the State of Florida Department of Natural Resources 

(DNR) and its predecessor organizations held by the commercial fishing and recreational 

associations and identified as important by them.  

 

 Documents, records and publications of the State of Florida Marine Fisheries Commission 

concerning the making of marine fisheries policy held by the commercial fishing and 

recreational fishing associations and identified as important by them.  

 

Newspaper, magazine and other publication archives related to both factual stories and opinions. 

 

Court records related to cases involving the enforcement or challenge to marine fisheries 

regulation. 

 

Individual recollections on the part of commercial fishers, fish house owners, recreational 

fishers, dock workers, and small business owners that supplied the commercial fishing industry; 

these interviewees provided ethnographic background for the several interest groups that were 

principal actors in the policy debate. 

 

Once the Florida Net Ban constitutional amendment was passed it became the focus of a 

significant amount of activity in the courts of Florida including the state supreme court.  A single 

individual attorney led the defense of the challenge on behalf of the state.  That individual is now 

in private practice and has in his possession a considerable file of supporting documentation 

related to the Florida Net Ban creation.  His files, while privately held, I thought would be 

available for review and I expected him to be available for interview.  Preliminary contact with 

this individual during the dissertation perspective development phase produced a preliminary 

commitment to provide a beginning point.  As a result it was anticipated that this interview and 

the review of his files would be step one of the data collection phase.  Documents from this 

initial overview step were expected to be copied, catalogued and data contained would be 

categorized 

.  
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After repeated attempts to follow though with the attorney failed it became necessary to begin 

the data collection phase in other ways.  As a consequence, data collection began with interviews 

with some in the commercial fishing and recreational fishing community.  These interviews 

proved useful background information related to fishing and opinions concerning fishing in 

Florida but by in large did not contribute to the case information on how the net ban came about.  

The second group of interviews was with the key principals in the recreation and commercial 

fishing advocacy groups.  Once these interviews were completed it became apparent to me that 

the original plan to gather the data from the attorney would have been a more sterile and 

technical effort than that which resulted from the approach that was taken. 

 

The interviews were planned in advance and designed to build on the emerging information in 

the study but the principal actors were allowed the freedom to tell their version of the Florida net 

ban in their own particular way.  Each of the four principal actors was re-contacted during the 

study, and some of the fish house owners and small business supplies were also re-interviewed as 

the study progressed for the purposes of clarification and to capture additional information.  

Once the case study was written the draft was provided to four primary interviewees.  These four 

consisted of one each in the two commercial groupings reflected in the case study and two 

individuals in the recreational section of the case.  The information that they provided in 

response to the case study draft was incorporated into the case study. 

 

 Data from written sources was collected simultaneously with interviews of key actors in the 

advocacy groups.   In addition to the interviews both groups provided access to their extensive 

collection of documents that had been preserved as part of their net ban files and library. Over 

4000 pages of information was collected from the two groups. The documents contain a wide 

variety of types of information that provided a dense description of what each group thought was 

important in supporting or opposing the net ban. In addition the commercial fishing 

documentation includes hand drawings, table placemats for fish restaurants, printed paper fans, 

songs and videos prepared by individuals in the commercial fishing community. This 

documentation became a significant source of the data used for the dissertation.   Because the 

“library” collected by the interest groups contained documents from the official government 

record, from individuals in their cohort community, from other interest groups and from the 
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media it was decided to limit the documents used to those in the library assembled.  Although 

there may be additional documents and records available from other sources limiting the data 

collection primarily to the documents assembled by the interest groups principal proponents 

limits the documents to those they felt were most important.  Additional documents have been 

used only to fill in certain factual portions of the record or elements related to timed activities 

that occurred in the case. 

 

Initially, to provide structure and the ability to handle the documents and the interview I utilized 

an information technology tool, Atlas ti, to assist in the effort.  Each document was read and 

generally categorized and catalogued.  After the documents were organized each was examined 

and a summary of the useful data in the documents judged most significant was prepared.  This 

summary was then entered into Atlas ti  and any meaningful data from the document was open 

coded using the tool.  Networks of concepts were created with the Atlas ti tool in order to 

consider relationships among the concepts in the documents. Where appropriate AtlasTi research 

memos that captured ideas were used as mechanism for journaling the researcher’s thoughts 

during the data capture and extraction process.  Following the coding of the data the relationships 

among the concepts identified in the documents and the interviews was examined using the tool 

set available in the Atlas ti program. The Atlas ti program proved of value but it also tended to 

force the analysis of the data into a tighter structure than I believed necessary.  Once the tool was 

used to this extent the data it pointed to was reassembled along with the interview data and the 

three case perspectives of the net ban were developed. 

 

It must be emphasized that the tool is not an instrument to substitute for the researcher; rather, 

the tool is a data handling mechanism designed to provide the researcher with additional means 

of handling the data to be examined. 

 

Throughout the data collection activity the concept of an orientation and overview leading to a 

focused exploration (Lincoln and Guba 1985) was adopted and, as a consequence, there was  a 

continuously and ongoing refocus and characterization of the study effort. 
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In addition, a rigorous but evolving key event history of activities or critical events as perceived 

by the actors as of greater importance in the evolution of the Net Ban was developed.  The event 

history was modified throughout the life of the project as the data unfolded and it assisted in 

periodicising the case and thus assisted in the sense-making activities associated with this 

research when the writing and analysis stage that was simultaneously underway.  By chronicling 

those events that are of particular significance to the actors involved I was better present the case 

from the perspective of its meaning in a cultural context.  As will be shown in the chapter that 

presents the case the event history of the significant activities leading up to the net ban was to me 

surprisingly short. 

 

Internal Validity 

 

Qualitative study is problematical for the researcher who takes on the role of instrument because 

of the difficulty associated with self-calibration (Stake 1995).  Although researchers can be 

rigorous in their documentation and methods, the entire study is still exposed to failure if 

constant and ongoing calibration does not take place.  The question of external validity has been 

dealt with in an earlier chapter.  The question of internal validity must be answered and, once 

answered, the way in which internal validity will be maintained is discussed in the following 

sections.   

 

For Lincoln and Guba (1985) internal validity relies on answering the questions:   

1. How can it be established that the case results would be replicated if the study were 

conducted by other researchers? 

2. How can it be shown that the conclusions drawn by the researcher are reflective of the 

actors and not the biases of the researcher? 

According to them the answer to these questions must be different when qualitative rather than 

quantitative methods are used.  Reality is assumed to be constructed in the qualitative approach 

and the outcome of research is a result of the contextual reality brought to the research by the 

actors, the researcher, and those who read the resulting product (Lincoln and Guba 1985).  To 
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improve the likelihood that valid research will result, Lincoln and Guba (1985) state that 

qualitative studies require: 

1. Sufficient time in the form of a prolonged engagement to insure the researcher 

understands the culture of the original actors.  The more difference between the culture of 

the actors and the culture of the researcher the more time may be required.  In the 

preparation of this case, my professional involvement with the State of Florida 

Department of Environmental Protection preceding, during and after the period when the 

net ban was developed provides me with some initial insight into the culture of the actors 

involved.  In addition the time spent immersed in the interview analysis and the 

documents of significance provided by the key actors allowed me to better understand 

and separate their perspective from my own. 

2. Sufficient thought to separate the more meaningful elements of the case from the less 

meaningful elements.  Not everything that occurred as the events progressed is equally 

important and not everything that is important is of equal importance to the actors.  The 

researcher must study the case at a depth that these differences can be revealed. I relied 

heavily on the interviews with the participants to point out the important elements. 

3. Multiple sources, methods, investigators and theories create the ability to fix the reality of 

the case in context from different external points.  This triangulation technique assists 

with precision in the case.  Multiple sources and theories are the most likely potential 

elements to assist in triangulation with this case study.  The interviews with the opposing 

participants and the collection of documents provided good data for the purpose of 

triangulation. In addition, Lampl (1986) conducted and ethnographic study of Pine Island 

Florida fishing families using in depth interviews and survey techniques.  Although her 

study was not peer reviewed and was conducted for the Gulf and South Atlantic Fisheries 

Foundation, Inc, a commercial fishing organization, the Lampl study is considered by the 

Florida commercial fishermen to be and accurate representation of their lifestyle, 

commercial fishing, and the community pressure that they face.  This belief makes the 

Lampl study useful because it can serve as an efficient mechanism to capture commercial 

fishing perspectives and widen the information and data associated with this case. 
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In keeping with the advice provided by Stake and others, a minimal research journal was kept by 

inserting memos in the Atlas ti qualitative analytic software tool.(Stake, 1995).  Eventually, a 

research journal made up of notes external to the Atlas ti tool was used to ensure an overall 

affinity for the breadth and thoroughness of the sources of the data.  The data was then placed in 

specific folders and listed to ensure that the source was identified.  This physical approach to 

assembly of the data proved more useful than the initial attempt to journal in Atlas ti.  

 

In addition, once data unfolded and was extracted, it was shown to key actors for the purpose of 

determining if the data has been thoroughly and accurately described from their point of view.  

This interaction with the actors assisted with the triangulation of the data because it provided 

multiple actors the option of expressing their view of the meaning and validity of the data.  It 

allowed the actors to view the cases from the point of view of the other informants.  It also 

allowed them to reflect and add or subtract data within the context of the meaning of the case to 

them. 

 

Also, I asked the dissertation committee for peer debriefing, subject emerging hypotheses to 

continuous testing and maintaining a continuous audit trail.   I did this through a series of emails 

with the members and occasional meetings with the principal professor.  This allowed me to 

meet the demands required of calibration by ongoing interaction with the dissertation committee 

throughout the life of the study at appropriate stages that evolved from the research activity.  

This interaction took the form of an ongoing and periodic report of the data sources 

examined/interviewed, a periodic report of the data items emerging, the ongoing maintenance of 

the historical periods of importance and the logic of import, a brief and continuously updated 

synopsis of emerging theory, and periodically scheduled meetings with the principal professor to 

discuss the effort in depth.  This is not the equivalent of multiple researchers involved in the 

case, but it is the best available substitute for multiple researchers in the circumstances at hand. 
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Concluding the Data Collection Phase 

 

For most qualitative researchers data collection will never feel complete.  However, eventually 

data collection must cease and report writing must begin.  This occurs when sources are 

exhausted, categories are saturated and insignificant new depth is being added, data regularities 

emerge and are repeated and the new data over extends the boundaries of the study (Lincoln and 

Guba 1985).  In this case data collection was focused on the principal actors and their document 

collections.  Although numerous others will have different views on the net ban and how it came 

about it is the specific view of these key actors as entrepreneurs and the leaders of their 

respective groups that was of interest to me. 

 

The relationship between the data and report produced does not mean that I skipped the analysis 

step. Rather, the analysis was continuous throughout the effort as required by a disciplined 

qualitative case study method (Stake 1995).  It is important for the researcher as instrument to 

recognize when this data collection ends occurs and for this effort it was complete when the 

actors, the researcher and the committee agreed that it was complete. 

 

Analysis 

 

According to Tellis (1997), agreement on and development of the analysis phase of a case study 

is the least developed in the literature and most difficult element of the case study effort.  One 

reason for this is that analysis is an ongoing inductive activity in the qualitative case (Stake 

1995) and, as a consequence, does not represent a well-defined and isolated independent set of 

specific activities.  However, that is not to say that it should not be planned or that on completion 

of data collection activities that more analysis should not occur.  Tellis (1997) provides a 

summary of the work of Yin and concludes that to produce high quality analysis the researcher 

must consider all of the data collected, offer and discuss rival interpretations of the data, isolate 
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the most significant aspects of the case study from other case study element, and effectively 

apply the researchers own individual expert knowledge to the case.  I applied the foregoing list 

as a guide during the analysis phase of this case study. 

 

Analysis associated with this case offers a deep understanding of the case in the form of an 

intrinsic case study.  It also provides insight into theory related to institutional change as an 

instrumental case study, and such insight came from a creative process that can only partially be 

understood and not completely explained (Lofland and Lofland 1995). 

 

Patton (1987) provides a more detailed multipart description of the required creative analysis 

activity.   It was referred to during the analysis phase and used to guide the dissertation effort 

including: 

1. Focusing the analysis on completion of the data gathering step by utilizing the 

preliminary analysis that emerges with the data as I re-examined the primary study 

question to renew the understanding of the primary issues. 

2. Organizing the qualitative data as I proceeded.   Part of the structure for this study was 

organization of the data around historic events of significance to the Florida Net Ban 

participants.  A final review of the data with the actors and with the committee as peer 

reviewers occurred to assist in triangulation.  The actors provided a check on the 

contextual reality of the data.  The dissertation committee provided a check on the 

comprehensiveness of the data from the view of noninvolved parties. This step also 

included insuring all data in the inventory is at hand and reviewing the final data 

organization to insure that the existence of the data is transparent. 

3. Creating a qualitative description from the data.  A detailed and thorough qualitative 

description that is rich and thick and that is related to the research question is an 

important element in the analysis of the data. 

4. Identifying final case boundaries from an historical perspective, and clearly identifying 

case elements. 

5. Performing content analysis including the identification of themes, patterns, and 

meanings in the data within context.  As part of this effort I utilized a computer tool, 

Atlas Ti, to assist in the effort.   



 53

6. I allowed the findings and the meaning to emerge from the effort and to the extent 

possible minimized carrying my own definitions into the meaning of the case.  This was 

calibrated with the actors prior to the conclusion of the analysis phase and final review 

with the actors occurred. 

7. Additional modeling of institutional change was undertaken.  The model with which I 

begin assumed the existence of complex systems.  Consequently there are macro level 

themes that emerged from the data that can be utilized to link the various data elements 

into a concrete whole.   

8. Reviewing relationships and causality that emerged from the data was explored.  

Qualitative historical research is not directed to the testing of causal propositions.  That 

does not mean that causality does not exist or that it can not be discovered during 

qualitative analysis.  In this dissertation in particular the research question suggests that 

some understanding of causality would emerge.  For that reason it was critical that causal 

inference be grounded in the data.  Rigorous handling of the data in Atlas ti aided in 

accomplishing that connection. 

9. Examining rival explanations was undertaken in order to strengthen the results.  Once the 

patterns associated with the data began to emerge it was necessary to identify the rival 

explanations that may have explained the meaning that is perceived.   

 

Writing the Case Study 

 

The final step was the final writing of the dissertation itself.  This was an emerging activity.  

Writing occurred in conjunction with all of the other activities.  Re-writing as the dissertation 

study emerged was a continuous activity.  

  

The problems associated with the writing of a qualitative study are well documented but the 

solutions are not well understood.  The entire effort is limited by the ability of the researcher to 

communicate the results though writing.  Writing itself is a technical skill and a creative activity.  

On the technical side the work was carefully edited in form and content to insure that it conforms 

to sound research writing principals.  On the creative side the guidelines from Straus and Corbin 
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(1990) regarding the judging of qualitative research were utilized.  The criteria that were 

imposed overlapped some of the guidance and structure listed above in the analysis stage.  

According to Strauss and Corbin (1990) these elements are: 

 

1.  The writing must clearly trace how the concepts are generated from the data; 

2.  The development of concepts must be systematically linked in a way that is 

understandable to the reader; 

3.  Conceptual linkages and categories related to the data and theory must be fully 

developed, thoroughly explained and any gaps carefully pointed out; 

4.  Alternative explanations and variations will be proposed and thoroughly discussed; 

5.  The relationship between the macro level environment in which the study is set and 

the micro level data within the study will be clearly linked and explained; 

6.  The data and events must be portrayed with historical clarity and be a complete and 

understandable description of the processes and events that occur over time; 

7.  Any proposed theoretical findings must be linked to the existing literature.   
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CHAPTER FOUR  

DOING QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN A SMALL POLITICAL 
TOWN AND ALONG THE FORGOTTEN COAST 

 
 
 
 
A typical feature of qualitative studies is that the final product largely belies the seemingly 

haphazard journey of data collection and analysis that has led to it. This dissertation is no 

exception. In the instance of this study I have ultimately decided to organize the findings around 

three principal “stories.” The stories represent, as I explain below, the three association interests 

that were principal actors in the net ban policy debate. Those stories form the basis of chapter 

five. Before I offer those stories, however, I provide the current chapter to illustrate more of the 

process from which the findings arose. This chapter is designed to accomplish the following: 

 

1) Provide background about the practicalities of doing research in a political town; 

 

2) Illustrate a bit of the process through which I proceeded to the findings organized in the three 

stories in chapter five; and, 

 

3) Give a glimpse of the everyday lives and ethnographic context of some of the typical 

individuals who lived through and beyond the policy change that we now refer to as the net ban. 

 

Readers will note that I am present in the accounts provided in this chapter. This is intentional. It 

is done to provide readers with a sense of how I proceeded in the study and to give readers a 

transparent sense of my involvement and biases in the study. I have previously explained my 

interest in the topic of the research. My descriptions and narrative in this chapter will permit 

readers to make judgments about how successfully I have separated my passions from my 

analysis.  
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Doing Qualitative Research in a Small Political Home Town 

 

I live in Tallahassee, the capital of Florida and the home of a very large number of associations 

that represent various special interests in the legislative and governmental executive process.  It 

is home to the association executives, legislative committee staff directors, government agency 

heads, division directors that make regulatory decisions, lots of attorneys and a host of others 

that interact in the policy setting and implementation process.   

 

I have always thought that the reason there is little road rage in Tallahassee, even though it has 

the usual traffic issues, is that the person you make a rude gesture to on the road today might 

hold your fate in her hands tomorrow in a legislative committee or a public hearing on an 

important rule.  People still wait patiently in line and hold doors in restaurants which allows you 

to get ahead of them in the line waiting for a table. Although some will suggest that Tallahassee 

is in the South and polite public comportment in smallish southern towns is the norm, I do not 

think that is the only reason.   I am convinced it is partially because most of us are involved in 

government and we keep bumping into each other in different ways.  Our kids or grandkids, in 

my case, go to school together; our wives talk to each other shopping at the mall; and then when 

we find each other on opposite sides of an important policy debate. 

 

The politeness we show to each other in our personal lives often disappears when the 

professional issues emerge. For the most part we remain professional but like professional boxers 

the fight is on.  We stop short of Mike Tyson tactics and biting off our opponent’s ear, but there 

is the occasional legend about those who “lost it” during policy arguments.  There are a lot of 

other options that are acceptable to convince decision makers and the use of power and influence 

takes many forms.  When compared to our public demeanor it is likely if we were as competitive 

on the street as we are in the government offices and legislative halls we would find ourselves as 

characters on the island in Lord of the Flies. 

 

I knew three of the principal informants in this case before I interviewed them.  The executive 

director of the Florida Conservation Association had worked in DNR before I did.  My wife 
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supervised him and he disliked her because she had been hired over him on the recommendation 

of the DNR executive director.  I had once been a member of a Schutzhund training club he 

joined.   

 

The executive director of the commercial fish house, dealers, and shrimpers’ association I had 

seen around the halls of the legislature.  I had watched him occasionally in committee or before 

the Governor and Cabinet if he was testifying when I was in the room.  He and I knew each other 

well enough to say hello if we recognized each other but might walk on by if we were distracted 

and looking for something particular in Wal-Mart.  The executive director of the commercial 

fishermen’s association was the husband of a one time legislator and she sat on several 

committees that I appeared before when I was a member of Governor Graham’s appointed 

cabinet.  She was a nice lady with good political sense who now lobbied for a special purpose 

governmental authority located in Brevard County.  I had met her husband and like his 

counterpart in the fish house association, I had occasionally seen him in action.  The fourth major 

informant, I had only heard about.  Karl Wickstrom, the publisher of Florida Sportsman 

magazine, was praised or damned by those involved in fishing regulation depending on their 

point of view.  

 

As indicated in the methods chapter I did not initially set out to focus the case study on the 

associations.  My initial plan was to begin with an attorney that I knew had defended the net ban 

after it passed.  He had detailed files on the net ban and he had consented to an interview.   He 

had promised me access to the files.  While I was waiting for the attorney to fulfill his promises 

and attempting to arrange meeting times to talk to him and see his files I decided to interview 

some of the local coastal residents that I thought might have an opinion about the net ban.  The 

local residents’ stories are presented in this chapter and the views of the associations in Chapter 

Five. 
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Buddy at Harry’s Marina 

 

I began with Buddy, the lead dock hand at the marina in Carrabelle, Florida.  I have known 

Buddy for at least ten years.  I knew he grew up in Carrabelle, was married and divorced there, 

raised his two children there, and had been a commercial fisherman off and on over the years.  

Buddy was easily found at the biggest boat marina in Carrabelle; on the Carrabelle River about a 

mile from the entry to the Gulf of Mexico.  Not only did Buddy work at the marina but so did his 

adult son.  His new daughter-in-law was the bookkeeper there.   

 

On week days Buddy’s work focused on maintenance at the marina docks and the motel that was 

attached to it.  On weekends Buddy was constantly busy with the boats and boaters of all sizes, 

shapes and expertise that came to the dock for fuel or bait.  On weekend days Buddy dispensed 

hundreds of opinions on how to do this or that on a boat; how and where to catch fish; and what 

the weather was going to do that day.  I went by the marina on a weekday when I knew Buddy 

and his adult son Lee would be working at the marina.  

 

I knew Buddy had been a commercial fisherman with his own boat on a full time basis before he 

went to work at the marina.  His son Lee had also commercially fished.  I also knew Buddy no 

longer owned a boat but continued to fish as a “hand” for “shares” primarily with the marina 

owner.   

 

When Buddy fished for grouper in the waters offshore from Carrabelle it was with rod and reel 

or by diving and spearing the fish on Harry’s, the marina owner, boat.  Boats and gear among 

grouper fishermen take many forms and the quality of the operations varies widely.  Harry’s 

boat, named Sandi Bottom after his wife, was only a couple of years old and it was set up to fish 

from the surface with rods or to allow diving when the fish weren’t biting.  Harry had been an 

accomplished diver since he was a kid in St. Petersburg, and he hired himself out locally in 

Carrabelle to raise sunken boats and perform other complex diving operations when he wasn’t 

managing his marina or fishing.  His boat was multipurpose, powerful, diesel powered, with a 

small cabin (he didn’t generally spend the night offshore) and the boat was unusual because it 
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had no transom.  The transom is the vertical part of the boat that when you look at it from the 

back encloses the boat at the rear.  A boat with no transom allowed a diver to walk right off the 

back into the water.  A boat with no transom allowed waves to wash right into the boat so the 

boat deck (the floor) had to be slightly raised and very water tight to keep the boat from sinking.  

Harry’s boat had been custom built and it was the only boat with no transom in Carrabelle. It was 

the only commercial fishing boat like that I had ever seen. 

 

The other end of the spectrum is the boats that sit dirty and unwashed at the dock between 

commercial trips.  One boat at the end of Harry’s marina that fits this description, sometimes 

commercially fishes and sometimes has a charter made up of sportfishermen.  The only times I 

have ever seen it washed was the day before the rare charter party arrives.  Most days when the 

boat owner and captain shows up he is working at fixing something.  He fixes engines, 

fiberglass, fishing gear, or whatever else needs fixing.  His crew shows up to go fishing and 

some times the boat won’t go.  He drinks beer from the time he starts in the morning.  The rumor 

on the dock is that when he disappears for days at a time it is because he has fallen back into 

using crack cocaine again. 

 

In my experience neither of the examples above are the norm.  They are not unique but they 

represent the ends of the range.  Most of the commercial grouper boats fishing out of Carrabelle 

and the surrounding areas are 30 to 50 feet in length and well maintained.  As you walk along the 

dock there are minor variations in design and gear and some are older.  They are universally 

white fiberglass.  Most are made by a few small commercial boat builders located along the Gulf 

coast.  A few are converted recreational boats. All of the commercial boats tend to have scars 

from their hard use.  The electronics onboard are usually the latest version of radar and bottom 

machines.  Commercial grouper boats can instantly be recognized by one important feature.  All 

of them have a coffin box on the back deck.  A coffin box is a large, as much as 8 feet wide, 10 

feet long and 4 feet high, custom fiberglass cooler that holds thousands of pounds of ice on the 

way out and hundreds of pounds of fish on the way back.  Coffin boxes are sized to the boat and 

to the expectations of the fishermen.  Some fishermen prefer to make multi-day offshore trips 

and must have more capacity for ice and fish.  In addition to coffin boxes when the boat leaves 

the dock there are usually a number of white store-bought coolers on board.        
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Commercial grouper fishermen out of Carrabelle run off shore 30 to 80 miles to find the fish.  

According to Harry, Buddy and others sometimes fish were closer in but the recreational fishing 

pressure, mostly on weekends, tended to reduce the concentrations.  Harry wanted to catch 

between 400 and 800 pounds on every one day trip. 

 

Harry’s fishing trips began at five or six AM with a run offshore, sometimes to the middle 

grounds, 80 miles away.  The middle grounds are hundreds of square miles where the bottom 

rises to 50 or 60 feet from the surrounding depths. According to those who have been there it is 

an old reef or limestone structure.  The water is crystal clear most days.  The middle grounds are 

populated with soft corals and sponges, thousands of bottom fish like grouper, bulldozers (a 

north Florida lobster that looks like a giant rolly-polly bug, bait fish, sharks and other forms of 

marine life.  Harry frequently goes to the Florida Keys to dive and he claims the middle grounds 

are more spectacular.  I have seen the video Harry and Buddy bring back from their trips and it is 

amazing.  The middle grounds are also difficult to get to.  It requires a 3 to 4 hour run each way.  

It is dangerous when weather blows up and it is out of most types of communication range 

except for “Satphones.”  When Harry and Buddy and sometimes Lee went fishing at the middle 

grounds they didn’t get back to the marina until 11 or 12 PM even when everything went well. 

 

Harry likes to dive more than he likes to fish with a rod and reel.  Buddy would rather fish with a 

rod.  But sometimes the fish are there, on the bottom, but they will not bite.  Buddy can tell you 

what to do to try to make them bite.  You can hide the hook in the bait or you can try his favorite 

bait ball.  According to Buddy, if you take the back half of an “LY” (a type of bait fish) that you 

cut in a special way on the diagonal that Buddy will show you and add a whole frozen squid ( a 

fish popsicle) to the hook as well, you can start a “bite”.  A “bite” is not a single event; it is when 

the fish “turn on” and begin to collectively feed.  Buddy will show you with an “air rod”, like a 

teenager playing air guitar, what happens next.  He forms his hands and arms to hold the non-

existent rod and bends back and forth from the waist and grunts as the big imaginary grouper 

pulls against him.  He reels the imaginary fish in with the motions of his right hand.  After the 

demonstration, Buddy looks at you and smiles because he loves to fish.  But even Buddy can’t 

always find ways to make the fish bite and if you can dive you can “shoot” fish underwater.  
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Shooting fish can save a trip or it can multiply the amount of your catch.  If the water is clear and 

you know how to dive to shoot fish, the off shore trip can be more profitable. 

 

Harry taught Buddy how to dive in the motel pool attached to the marina, so Buddy could dive 

on their trips.  According to Harry, dives of 30 to 50 feet are not difficult or dangerous.  When 

Harry first taught Buddy to dive, Buddy was still fishing on his own boat with his wife as crew; 

in addition to fishing with Harry; and working on the docks.  Harry says he loaned Buddy the 

diving gear and Buddy went fishing (diving) with his wife onboard his own boat several times to 

learn to shoot fish.  Buddy wanted to be good at it when he went with Harry to the middle 

grounds.  The first time they went offshore to fish together and to dive after that was when Harry 

says he learned that Buddy didn’t know how to swim.  Buddy says that he would put on enough 

weight to sink to the bottom and then step off the swim platform of his boat in his fishing gear.  

According to Buddy, he would pull himself along the bottom or walk and then pull himself up 

the anchor rope (Buddy would anchor the boat by the stern) when it was time to surface.  Harry 

says he continued to take Buddy diving with him and Harry eventually talked Buddy out of 

diving alone. 

 

Before the net ban the Carrabelle River was lined with commercial fish houses that bought 

grouper and shrimp.  One in particular stands out because it was called Pirates Landing.  There 

was a large nondescript commercial building two stories high on the site.  Inside they had an 

enormous ice factory.  The ice was made in blocks and a conveyor took it to a commercial 

chipper.  The chipper ground the ice and sent it down an open shoot into an 8 inch flexible pipe 

that was suspended by cable out side the building that would be put into the holds of the shrimp 

boats at the dock.  There was a restaurant on the property next to the dock.  Inside it was filled 

with cigarette smoke, the smell of beer, a wide variety of locals, recreational fishers, and visitors.  

There was an open deck next to the dock that allowed you to eat overlooking the shrimp boats 

and the river.  On Friday nights it was the favorite local spot for karaoke.  The fish house owners 

also owned two 80 foot well kept shrimp boats that had distinctive black hulls, pirate insignia 

and the boat names of “Pirate’s Lady One” and “Pirate’s Lady Two.”  After the net ban the 

boats, the restaurant, the commercial fish and ice house and the dock are gone.  Bud Chiles 
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(Governor Lawton Chiles’ son) put together a group of investors, bought the property, and put up 

40 condominiums that, according to Buddy, were mostly bought by out of state speculators.  

 

Buddy was raised in a commercial fishing community but Buddy also made his living at the 

marina helping recreational fishermen.  Buddy was a good choice to start my interviews with 

because he had a foot in both worlds.  I asked him something like, “Buddy, what do you think 

about the net ban?”  His answer was that it made redfish and trout fishing better and it ran a lot 

of the local boys out of the fishing business.  Buddy had never been a mullet or a shrimp 

fishermen and the net ban didn’t impact the grouper fishing.  Buddy didn’t care that the Pirates’ 

Landing was now condominiums.  Buddy thought that the local boys who net fished could make 

a living some other way just like him.  Buddy liked to fish but working for Harry at the marina 

was steady, he had benefits, it wasn’t as hard as commercial fishing and to Buddy it made more 

sense than fishing full time.  Mostly, Buddy was concerned about his property taxes for the 

house he owned on the river and if he should sell out to someone who wanted to give him a lot of 

money for the land.  Buddy said if sold out or if he had to move off the river because of taxes, he 

thought he might like to go to the mountains of North Carolina.  When I asked why, he told me 

he hadn’t been there but had seen videos of the area, talked to people who kept boats at the 

marina who went there, and thought he would like it.  He just didn’t know what he would do to 

earn a living.   

 

I asked Buddy and Lee if they knew how or why the net ban passed.  Their answer was simple.  

Buddy and Lee thought the net ban made sense to people who didn’t live next to the water.  They 

had heard the recreational fishermen on the docks talking about it.  They figured that everyone 

would vote for it except the commercial fishermen in places like Carrabelle and so they weren’t 

surprised that it passed.  Buddy and Lee also weren’t surprised that fishing was getting better for 

recreational fishermen.  They knew that the local boys fished hard when the fish were running 

and he knew they did well with fancy fish, shrimp and mullet in the roe season.  If the local boys 

couldn’t catch those fish with nets the fish were there for the recreational fishermen. 
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The Boat Canvas Man 

 

After repeated calls, I was still waiting for the attorney to meet with me.  So I picked out two 

other individuals to interview that lived at the coast.  One was in the business of making boat 

tops, covering boat upholstery and repairing or building other fabric based items for boats.  He 

operates out of two bays in a congregate metal warehouse building just outside of St. Marks, 

Florida. The building sits on low ground and the parking is dirt and grass.  This close to the coast 

the building looks like it will flood in heavy weather. 

 

The space he works in is crowded with fabric in racks of various types and colors in 50 inch long 

18 inch diameter rolls.   Although the colors vary through the spectrum much of the fabric is in 

several shades of white or that particular shade of blue that seems common around boats.  There 

are also several shades of medium brown and it seemed to me there was too much of this color.  

The owner explained the browns are a common color for use on cushions and mattresses inside 

of commercial grouper boats.  Most of the other colors are on partial roles that appear to be left 

behind from custom jobs for customers with non-traditional tastes and needs.  There are two 

large smooth toped work tables that are approximately four feet wide by 16 feet long, one in the 

center of each bay. The doors are open; the bays are not air conditioned.   

 

There are large industrial fans at the back of the building to keep the air moving and the dust out, 

he says.  He works with one other person that he identified as his girl friend when I interviewed 

him. At the end of each work table is a commercial sewing machine.  I watched them work.  The 

tables are used first for layout and cutting.  Then the material is tacked with tape or clamps.  

After that the small and large pieces are sown together as the final project progressively takes 

form. 

 

This time I came specifically to talk about the net ban but I had originally come here to have 

some canvas work done for my boat.  People I knew told me he did the best work in the area.  I 

asked him who he worked for and he told me he did a lot of boat tops for recreational boaters and 

he did a lot of boat cushion and mattress covers for commercial fishermen.  He also did some 
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boat shade covers for the backs of the offshore commercial grouper boats.  Most of these boats, 

he explained, were single level, express style boats without a flybridge and the commercial 

fishermen bought custom permanent canvas covers or removable canvas covers that extended 

over the back deck to provide shade.  Some of the commercial boats had a half top over the deck 

made from fiberglass and the canvas covers extended the rest of the way, he said.  He thought 

this was the better arrangement because stretching canvas over the entire deck of a large 

commercial boat often led to failure at the seams when the stitching popped out from the sun. 

 

I told him I was looking into the net ban and asked him what he thought about it.  He indicated 

he lived in the area all his life and that he knew a lot of the net fishermen.  The big shrimp boats 

and the small net boats didn’t need canvas and didn’t buy from him.  He didn’t think the grouper 

boats would change.  He also hoped that if the net ban improved recreational fishing that he 

could sell more boat tops to recreational fishermen.  Commercial fishermen, he said, are cheap.  

Commercial fishermen will patch things together themselves for as long as possible.  When they 

do need something they always want it done cheaply, which in his opinion was not always the 

best way.  He also had trouble collecting money from some of them; he pointed out a job that 

was done but had not been picked up for far too long.  No money to come and get it, he said.  His 

understanding of why the net ban had come about was similar to the opinion from Buddy.  The 

people who didn’t live along the coast wanted the change so that they could catch more fish.   

 

When I asked about the small net fishermen and what was happening to them he told me he 

knew they were having a hard time.  He didn’t want to talk more about that but he hoped they 

would find something else to do for a living.  Like Buddy, he brought up the increasing cost of 

taxes and the increasing cost of land, rents, and living and doing business along the coast.  He 

didn’t think that costs were increasing because of the net ban; it was more the other way around.  

The net ban was part of it all; things were changing; new people were coming in and buying up 

the property; he didn’t know how long he could hold on. 
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Fred the Diesel Technician 

 

My 20 year old, twin diesel, 40 foot convertible style boat arrived at Harry’s marina with a 

professional captain at the wheel and a mate walking on the foredeck in lace-up army boots.  My 

entire family was there to watch it come in.  I was excited and anxious.  My wife encouraged me 

to buy it now while we could afford it, an assumption we would both agree was wrong five years 

later.  I had never owned anything but outboard powered boats and never bigger than 25 feet.  

This thing was 14 feet wide. 

 

The next day it was mine.  There was more to fix then I remembered.  The trip from the 

Chesapeake Bay had left the boat covered in salt outside and the captain had left the inside 

forward stateroom portlights partially open so the cabin sole was water logged as well. 

 

I took it out the following weekend after practicing around the dock all week.  Boats float until 

you hit something with them and docking and undocking was a challenge.  Family was on board 

and we went down the Carrabelle River; mile one.  Out the Apalachee Bay behind Dog Island; 

miles two through four.  Easterly into the Gulf through the pass and the channel; miles five 

through 10.  The engine oil gauge on the starboard engine dropped to zero. Shut down the 

starboard engine; take the port out of gear; don’t panic you’re not on fire; check the engine room 

which is now covered in oil; call the marina and limp back on the port engine to spend three 

hours with my three sons cleaning up the oil in the engine room and wondering what I have 

done. 

   

When you own a diesel engine boat, unless you are a diesel mechanic, you need to know a good 

one; one that comes to the boat.  One that does excellent reliable work, you can’t walk back from 

30 miles offshore.  Recreational and commercial fishermen and boaters who don’t fish are all 

reduced by this common denominator.  As my diesel mechanic will later tell me, saltwater 

dissolves and corrodes everything on a boat.  You can plan on a lot of maintenance. 
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I got to know Fred the diesel technician years before I asked him about the net ban.  Harry 

introduced us not long after the oily trip described above.  Fred didn’t work for you unless he 

wanted to.  He was like a lot of the coastal community members, including the fishermen.  

Business on the coast was done based on personal relationships.  In order to meet Fred I waited 

until he came by the marina to work on other boats and I went down to meet him.  He stopped 

work and came up out of the engine room on a commercial boat he maintained at Harry’s.  I 

would learn later that the commercial boats had weekday priority and that Fred tried to keep his 

recreational customers running for weekends.  We sat on the seawall next to the boat he was 

working on and talked.  We talked a little about boats and a lot about life.  Fred is a philosopher 

diesel technician.  Likely, our first meeting was also my interview.  Did he want to spend time 

working for me?  Did he want to allow me to enter his circle of those he took care of?  Fred felt 

responsible for the safety of his customers.  Fred only did things the right way.  Would I be 

willing to pay to have things done the right way? 

 

Over the years, I learned Fred had been the supervisor of the largest fuel trucking company in 

our region.  When the father let the son take over the company, Fred moved on.  He went to 

work for himself.  Fred had two very large customized work trucks.  They held all the tools he 

needed to work on boat engines, air conditioning, electrical systems, plumbing and the like.  Big 

boats, recreational and commercial, were more then just powered transportation, as I was to 

learn.  Fred lived near the coast in the local community his whole life.  He had been married and 

divorced.  His son had died in an industrial accident two days before he was supposed to quit and 

go into business with Fred.  Fred had grandchildren that he got to see.  He was involved 

permanently with a woman who ran a clothing store in their small home town.  Fred was a 

celebrity of sorts because of his expert work.  He often complained that he couldn’t spend the 

weekends on his own boat without people coming up and asking questions or for help with fixing 

something. 

 

I told Fred I was writing my dissertation and studying the net ban.  I was disappointed with his 

response.  After all our long talks I thought Fred would have an understanding of the net ban 

from a local resident’s point of view.  Fred didn’t have much to say that was different then 

Buddy or the canvas man.  The net ban was a fact of life brought about by people who didn’t live 
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on the coast.  Things were changing.  Wal-Mart was coming and his wife would have to sell her 

shop.  Fred was busy and had all the commercial customers he could handle and the net ban 

would not change that.  When I asked about the small boat net fishermen, Fred sincerely 

regretted the impact of the net ban on them.  He knew some of them personally and they were 

hurting.  What caused the net ban, I asked?  “Change” was Fred’s simple response.  Change was 

coming and the net ban was part of it.  If Fred didn’t have anything more than that to say I 

suspected that I had my answer from this quarter.  

 

I knew from my days in the DNR that the small boat net fishermen were angry over the net ban.  

Some had moved away.  Some were poaching.  Some were still trying to get the net ban 

overturned.  I didn’t expect to get much from the net fishermen on why the net ban happened, 

and I wasn’t studying its impact on them, so I had not planned to include them in my interview 

group.   

 

Fred suggested that I go by and talk to the Lynn brothers.  They owned a fish house. Fred would 

introduce me and I could ask them about the net ban. I had met several fish house owners over 

the years and knew them as owners of family businesses.  It seemed to me that they were similar 

to other small business owners, some were lucrative and prosperous and others were just hanging 

on.  The Lynn brothers were millionaires according to Fred. 

 

Four Brothers 

 
Lynn Brothers is the way the name of the business is listed in the phone book in St. Marks, 

Florida.  It has always been run by four brothers.  The oldest appears to be 60 +.  None of them 

are young.  According to the oldest, their daddy used to say “it took four Lynns to make a 

whole.”  His statement sounds bad here, but I got the distinct impression it was meant 

affectionately and he was telling me it was his daddy’s way of telling them to stick together.  

Over time I had a number of conversations with the Lynn brothers.  I told them I was studying 

the net ban.  Sometimes in general conversation on other subjects one of the Lynn brothers 

would change subjects and say something about the net ban.  Letting them bring it up worked 

better then asking questions directly. So I would drop by and say hello and a brief conversation 
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would follow.  Sometimes the conversation included useful information for the study, sometimes 

not, but it always helped me get a better understanding on a fish house operation.  In the 

paragraphs that follow I have amalgamated the four Lynn brothers into a single voice.  I didn’t 

do this because their daddy would want it that way.  I did it because when talking to the Lynn 

brothers individually they each looked different but they all fundamentally were saying the same 

thing. 

 

One story told to me by a Lynn brother came about because of a picture of the bothers all 

holding shotguns and dead geese with snow on the ground.  He told me that on Monday and 

Tuesday, the first days of the stone crab season, they put out their crab traps.  On Wednesday 

they began a drive straight through to Minnesota.  They hunted until Sunday and then drove 

straight through to home in North Florida.  On Tuesday night they began pulling their crab traps 

for the first time that season.  

 

Another story told by a Lynn brother involved his wife and the net ban.  His wife used to work 

for a Tallahassee attorney and lobbying firm for several years.  He said she was best employee 

they had.  During the net ban the lobbyist took on a client that supported the net ban.  The Lynn 

brother said the man, who worked there but was not his wife’s direct boss, would attack the 

fishermen and the fish house owners publicly  in front of her.  He would ask her how her 

husband could be involved in commercial fishing and once even told her she should be ashamed 

that commercial fishing was ruining the environment.  According to the Lynn brother, the man 

said commercial fishermen were crooks and outlaws.  His wife came home upset many times and 

they talked about her quitting.  But it was a good job and she liked the rest of the people there, he 

said, so she stayed. He told me on one particular day she came home crying, she was so upset.  

Then he got a call from the attorney who was her boss.  The boss wanted to know if Lynn 

brothers would give them free stone crab claws or a discount and have her bring the claws to 

work the next day to feed a bunch of legislators.  When he told his wife about the call, she told 

him, don’t sell them anything. She went in and quit the next day.  The attorney tried to get her to 

come back, the Lynn brother said, because she was a good worker, but she didn’t go back. He 

said they decided they didn’t need the money that bad. 
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A Fish House 

 
According to a Major in the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission “if you have seen one fish 

house, you have seen one fish house.”  It is not a statement that is original to fish houses but it 

makes the point.  Fish houses are run as independent businesses.  For the most part they are run 

by families that have been in the local community for long periods of time.  According to the 

executive director of the association that represents fish houses, some are very prosperous and 

some are not.  Each of them conducts similar activities: sell ice, sell bait, buy fish from 

fishermen, and sell fish to wholesale distributors or commercial end users.  Exactly how the fish 

house is configured is a function of how its owners decide within the limits of their resources. 

 

As indicated previously the Lynn Brothers fish house was started by their father. He started it 

when the head boat charter fishing business started to dry up. The Lynn’s say that dad was a 

charter boat fisherman who worked out of St. Marks when tourists from Tallahassee and Georgia 

came down to fish.  The senior Lynn ran a head boat, a boat that carried up to 40 fishermen 

offshore for snapper, grouper, amberjack and other bottom fish.  “Daddy” bought up all this land 

according to the Lynns.  As you drive toward the Lynn Brothers fish house you turn onto Lynn 

Circle, a public street in St. Marks.  On the right, to the south is a canal dredged by Daddy, that 

was once a natural slew.  The Lynns say it used to be ok to improve your property: Now you 

can’t do it anymore.  Lynn senior and his wife live there at the beginning of the property 

overlooking the canal.  The brothers say people have tried to buy their property, but they 

wouldn’t ever sell as long as momma and daddy are alive. 

 

Running west to east on your right as you drive along the road is an asphalt covered parking lot 

that extends the length of the dredged canal.  About 60 covered boat slips sit in the canal 

separated by a solid wall from the road.  There are bathrooms with showers for the boat slip 

renters that are kept clean by one of the Lynn Brothers’ wives.  The property is well kept and the 

boats are a mixture of large and small; old and new; recreational and commercial.  The Lynns are 

careful whom they rent to, and their rates are reasonable for the area. 
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At the end of the boat slips but still on the side canal where it joins the St. Marks River is a long 

floating dock.  The dock sits against a sheet pile seawall and is in good repair.  I have seen five 

boats tied up there and estimate it to be 200 feet long.  At the end point is a somewhat 

dilapidated looking two story structure overlooking the St. Marks River.  One of the brothers 

lives upstairs.  Downstairs is a retail shop with mostly empty dusty merchandise of the general 

store variety.  The goobers in the packages look petrified.  Outside between the structure and the 

water are two fuel pumps. One for gas and one for diesel.  The pumps and the area around them 

are clean from fuel spills.  The lengthy hoses necessary to reach the fill tanks on large boats are 

not coiled but are laid in overlapped fashion in raised wood tables with low box sides built to 

hold them. 

 

As you make the turn on Lynn Circle to the north you are separated from the St. Marks River by 

an open mowed field of grass and weeds that is about 150 feet wide.  The field is separated from 

the road by a stone covered parking lot.  The field and the parking lot are low lying and flood 

when the tide rises 2 feet above normal.  On the river side of the field are more boat slips.  These 

slips are uncovered and they are separated by cast concrete piers that project off the seawall.  The 

seawall itself is concrete, and there are electrical hookups and water hook ups for each of the 

boats tied up there.  The boats in this section are from 30 to 50 feet in length and a mixture of 

commercial fishing and recreational boats.  The recreational boats include cruisers, sports 

fishermen, convertibles and trawlers powered by gas and diesel.  There are no sailboats because 

of the difficulty of navigating a sailboat to the location. 

 

Continuing north up the St. Marks you come to a boat railway.  A railway is a set of railroad 

tracks laid in such a way that it projects down a slope into the water.  This railway is 150 feet 

long.  On the railway is a boat transport car the Lynn Brothers say they built.  The car is a type of 

flat bed rail car built low to the tracks with “V” shaped extensions that project from the sides. 

The extensions are adjusted by an overhead “Rube Goldberg” device and wooden wedges to fit 

tightly against a boat hull.  The Lynn Brothers all assemble when it is time to pull a boat on the 

railway.  The rail car is lowered into the water on free spool under its own weight by one of the 

brothers running the powerful engine on the upland side to pull the cables that will bring the boat 

up the slope.  Another brother or a boat captain drives the boat up on to the rail car.  The 
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remaining brothers stabilize the boat with the moveable “V” supports and the wooden wedges.  

When everyone is satisfied the engine is engaged and the boat is pulled up slope by cable.  The 

Lynn Brothers are proud of the railway device.  They built it.  It can pull a 60 foot boat that 

weighs 40 tons, the biggest one around. 

 

Continuing north on Lynn Circle is a long storage covered lean-to that is filled with various parts 

and pieces of mechanical devices as well as steel and cable for the boats. 

Next in line is the oversized fish house building.  The Lynn Brothers boats are docked behind the 

building and there is room for other fishermen to pull up and offload.  There is a small, maybe 20 

by 10, low office building that sits adjacent and slightly in front of the fish house.  It has two old 

desks, a couple of old chairs and two new cutting edge computers inside. 

 

Lynn Circle turns back to the west and continues to parallel the river.  On the right as you return 

back to the main road is an open area where fish and stone crab traps are stored in three high 10 

foot stacks when the season is closed. 

 

Had you looked away from the river and the boats as we made the circle drive you would have 

been looking at a trailer park.  The trailer park is also owned by the Lynn Brothers.  It is an 

eclectic mixture of temporary renters and older single wide trailers owned by the Lynns.  One 

trailer has motor cycles in front, two chained pit bulls, an ominous looking closed garage and a 

rebel flag.  Another trailer has a POW MIA black flag in the window and an occupant that moves 

back inside when ever I approached.  Some of the trailers are non-descript. Others have plastic 

lawn chairs set up next to Bar-B-Q grills.  Several have flowers growing at their base or in 

window boxes. 

 

Lynn Brothers’ fish house structures are located on the waterfront for direct accessibility by boat 

so that fishermen can offload their catch from the waterside if they choose.  I watched a morning 

exchange between a commercial fisherman and a transient recreational boater at Lynn Brothers.  

The recreational boater had come in and tied up his boat one evening at the dock space leased by 

the commercial fisherman.  The recreational boater was there so he could have his boat hauled 

and painted by Lynn Brothers.   The commercial fishermen was telling the recreational boater 
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that he came in from a four day trip to the middle grounds at 2 AM and found the recreational 

boater in his slip.  It was a problem the commercial fisherman said because he didn’t carry dock 

lines on his boat.  His dock lines were on the dock where they belonged and set up specifically 

for his boat.  The exchange wasn’t heated, but the commercial fisherman couldn’t understand 

why someone with a boat didn’t know better than to “tie up another man’s slip.” 

 

Lynn Brothers also has land side road access for both fishermen and large commercial 

refrigerated tractor trailer rigs as well.   Fish house buildings can be seen in various states of 

repair in coastal communities.  Lynn Brothers is a prosperous fish houses but it looks well used.  

Minimal money has been spent on the exterior condition of the fish house.  The Lynn Brothers 

say that they have learned over the years that general salt environment deterioration and the 

occasional major storm require that they view the basic fish house structure as replaceable.  A 

2005 storm that made landfall 90 miles west of Tallahassee pushed eight feet of water above 

high tide into the Lynn Brothers fish house.  The Lynn Brothers pointed to a mark on the wall 

that showed the tide height.  They did all they could, they say, but they lost thousands of dollars 

worth of refrigeration equipment because they had set the equipment six feet above high tide and 

that was the highest the water had ever been.   The Lynn Brothers have also learned that 

increases in property taxes can follow the major building repairs that require government 

building permits. In other words, building beyond the minimum that is required makes no sense, 

because the extra costs are defeated by higher levels of taxation and inevitable water and 

weather-borne damages that they cannot control.  

 

The inside of the fish house is a stark contrast to the exterior. Located in the better fish houses, 

like Lynn Brothers, is sophisticated refrigeration and freezer equipment that allows the fish 

houses to store significant quantities of fish product to sell during closed seasons in order to 

maintain a steady supply to their restaurant and retail customers.  The inside of the Lynn 

Brothers fish house has a concrete floor that is clean and stain free.  The large walk-in freezer 

and cooler doors are stainless steel and rust free.  When the doors are open the seafood is packed 

in heavy wax finished cardboard boxes and placed on stainless steel racks.  Fish houses are 

inspected by government officials for cleanliness and to me Lynn Brothers’ fish house looks 
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cleaner then some grocery stores I have shopped in.  There is no odor inside the Lynn Brothers 

fish house, but there is some odor on the surrounding property as explained below. 

 

Lynn Brothers, like other fish houses described by the executive director of the fish house 

association, produces large quantities of ice for the commercial fishermen that begin and end 

their working days and nights at the houses. An offshore commercial fisherman recently ordering 

ice at Lynn Brothers took on 1500 pounds of ice.  The big shrimp boats do not come to Lynn 

Brothers, but at Pirates Landing it took several hours to put the tens of thousands of pounds of 

ice in the typical shrimper’s hold.  

 

Lynn Brothers, like other fish houses I have seen, has electrical generators, hoists, and other 

forms of gasoline powered equipment to move large volumes of fish products.  There is a well 

used steel wheeled fork lift at the Lynn Brothers house that operates on a large propane tank that 

the brothers use to move truck sized quantities of boxed fish. 

 

The property that surrounds the Lynn Brothers’ fish house contains the means for fishing 

because Lynn Brothers run their own boat fleet.  In addition to buying fish and shell fish, the 

Lynn Brothers fish with traps for grouper and stone crab.  Specialized trap fishing for grouper 

and stone crab require boats in the 50 foot range with large flat decks and trap haulers to handle 

the traps off shore.  The Lynn Brothers say they purchased most of the boat hulls used and 

custom designed the decks and wheel houses themselves.  Prior to the beginning of the stone 

crab season I watched from time to time as the four brothers and some nephews scraped down 

the bottom of a fifty foot boat hull; removed all the hardware and antennae from the boat; 

painted the bottom with a special anti-fouling paint and put on three coats of gel coat over the 

hull and deck house.  All four brothers were involved actively in the work.  When it came to the 

finish work on the hull the oldest brother told me he would roll out an extra coat of gel coat and 

then come back and polish the entire hull.  He indicated that this was faster and gave a better 

finish then trying to get the gel on smooth. 

 

After the season, the Lynn Brothers took the same boat and completely stripped and ground out 

the inside deck.  After the deck was removed they pulled and replaced the engine and the boat 
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running gear. Diesel Technician Fred supervised the engine work and rewired all of the electric 

connections on the boat.  On the Lynn Brothers site is a large forklift with heavy weights on side 

that lets them lift engine parts in an out of boats.  They also have a large crane fix-mounted that 

they say they made that pivots over the water for really big jobs like replacing entire engines.  

When the engine was back in the boat, the oldest Lynn supervised replacing the deck in the boat.  

The deck structure is built on stringers fit into the sides of the inside of the hull.  The stringers 

are custom cut by the Lynns and encased in fiberglass.  According to the Lynn Brothers, the deck 

itself must be made from fir plywood and also covered in fiberglass on both sides. He says fir is 

better than pine because the sap from the pine plywood will bleed in the heat and the fiberglass 

will let go.  The deck structure spans a 18 by 40 foot section of the boat and will carry all of the 

weight of the men and gear though all kinds of weather.  The Lynn Brothers say they prefer to do 

their own work because they trust each other to make sure it is done right.   

 

According to the executive director of the fish house association, fish houses typically do not 

include processing equipment for the type of seafood products that require further processing 

effort prior to sale to the retail market.  For example, oysters, scallops and other shell fish must 

be shucked and crabs must be picked prior to marketing.  Red (fish eggs) and white (milt) roe 

must be removed from mullet and packaged for sale. These activities usually occur at separate 

processing facilities and not at the fish houses.  The buildings in which this type of processing 

occurs may be occupied only during certain seasons and the buildings themselves are similar to 

the fish houses to the extent that they are often weather worn on the outside and subject to a 

significant level of government inspection on the inside for cleanliness.  In contrast to the 

processing that occurs to market some seafood, most food fish require only field dressing prior to 

sale directly from the fish house.  The field dressing is the removal of organs and “guts” from the 

fish.  Field dressing is completed by the individual fishermen and crew prior to landing the fish 

at the fish house.  No further processing by the fish house employees is required.  Lynn Brothers 

is set up like this but the Lynn brothers do their own stone crab processing.  Stone crab claws are 

separated by size.  The floaters (recently filled claws with air space after shedding) are separated 

from the full claws.  The claws once separated are steamed and refrigerated or frozen. 
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The Lynn brothers explain how they are able to match a valuable shell fish product by 

purchasing the product from fishermen all over the Florida peninsula including the Florida Keys 

as well as running their own fleet of boats.  Who they buy from is a closely kept secret.  Who 

they sell to is secret as well.  Fred the Diesel Technician says that it is not uncommon to see one 

of the Lynn nephews making 5 trips a day to the Tallahassee airport to ship multiple 25 pound 

boxes of stone crab on each trip.  I have seen stone crab claws as large as my hand in the Lynn 

fish house along with others of more normal size of 2.5 inches.  Normal size stone crab claws 

bring $10 to $15 per pound. Colossal sized claws can go for $40 dollars a pound and most weigh 

more than 1 pound. The fist sized claws are sold in upscale restaurants for $100 according to the 

wife of one of the Lynns.  During the year the Lynns meet the demand of casinos in Las Vegas, 

ski resorts in Colorado, and restaurants in Miami and New York.  They do this by supplying 

fresh product in the harvest season and by freezing some of the shell fish for post harvest 

distribution.  By distributing some fresh shell fish and holding others back they are able to 

stabilize commodity price, insure the purchase of all that is caught by the independent fishermen, 

and retain the year round ability to meet the needs for their customers.    

 

Fish house owners must reach outside the local community to establish markets for the fish that 

are caught.  The Lynn brothers told of a trip that one of them made to Taiwan and Japan during 

the mullet roe period prior to the net ban.  He recounted the visit and his opinion of the Chinese 

and Japanese businessmen.  He found the “Japs” to be rude and the Chinese to be respectful. He 

said the “Japs” looked at him strangely and bumped into him when he was on their streets.  He 

was glad to get out of Japan before he “did something that would hurt somebody.”  On the way 

home he was especially distressed by his experience with Japanese tourists making fun of the 

American monument at Pearl Harbor.  The girls giggled and laughed when they stood in front of 

the monument and the men took pictures, he said.    Never-the-less, he said they do sell to both 

the Chinese and the “Japs” to make the best of the mullet roe season and ensure competition for 

their supply because competition among the buyers drives up prices.   He said, when the net ban 

killed the mullet roe fishing the one good thing was that he didn’t have do sell to “them” 

anymore. 
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Fish houses must accommodate fishermen that are isolated from society, and the fish houses 

owners see themselves somewhat isolated as well.  The fish house owners in this case saw 

themselves as part of the fishing community, not a part of the consumer community.  For these 

fish house owners isolation into their local community is preferable but entrance into the outside 

world to ensure a market for seafood was a necessity.  The oldest Lynn brother summed up the 

difference between his world and the outside world when we were standing on the dock one day 

by complaining about cell phones.  “Why would anyone want one of those things,” he asked?.  

He recounted that he was driving in town the other day and some woman almost ran him off the 

road while talking on one.  It didn’t make sense to him. He wanted to be away from the phone as 

much as possible. There were better things to do than talk on the phone. 

 

The isolation of the fishing community is born out by the findings from the ethnography of the 

Pine Island, Florida fishing community written by Linda L. Lampl in 1986.  Lampl’s 

ethnography is considered authoritative for confirmation of data in this case because both the 

executive directors of the fishing associations said that it needed to be read to help people 

understand fishermen. Lampl’s work does not distinguish between those who actually catch fish 

and those who own the fish houses.  Lampl describes all of those directly involved in 

commercial fishing as fishermen.   

 

Lampl describes Pine Island as “rural in character, with less than 5,000 year round residents” 

(Lampl 1986 p. 5). She cites a number of examples that support her conclusion that the residents 

of Pine Island are an isolated and close knit community (Lamp 1986).  According to Lampl, 

“commercial fishing, agriculture, tourism and land development form the economic base” of 

Pine Island (Lampl 1986 p.8).  It is important to this case that Lampl finds that the fishermen on 

Pine Island believe “Commercial fishing is said to be the oldest and still most important industry 

on Pine Island.”  She goes on, “the Caloosa Indians harvested mullet for the Pine Island Sound 

and Charlotte Harbor area in the 18th century and sold the salted fish and roe to Spain by the ton.  

Five active fish houses are located…just south of Pine Island Center…two fresh fish and seafood 

markets are located close by” (Lampl 1986. p.8).  The link to tradition binds the fishermen to 

each other according to the Lynn brothers.  The Lynn brothers say their “daddy started what we 

have and we want to pass it on.” 
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The Lynn brothers and Fred the Diesel Technician said that before the net ban, tractor trailer rigs 

used to line up three deep at the door to the Lynn fish house.  The fish house shipped mullet out 

around the clock.  The Lynn brothers said they were taking in fish from mullet fishermen all the 

way to the Steinhatchee River.  

 

I asked the Lynn brothers what the mullet net fishermen did now since the net ban had passed.  

Sadly he told me a lot of them weren’t fishing any more and had found other jobs.  Some of 

them, he said, were still trying to make a living with cast nets but it was hard.  Some of them had 

moved away.  I asked them what they did when the mullet industry went away.  The Lynn 

brothers said they used to sell stone crabs to Joe’s Stone Crab House in South Florida as a small 

part of their business.  When the net ban passed, the older Lynn said, they figured out who Joe’s 

was buying from and selling to.  After that, he said they tied up the supply and started selling to 

Joe’s clients.  The oldest Lynn brother said he couldn’t say (wouldn’t say) how they pulled it off 

but with pride in his voice and a smile, he said, “now Joe’s has to buy from me.”  

 

The No Show Attorney 

 
By this time in the data collection effort I figured out that the attorney that had promised me an 

interview and a review of his files was not going to participate.  I had made repeated phone calls 

and talked to him and extracted a promise each time.  I had changed my approach from an 

interview and a review of the files to just a review of the files.  Each time he said he would call 

me back at a certain time and each time it didn’t happen.  I decided that it wasn’t going to 

happen. 

 

The interviews I had conducted helped me understand those who were impacted by the net ban 

and those who were around them in the small coastal communities.  The data I gathered in this 

way did not in themselves get me any closer to answering specific questions about how 

institutional change occurred in the case I was studying.  What they did accomplish was to 

illustrate the lives of everyday folks whose activities comprised the foundation of interests for 

two of the three associations.  These interviews also painted a more realistic picture of the 
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complex ways that these different sets of actors interact in the everyday.  Finally, they paint a 

vivid picture that shows that life goes on despite the net ban, that while some lives have been 

dramatically altered by the ban, others have accommodated the changes by modest shifts in the 

customer and product/service bases that they offer.  

 

As discussed in the opening of this chapter, next on my list of interviews were the three 

associations that I knew about from my days at DNR that represented commercial and 

recreational fishing interests in the legislative and governmental executive process. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE NET BAN CASE FROM THREE PERSPECTIVES 
 
 
 
 
The net ban is the result of institutional change and can be studied within an issue based 

organizational field (Hoffman 1999).  After I collected and analyzed the data, I chose to display 

the case data on associations in three sections.  Each section is focused on one of the associations 

that represent one of the three major interest groups in the governmental legislative and 

executive branch regulatory process related to saltwater fishing.  I choose this division to present 

the case because the accounts that I heard were unique in important ways. I also choose this way 

to divide the case because these three associations made up primary members in what I believe is 

an issue based organizational field (Hoffman 1999).   

 

The three associations represent commercial fish houses, fishing fleet operators and dealers, 

individuals that fish commercially with nets and other gear, and recreational fishermen.  The 

commercial and recreational associations also have members that are businesses that rely on the 

primary members as clients or customers.  The primary informants for the two commercial 

sections were the paid executive directors of the associations.  The primary informants for the 

recreational section were the paid executive director of that association and Karl Wickstrom, 

publisher of Florida Sportsman magazine.  The reasons for the inclusion of Wickstrom will be 

clear when the case data is read.   

 

There were groups, in addition to these three associations, that participated in the public net ban 

debate after it was certified to the ballot by the Supreme Court.  Data gathered on these groups 

show up from time to time within the case in the three primary case descriptions that emerge.  I 

choose not to conduct interviews with representatives of these groups when I finished with the 

associations because I believe that the focus on the associations is important and additional 

perspectives for these more minor actors would distract from that focus.  These groups 

participated in the process of convincing the public on which way to vote on the amendment they 
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were not active in fishing regulation prior to that point.  As late comers to the organizational field 

(Hoffman 1999) these groups were not why the net ban emerged but only a part of the reason 

why the net ban received a positive public vote. 

 

Listed below are some of the additional types of individuals, groups and organizations that 

participated in the public debate over the net ban. 

 

One commercial fishing association has not been included.  A group of international companies 

that purchased mullet roe from the fish houses and shipped it to Asian markets formed a Public 

Action Committee (PAC) to defeat the net ban.  This PAC disbanded immediately after the net 

ban vote.  The case study will explain the impact of this group on the strategy of the commercial 

fishing organizations from the perspective of the commercial fishermen.  The lobbying firm that 

organized this group declined to participate in this study. 

 

Environmental political action organizations entered the public debate over the passage of the net 

ban after it was certified by the Florida Supreme Court. These environmental organizations were 

universally in favor of the net ban. Other individual environmentalists and independent 

environmental scientists did not support the net ban.   These environmental groups and 

individuals associated with environmental policy were not interviewed and their view is 

accounted for in the case study only through the documents that case study participants collected.  

Additional research into these groups would provide a view from the margins of the 

organizational field in this case.   

 

Newspaper editorial boards and newspaper sports writers, while not a formal group that 

associated across newspaper lines, tended to function as if they were a group because of the 

timing of their editorials was heavily influenced by the recreational group.  There is a belief 

among the commercial fishing groups that editorial boards from different newspapers acted 

partially in concert though the association of the sports writers that worked for the papers.  This 

belief was not thoroughly explored. There were some differences among the editorial boards but 

the overwhelming majority of editorials favored the passage of the net ban amendment.  Like 

other late comers to the organizational field these actors did not participate in the emergence of 
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the net ban as an alternative but they did participate in the success of the net ban as a ballot 

initiative.  The research question in this case study is on the emergence not the passage of the net 

ban.  Once the net ban emerges, its passage or failure on the public stage is associated with 

answering other questions. 

 

 An organization representing ethnic minority interests, a type of “rainbow coalition”, formed 

and announced that their purpose was to protect the rights of the minority community to obtain 

inexpensive food fish for protein purposes.  However, it is unclear if this group was viable, if it 

was established as a shell organization to raise issues associated with race, or if it participated in 

the net ban process to tap into the potential for funds from those opposed to the net ban.  This 

latter possibility is raised because during the net ban effort the “rainbow” group wrote a letter to 

the commercial fishing organizations complaining about the lack of funding being provided by 

the commercial fishermen and withdrew from participation in the process.  This group was not 

interviewed and are included because of the documents found in the assembly of documents kept 

by the net fishermen’s association executive director.   

 

In addition to the individuals that are accounted for in the three associations at the center of the 

net ban controversy numerous individual actors participated in the issue of commercial fishing 

regulation..  Karl Wickstrom, the publisher of Florida Sportsman magazine, was identified by the 

three associations as an essential person in the emergence of the net ban.  To the extent that that 

individuals other then Wickstrom are not captured by the data obtained from the associations 

they are not accounted for in the case. 

 

Finally, elected and appointed government officials made up this issue based organizational field 

(Hoffman 1999).  These individuals were not interviewed.  My personal experience with the 

governmental actors in Florida state government is that the information provided by the 

association executive directors in this case rings true about the roles of the government players.  

After the data on the case from the associations was collected, I made the decision not to add the 

government players to the interview mix. In this organizational field the governmental actors 

were following the lead of the associations.  A following role for governmental actors is not 

universal to all issues or to all organizational fields.  My experience with government policy 
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leads me to believe the more an issue is confined to the parties participating directly in the issue 

and the more these parties are seen as well represented before the government actors, the more 

likely it is that governmental actors reflect some of the parties.  In contrast when the issue before 

the governmental actors involves widespread public impacts like social justice, basic human 

rights, or redistribution of wealth the more likely governmental actors are to participate in a 

leadership role.  T.K. Wetherell, the one time leader of the Florida House of Representatives, 

explained this difference to the freshmen members of the House in an orientation session by 

using the examples of dividing up the racing days for horse tracks in Florida and the abortion 

issue.  He explained that when dividing up horse track racing days the House members should 

act in their own political best interests and but the agenda turned to the issue of abortion they 

should vote their conscience.    When you read the view of the recreational fishermen you will 

see that lack of governmental actor leadership is one of their complaints.  To counter this lack, 

the recreational fishermen attempted unsuccessfully to redefine the issue to an environmental 

one.   Choices about informants, like this one are necessary and influence the results and limit 

the validity of the case findings in some ways. I also made this choice because it allows me to 

focus on the actions of the associations, their participation in the organizational field and their 

impact organizational change.   

 

As explained in the previous chapter, I knew the executive directors of the associations.  Each 

association staff was small in numbers.  The association that represented the fish houses and the 

large fishing fleet owners had two employees.  The association that represented fishermen had 

one employee who worked from home in Brevard County and from a second home in 

Tallahassee during the legislative session.  The recreational fishing association executive director 

worked in Tallahassee with an administrative assistant and had one or two paid organizational 

and fund raising staff in other locations around the state that worked from home.  All of the 

associations had regional and local volunteer organizations that helped them operate. 

 

I started with the executive director of the recreational fishermen and a brief interview.  At first 

he was very guarded.  He was concerned because commercial fishermen “make a run” on the 

legislature every year to get net ban constitutional amendment repeal appeal language put on the 

ballot.  The legislature, by extra majority vote, can put constitutional amendments on the ballot.  
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When I explained in more detail what I was studying he agreed to further interviews.  He also 

told me to come by and look through their files and library to see what information was there that 

would help.  I did that and we had two more interview sessions.  He told me I needed to include 

Karl Wickstrom in the interviews.  He also gave me details on the professional that had been 

hired to handle the public relations campaign to pass the net ban.  I choose not to conduct an 

interview with him because my study was not about why the public voted for the net ban but why 

the net ban was put up for a public vote. 

 

The executive director of the fish houses and fleet operators came next.  We talked on the phone 

and he answered some questions and he consented to an interview in his Tallahassee office.  The 

interview was productive and he shared a lot of detail about why the net ban came into being.  

He told me he would provide me material from his files but he never came through.  We talked 

by phone and we had some email exchanges on the data I drew from him and from others in the 

case.  He didn’t tell me to interview Wickstrom but he said Wickstrom was the reason for the net 

ban. 

 

The third association interview was with the executive director of the fishermen’s association.  

We met the first time in an out of the way restaurant and stayed four hours.  He wanted to tell the 

story from his point of view.  He said it had taken up his life for a couple of years while it made 

its way to the ballot.  He was glad it was over and never wanted to go thorough anything like it 

again.  He also said he had saved at home three boxes of material he had gathered over the year.  

He didn’t want to through it away.  He hoped a library might want it for a collection one day.  

Did I want it?  We met again at his house in Tallahassee and talked another time as well.  He 

produced the boxes of things he had saved and I made them part of the data collection for this 

case.  He also suggested that Wickstrom would be an important person to interview. 

 

Obviously, I included Wickstrom on the list.  He was more then willing to meet with me and I 

traveled to his publishing company in Jupiter, Florida.  Later we talked on the phone. I sent him 

the preliminary information I derived from the case in like the fish house association executive 

director he gave me feed back in email form. 
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The data collected from those above is set out below in three distinct views.  In the beginning, I 

had intended to integrate the views into an amalgamated whole with a kind of triangulation 

approach.  Once the interviews were completed I realized that three distinct views had emerged 

from the data.  I also decided that I had enough information to address the question in the case as 

it relates to the participation of the associations.  At this point I decided to stop the data 

collection and begin the report and analysis.  

 

The Fish House Owners Association 

 
My first meeting with the executive director of the association that represents fish houses and 

large boat fleets was in their Tallahassee offices.  It took me awhile to find his office and I ran 

late.  I had the name of the complex and an approximate location, but the sign for the office 

complex was small and I missed it in the clutter of other signs in the area.  The buildings where 

they are located look like someone started to build a Motel 6, thought better of it, and changed 

mid-stream.  The buildings are U shaped and surround a parking area.  It is a two story structure 

with an outside stair case to the second floor located at the center of each building.  There is a 

walk way in front of the first and second floor that runs the length of the building and most of the 

offices have doors that open onto the walk way.   

 

Once I found the complex it took me a couple of minutes to find the right building and office 

because the doorways were not marked.  Inside the space seemed small; three rooms.  No 

conference room because the face to face work was not done here.  The office furniture was 

unremarkable and there were files cabinets fit in among the furniture where possible.  The 

executive director’s office was plain.  The desk was neither ornate nor large.  His phone was 

close at hand and his computer has a large screen and was within easy reach.   

 

I said hello, we shook hands and when I sat down across from the desk he began to tell me about 

the net ban before I could ask a question.  His association is the oldest industry association 

involved in representing commercial fish houses and major boat fleet operators in the Florida and 

national government fishing regulation process.  The industry association, Southeastern Fisheries 

Association (SFA), executive director describes the association as the organization that “has 
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spent more time trying to keep the resources available to commercial fishermen than any other 

group in the state…or any of the Johnny come lately’s.”  The association is 54 years old.  The 

executive director, who I will refer to in the case as Bobfish, the first part of his email name, says 

he got his job 43 years ago with no legislative experience and without much knowledge of 

commercial fishing except for some work on shrimp boats as a young man in the summers.  As a 

young man he had been in the Marines and then a brick layer.  He was in Tulsa, Oklahoma 

working as a meeting organizer for the “JCs” when he heard about and applied for his current 

job. He wanted to get back to Florida and so did his wife who was from the North Florida area.  

He came back to Florida to interview with a group of the business owners in Miami that ran the 

association.  The interview was very short and at the end of the interview they told him he had 

the job.  He says he remembers thinking at the time, “that was easy”; it wasn’t until years later 

that he found out his father-in-law “put in the fix” with North Florida legislators to talk the 

industry into hiring him.    

   

It can be assumed that Bobfish is representative of his membership. Even so, he says that his 

members are independent and hold some widely varying views.  I found him to express his views 

as strongly held.  It was not the specific words that he used that gave me that impression or that 

he seemed particularly passionate as he spoke.  There was a straight forward directness about 

him and the way he said things.  There was an assumption in the way he talked that there was 

only one way.  Later, when I was writing the case study and I shared some of the initial draft 

work with Bobfish he didn’t like the reference to “Japs” in my recounting of Lynn brothers or 

my use of the word “Yankees” in another section.  “I don’t ever say Japs or Yankees”, he told 

me.  He wanted me to take the terms out.  When I told him I would make it clear that he hadn’t 

said it, he said that whenever someone wrote about the commercial fishermen they always 

picked out someone that came across negative and that his members weren’t that way.  As I 

indicated above, after gathering the data from the three associations I decided that it was the 

associations themselves that were the center of my case.  The extent to which they are exact 

mirrors of their membership is not at issue. 

 

Bobfish told me about the membership of the association.  The membership of the association 

helps define it to the legislators and government executive branch officials that deal with 
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multiple associations.  Assumptions made when government officials are faced with multiple 

association views are that the associations are self interested.  That self interest is membership 

defined.  Most member companies in the association are Florida family businesses.  The 

association membership companies include several industry sectors: fish houses (seafood 

dealers), the largest of the commercial fishing boat fleet operations and some seafood processing 

operations.  Some member companies operate in only one of the sectors.  Other member 

companies are vertically integrated and participate in more than one of these sectors of the 

industry.  The majority of member companies represented by the fishing association are fish 

houses, some of which are vertically integrated with processing activities and/or boat fleets.  

Stand alone boat fleets that are in the shrimping and bait netting business are members of the 

association.  There are 300 members in the association.   Smaller stand alone boat fleets that fish 

for grouper and stand alone processing operations are not a major component of the association.  

The members do not include individual small boat net fishermen.  These net fishermen will be 

accounted for in a separate section in the case.  

 

If they are catchers of fish, the owners of the larger fishing boat fleets represented in the 

association operate in multiple ways.  All of the association commercial fishing companies own 

multiple large and small boats and use employees to run them. Association member companies 

own the largest boats in the fleet and fish in deep offshore waters for extended periods. Other 

association companies own fleets of smaller boats that work near-shore waters.  Some 

association companies own a fleet of both large and small boats.  Some association members 

participate directly in the fishery by captaining boats some of the time.  Some individuals in the 

association never conduct fishing operations but have hired captains and crew.  Some association 

boats are captained by family members, while other family member never leave shore and 

remain “on the hill” to oversee the administrative part of the family business.  These variations 

are typical of the way fishermen make a living according to Bobfish.  Fishermen have to create a 

living out of the options that are available:  the fishing allowed by government; the gear they can 

use; the market for fish; the weather; the competition.  Each of them is “very independent”, 

Bobfish told me.   
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The commercial fish house owners that are association members, represented by Bobfish, are 

dealers and distributors of seafood products harvested in and near Florida.  These businesses buy 

fin fish and shell fish directly from fishermen.  They minimally process, package and sell what 

they buy to larger sea-product distributors, sea life processors, retailers and restaurants.  

Association members that are fish house owners hold excess seafood products in refrigeration or 

freezers for eventual distribution into the supply chain.  The association membership companies 

sell the shell fish and fin fish they obtain to companies mostly within the United States.  They set 

buy prices and make the decisions on what seafood they will pay the fishermen to harvest and in 

what quantities.  Fish houses also sell bait and large quantities of ice to the commercial 

fishermen.  In addition, the commercial fish houses are the gathering points in the community for 

the commercial fishermen as they begin and end their work day. 

 

The association members in the seafood processing business are engaged in modifying large 

volumes of seafood into sea-products primarily to meet regional consumer food demand.  For 

example, they may pick crabs (remove the meat from the shell and separate the shell meat and 

the claws).  They then package the crab body meat and the crab claws into separate containers 

for purchase by the final consumer.  The exception to the regional market sales for food 

processing among the association members is the processing and sale of mullet roe for the Asian 

market prior to the passage of the net ban.  He told me that after the net ban, a failed attempt at 

processing “cannonball” jelly fish and maintaining the Asian market for seafood occurred.  The 

big boats could use nets to catch jelly fish because jelly fish weren’t fin fish or shell fish so they 

weren’t regulated, he said.  The fishermen didn’t like to deal with “cannonballs” and when the 

market was slow to develop, he said, it just didn’t happen.  Some processing of mullet roe 

remained after the net ban for the Asian market, but at considerably reduced volumes. At the 

current time the majority of processing conducted by association companies that are part of this 

study is processing related to shellfish.  Fin fish are minimally processed at the fish houses for 

distribution.  According to Bobfish, association companies that are processors are not involved in 

the pet food or fertilizer processing industries that utilize seafood.   

 

Bobfish says, the business model for fish houses is based on their ability to maintain a steady 

supply of fin or shell fish on which the retail consumer or restaurant can depend.  The steady 
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supply of fish to the market must be maintained in spite of changing weather conditions, sea life 

cycles, and government harvest regulations. The owners of commercial fish houses have deep 

roots in the local community of fishermen, but in order to ensure as consistent a supply as 

possible, the fish house must maintain the loyalty of multiple numbers of fishermen over a wide 

geographic area.  Fishermen are not bound to the fish house by contract, consequently, the fish 

house must maintain the loyalty of the fishermen thorough fair treatment, assistance of various 

sorts (like opening at odd hours to accommodate the fisherman landing his catch), good prices, 

and by maintaining a constant market for the product.  This includes the ability to accept the risk 

of holding fish caught by the fishermen in cold storage when the market demand is in a down 

cycle.  His explanation reminded me of the secrecy about their suppliers and customers, that 

Lynn brothers thought was necessary when they told me how they took over the stone crab 

market.   

 

Another important part of the fish house business model, according to Bobfish is the cultivation 

of a market in which to sell a continuous supply of fish.  The fish house owners will smooth out 

the fish supply by temporarily holding or freezing seafood. To be successful the fish house 

owners must understand the variable demands of their customers as well as the fishermen. Fish 

house owners must reach far outside the local community to establish markets for the fish that 

are caught. I saw an example of that reaching out from the Lynn brothers’ interview, as well.  

Lynn brothers trip to Asia had seemed out of place when they told it because they were “home 

bodies.”  After talking to Bobfish it made more sense.  Fish house owners must accommodate: 

restaurant busy seasons; hotels in different geographic areas that have convention and tourist 

demand variability; and different geographic locations that have different retail volume needs for 

specific types or grades of seafood.  Successful fish house owners must understand these needs 

and find ways to match them to the fish supply variability.  He said that most people don’t 

understand that his members are involved in a complicated business.  Most people think the 

“fishing business is simple”, he said.   

 

Bobfish says that there has always been conflict over seafood resource between commercial and 

recreational fishers because the recreational fishers are greedy. He says this is true even though 

in southern waters there are no climatic seasons and there should be adequate fish for all.  He 
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said that recreational fishermen, the “sports”, want all of the high commercial value fish species 

(“the fancy fish”) like snook, pompano, redfish and trout for themselves.  “Fancy fish” is a term 

used by commercial fishermen to identify those fish that have a high dollar per pound value 

when resold in the supply chain.  According to Bobfish the concept of resource sharing is a 

“Southern” concept and the selfishness of the recreational fishermen is not in keeping with the 

idea of sharing the amount available among everyone.  He believes that even though his 

members fish the same waters and sell to the same markets and compete, they “share the 

resource.” 

 

Rumors about Casinos and Developers 

 
Bobfish believes that fish houses are a vital part of the commercial fishing culture, tradition and 

business and that without the fish house, commercial fishing in Florida can not survive.  He is 

concerned about the rezoning of waterfront property where there are fish houses in places like 

Carrabelle.  For one this reduces the opportunity for commercial fishing infrastructure, for 

another, it drives up the property valuations and the taxes that commercial fisher house owners 

must pay for their existing property which creates economic pressure on them to sell out.  

 

But Bobfish doesn’t agree with Lynn brothers that the net ban was driven by development 

interests in addition to the recreational fishermen. The Lynn brothers were not certain if the net 

ban was designed; as a grab for the fish by the greedy “sports”, an attempt by unknown building 

development interests to convert the use of the water front from commercial fishing to residential 

uses, or perhaps a combination of both.  “It all began with the net ban” is how the Lynn brothers 

described the gradual change of the waterfront from fishing to condominiums in parts of Florida.  

“They figured out the property was worth a lot even if it had a fish house on it”, the Lynn 

brothers said, explaining that since he passage of the net ban fish house owners were selling out 

and fish houses were disappearing because they could no longer make a living now that the net 

ban passed. 

 

Others raised the same issue during the net ban ballot consideration process. One commercial 

fishing supporter wrote an unsigned letter-to-the-editor that was kept in net fisherman association 
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files:  “A group of big money interest is trying to buy OUR constitution…The realtors and 

developers behind this mover will soon devour the seafront property, made available by bankrupt 

fishermen and fish houses.”  

 

Other suspicions were also expressed to newspaper editors about the takeover of waterfront 

property from the fish houses.  In a letter written during the net ban campaign to a newspaper 

editorial board, one commercial fishing supporter speculated that there was a link between the 

businesses supporting a constitutional amendment that would legalize casinos in Florida and the 

net ban because the fish houses owned large blocks of waterfront property on which casinos 

could be built since both these amendments appeared on the ballot at the same time.  Paul 

Belcher’s letter was also part of the fishing association files.  Belcher said, “Is its coincidence 

that the net ban, and casinos, are on the ballot at the same time?  Does it seem strange that they 

both use the same misleading style or language…to fool voters?  Where do casinos normally 

locate.  Strangely enough, right on the same type of waterfront property that would be vacated by 

the bankrupt fishing industry!  Is our Constitution really for sale to the highest bidder?”  When 

Karl Wickstrom, from the recreational interest group reviewed the letter he asked that I make it 

clear, the letter was based on suspicion alone and did not provide any factual basis to support the 

idea that there was an overlap between the two groups. 

 

Government Regulation is Unnatural  

 
Bobfish has doubts concerning the validity of all government regulatory processes.  These doubts 

influence his view of the legitimacy of any government regulation that emerges in anyway from 

any source.  He claims that all manmade fish regulations are artificial and flawed.  He believes 

that commercial fishermen will self regulate using different types of gear following the natural 

abundant and scarce cycles that they have come to expect from personal experience while fishing 

and from the word of mouth passed on by generations of family fishermen.   

 

According to Bobfish, all fishing regulation that comes from the political and governmental 

process is the result of a flawed understanding of these natural cycles.  He says, “the best fishing 

regulation is no regulation at all.” He states that the fishery will take care of itself, if left alone, 
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and he believes that “sports” manipulate the governmental process to their own benefit.  

Bobfish’s anti-regulation view is not intended improve the basic lot of the commercial fisherman 

by allowing over-harvest.  Rather, it is his view that without regulation the commercial 

fisherman will, as part of the natural system, interact with nature as cycles occur.  He says that 

commercial fishermen have always grown or shrank in numbers and efforts with the cycles of 

the fish.  He says if fits with what he sees in nature where the strongest survive and the weak 

perish. 

 

Lampl (1986) confirms this position when she says, “According to fishermen, Mother Nature is 

the ultimate regulator. “ (p. 53).  Lampl (1986) further found that “The fishermen believe that the 

non-fishing public, sportfishermen and recreational fishermen in general are ignorant of Mother 

Nature’s cycles…The primacy of the printed word led one fisherman to describe fishery 

regulators as people who are book brain-damaged.” (p. 53).  

 

Florida Fish Houses Compared to New England Whalers 

 
Bobfish says southern commercial fishers are treated as outcasts by the average community 

member beyond the boundaries of the fishermen’s own community.  Southern fish house 

business owners are treated as outcasts by those who make up the social, business and political 

power structure according to Bobfish.  In contrast, He says, recreational fishermen in the south 

are treated as the good guys by those same individuals. Even the historical whaling industry in 

New England, he points out, was treated with a level of respect that southern commercial fishers 

have never received.  Since whaling was related to the production of commercial goods other 

then food, he believes that the support for the whaling industry, when compared to the Gulf 

commercial fishing industry that provides food products, is an important distinction.  He believes 

the economic strength of the whaling industry and the lack of widespread economic impact from 

the southern fishery underlines the reason for poor treatment and compares it to the value of 

money and commerce linked to business and society and not to the more beneficial purpose of 

providing food fish for the general population. 
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The difference in treatment that commercial fisherman receive at the hand of society is related to 

the economics of fishing in the south when compared to New England according to Bobfish.  

Southern fishermen are not able to participate in country clubs, are not high up on the social 

register and don’t have the money to make significant political contributions.  As a result, he 

says, the southern commercial fisher does not have the political influence of his northern counter 

part.  He believes, the southern commercial fishermen are not well understood by the average 

person because commercial fishermen are independent and isolated from the mainstream of 

urban society. he knows form his experience over the years that all these factors put them at a 

disadvantage in the legislative and governmental executive branch regulatory process. 

 

Florida Fishermen as Small Family Farmers 

 
Another comparison that is made by Bobfish is that he believes commercial fishermen are 

similar to small family farmers.  He says, farmers and commercial fisherman should be similarly 

regarded because each provides a food product for people.  He thinks family farmers are 

respected by most people and family fishermen are held in low esteem by comparison. One 

important way that he relates that commercial fishermen are treated unlike land-based farming is 

that farming, as a food production industry, is supported at the federal level by the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture that advocates for the interests of the farmer and helps create a 

legitimate public view of the farmer’s occupation.  He thinks it is important that the federal 

government subsidizes land based food production but commercial fishermen receive no similar 

support. According to Bobfish, no federal government agency has ever existed to support the 

commercial fisher; rather, the governmental approach to commercial fishing, especially in the 

south, has been one of regulation and control as if the commercial fisher cannot be trusted.  

When I asked him about the state bureau that supports commercial fishing in the Florida 

Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (DOACS), he says it is of limited value.  

According to Bobfish the DOACS bureau mostly tries to get people to eat fish but the federal 

agency provides funding to farmers and subsidizes them. Although it was discounted by the 

SCFB, as of limited value, there is a bureau level state government agency in Florida Department 

of Agriculture and Consumer services that assists commercial fishermen by supporting the 

marketing of seafood products through various programs.  
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U.S. Long Range Fishing Boat Fleets 

 
According to Bobfish, there are only three long-range fishing fleets in the United States: Alaska, 

New England and the Gulf of Mexico. He believes that the passage of federal law that 

established a 200 mile territorial limit on fishing is the beginning point that set actions in motion 

that resulted in the net ban and that the passage of this law occurred because of the favored status 

and political power of the New England commercial fishermen. 

 

Bobfish says the Magnuson Act was passed in 1976 to protect the New England offshore ground 

fishery for tuna and other deep offshore species. To him, this law, which I later understood to be 

the Magnuson Stevens Fisheries and Conservation and Management Act of 1976 (Magnuson 

Act), is the most major piece of commercial fishing legislation to impact the nation.  Important to 

the story of the net ban from the Bobfish’s perspective and the perspective of the net fishermen’s 

association executive director included later, Senator Lawton Chiles, who later became Governor 

of Florida voted against the act.  He says, Chiles was a southerner and a Florida cracker who 

understood the commercial fishermen.  The role of Chiles and Jeb Bush during their first 

competition for Governor and their roles in the net ban will be explained later in the portion of 

the case told from the view of the net fisherman’s association. 

International Pressure on the Florida Fishing Fleet 

 
According to Bobfish, because of the 200 mile limit that the Magnuson Act additional 

commercial fishing pressure was created on the near-shore Gulf of Mexico fishery.  This 

additional fishing pressure resulted in increased conflict with recreational fishers the he says.   

The gulf coast fleet commonly fished all the way to the Bay of Campechee off the coast of 

Mexico.  He states that commercial fishing boats larger than 45 feet went all the way to Central 

America for snapper and grouper.  According to him, once the United Sates extend its territorial 

waters out 200 miles other countries acted in kind.  The responding nations included Mexico and 

Central and South American countries.  This meant that the Florida offshore commercial fishing 

fleet was pushed back to the United States and out of Mexican and Central American waters.  
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This concentrated the Gulf fleet off the coasts of Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama and 

Florida. 

 

As outlined below the 200 mile zone was included as one element of the Magnuson Act, as 

stated by Bobfish.  The 200 mile zone was eventually repealed but other elements associated 

with regulation of commercial fishing remain.  In addition, the Magnuson Act was not the first 

time a 200 mile limit was implemented in United States. 

 

The Brookings Institution (2004) traces the beginning of international control of territorial waters 

to the United Nations’ creation of four conventions that were ratified by the United States in 

1958. According to the Brookings Institution (2004) the United States found the conventions 

insufficient and began independent action in the 1960’s related to ocean regulation.  This led to 

negotiations among nations under the auspices of the United Nations from 1973 to 1982 that 

concluded with a compact that included a provision that established a 200 mile exclusive 

economic zone in 1982 (Brookings 2004).  President Reagan declined to sign but declared that 

the United States would act in accordance with the compact (Bookings 2004).     

 

The Reagan proclamation states:  “The exclusive economic zone extends to a distance of 200 

nautical miles...Within the exclusive economic zone, the United States has to the extent 

permitted by international law, (a) sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring, exploiting, 

conserving and managing natural resources, both living and non-living, of the sea-bed and 

subsoil and the superjacent waters and with regard to other activities for the economic 

exploitation and exploration of the zone, such as the production or energy from the air, currents 

and winds; and (b) jurisdiction with regard to the establishment and use of artificial islands, and 

installations and structures having economic purposes, and the protection and preservation of the 

marine environment” (Proclamation 5030 March 10, 1983).   

 

The United Nations continued to pursue and modify what became known as the “Convention on 

the Law of the Sea.”  The United States did not act on the convention from 1994 until 2003 

because Senator Jesse Helms declined to hold hearings on the convention in the committee he 

chaired (Brookings 2004).  The convention was heard when Helms retired and the committee 
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chairmanship was turned over to Senator Richard Luger after which the committee eventually 

recommended ratification to the entire senate (Brookings 2004).  Despite this history and the 

linkage of fisheries to all other forms of economic resources, the focus of the SCFB on the 

Magnuson Act is easily understood as a beginning point for the net ban because the act is the 

seminal modern piece of federal legislation that regulates commercial fishing.   

 

Specifically the Magnuson Act sets out as its purpose “(1) The fish off the coasts of the United 

States, the highly migratory species of the high seas, the species which dwell on or in the 

Continental Shelf appertaining to the United State, and the andromonous species which spawn in 

United States rivers or estuaries, constitute valuable and renewable natural resources.  These 

fishery resources contribute to the food supply, economy, and health of the Nation and provide 

recreational opportunities.” (Public Law 94-265).  

 

The Magnuson Act also contains a number of other significant provisions related to the 

regulation of commercial fishing including the establishment of Regional Fishery Management 

Councils. Bobfish points to this as an important element of the Magnuson Act that contributed to 

the net ban.  He points out the creation of regional fisheries councils that are empowered to adopt 

or recommend fishing regulations.  He believes that these councils were to contain balanced 

representation to ensure a fair distribution of the fish as a resource.  He says that specific 

legislation was passed by the Florida legislature to keep the lobbyist for the Florida commercial 

fish houses from being able to obtain an appointment to the councils created in the Magnuson 

Act.  According to Bobfish, this helped further undermine the Gulf Coast commercial fishing 

fleet by excluding it from the regulatory process. Because of the significance of the Magnuson 

Act as an effort to balance the interests of recreational and commercial fishing through the 

councils and the funding provided for recreational fishing access the Magnuson Act can be taken 

to be significant for those reasons alone. 

 

After reviewing the previous section Bobfish indicated it is important to make clear that the 

foreign territorial limits would have pushed the deep water hook and line fishermen, the deep 

water trap fishermen and the offshore shrimp and pelagic-fish net fishermen back into Texas and 

Florida waters.  Near shore groups are impacted by the net ban with the exception that large 
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shrimp boats and pelagic-fish net fishermen were excluded from fishing in near-shore waters 

after the net ban. It is clear in Bobfish’s account of the net ban that small boat net fishermen 

harvesting mullet, red fish, trout and pompano that would have stayed near-shore in Florida prior 

to the Magnuson Act were impacted by the creation of foreign 200 mile territorial limits.  Small 

boat near-shore fishermen would not have been impacted by the Magnuson Act boundary 

provisions.  The focus of the increasing conflict between recreational and commercial fishermen 

partially attributable to the Magnuson Act for Bobfish can be explained by those who are 

identified as part of his association.  He does not represent small near-shore net boat fishermen.  

He does represent the larger offshore shrimp boats that were directly impacted by Mexico’s 

response to the Magnuson Act. 

  

Texas Elites 

 
After the passage of the Magnuson Act another significant step toward the passage of the Florida 

net ban occurred according to Bobfish.  He says, the Texas Coastal Conservation Association 

was able to pass legislation that protected redfish as a fish that could be taken solely as a “sports” 

fish in Texas.  As mentioned earlier, he believes that once the commercial Gulf Coast fleet was 

forced to concentrate their activities in U. S. waters from Texas through Florida, this commercial 

fleet put pressure on the U.S. fishery resource which brought them into greater conflict with Gulf 

Coast recreational fishers.  The southern Gulf Coast fishing fleet was pushed out of Mexico and 

South America and into Texas in higher concentrations.  This increased conflict is perceived as 

setting in motion the resistance from the well to do Texas sports fishermen who created an 

organization called the Texas Coastal Conservation Association (TexasCCA).  Once formed, the 

TexasCCA became a powerful political advocate and change agent for the recreational fishing 

interests.  “You can’t believe who’s involved,” he says, “they have connections all the way to the 

White House.”  

 

Bobfish says that the TexasCCA conducted well-financed campaigns to outlaw the near-shore 

use of nets and to push commercial fishers out of Texas. According to Bobfish, this was 

relatively easy to get the Texas legislature to do because the net fishing industry was small in 

size when compared to the Florida net industry. According to Bobfish, most commercial shrimp 
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and bait fishing with nets in Texas was conducted by Florida-based fishermen.  Banning nets in 

Texas pushed the commercial and recreational fishers into an even smaller geographic space, he 

says, and the increasing level of conflict that emerged contributed to the net ban Florida. 

 

Bobfish states the TEXASCCA was so successful that it eventually became the foundation for 

the national Coastal Conservation Association (CCA).  In becoming a national organization the 

SCFB states that TEXASCCA helped create other sports fishing associations in other states 

along the Gulf Coast including Florida.   According to Bobfish, the Florida Conservation 

Association (FCA) mirrored the make up and policies of its Texas genesis.  He says the 

TEXASCCA was a group of elite and powerful sport fishermen that wanted to keep all the fish 

for themselves.  He says the TEXASCCA started in Houston in 1975 and was built with money 

from oil millionaires and headlined by Texas sports stars from college football as well as 

professional sports.  When it came to the link between Texas and the Florida net ban effort he 

said, “Anyhow, why do the people in Florida need a bunch of Texas millionaires telling us how 

to run our state fisheries.  They have messed p their finfish resources so bad they ought to be 

spending all their time and money in their own back yard.”  

 

 According to Bobfish the TEXASCCA connections in the upper levels of politics and industry 

are “beyond belief.”  He says, when “Texas Governor White was asked what about the people 

who ate redfish caught by commercial fishermen and he said to the effect, ‘Let them eat 

catfish’.”  “  He sounded a little bit like that French lady Marie Antoinette” said Bobfish.  He 

says that he remembers the statement “like it was yesterday.” According to Bobfish, the 

TEXASCCA answer to the issue of providing fish as food for the non-fishing majority was to 

encourage foreign seafood product imports or fish that could be raised from aquaculture. He said 

“Maybe Governor White has an interest in a catfish farm.  Or maybe a redfish aquaculture 

project.  Who knows what makes those kind of People tick.”  A published handout in the fishing 

association files, signed by Bobfish, states:  “Karl Wickstrom…in the January 1992 issue” (of 

Florida Trend Magazine) “says, ‘If a net ban means the demise of 16,000 commercial net 

fishermen, then so be it.’  He further is quoted as saying, ‘Seafood consumers have no reason to 

oppose a ban, imports and aquaculture could easily fill any gaps by eliminating nets from 

Florida’.” 



 98

 

Bobfish says the TEXASCCA “even extended all the way to Washington, D.C”.  As an example 

of the power of the TCCA, the he states that Jim Baker as Chief of Staff to the President wrote a 

letter to “beat on Bob Jones’ (Executive Director of the commercial fish house and wholesaler 

group in Florida) ass” and discredit him at the federal level.  The TEXASCCA was also able to 

silence fish scientists and force the state biologist to manipulate the truth concerning the Texas 

fishing numbers because of the political power of TEXASCCA members, according to Bobfish.  

He says an example provided to demonstrate where this manipulation is evident is the book 

Wetland Riders by Robert Fritchey.   

 

Creation of the Florida Conservation Association 

 

Bobfish watched the formation and success of the TEXASCCA with interest and feared that the 

TEXASCCA would spread to other Gulf coast states “like a cancer.”  According to Bobfish,, the 

TEXASCAA enlisted the well to do in other Gulf states and provided seed funding and technical 

support to create sports fishing organizations in those states. The “sports” were represented by 

the Florida League of Anglers which he faced off with for years in Florida and which he thought 

was ineffective.  In order to be competitive in the Florida legislature he said the “sports” needed 

new representation. According to the him, the creation of the Florida sport fishing association 

came about when the TEXASCCA loaned a new organization called the Florida Conservation 

Association  (FCA) one half million dollars as a start up contribution.  He maintains that Karl 

Wickstrom (Wickstrom plays prominently in the creation of the net ban according to Bobfish) , 

the owner and publisher of Florida Sportsman magazine, was a key in aligning Florida sportsmen 

with TEXASCCA and soliciting the loan because the sportswriters on the Gulf Coast all knew 

each other and interacted regularly.  

 

According to Bobfish up until the creation of the FCA, he was able to “whip the sport fishers’ 

asses in the legislature each year.”  “Sports” claim that they did have one success prior to the 

Magnuson Act when snook regulations were passed in the legislature that prohibited the taking 

of snook by recreational interests.  Sportfishermen claim credit for the passage of snook fishing 
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protective legislation but he states that it was the state commercial fishing interests that actually 

initiated and passed the legislation.  The limitation of commercial fishing for snook was a 

complex matter when it passed the legislature according to Bobfish.  He says that the effort to 

protect snook was put forward by commercial fishing interests and the SFA in order to “create a 

better working relationships with sportsmen.”  He states: “J. Roy Duggan, the SFA president, an 

outstanding graduate of the University of Florida fought on the university boxing team with 

Judge Stephen O’Connell and O. Earle Frye.”  According to Bobfish, “O’Connell and Frye ran 

the Game and Fish Commission (GFC).  Duggan, who the SFA states was a principled man and 

as well as a philanthropist (he left $1,000,000 to the University of Florida on his death) never 

approached the legislature in the crass way that the commercial industry is portrayed by 

recreational fishing interests.”  He states that Duggan, working with the GFC developed the 

rational necessary and lobbied legislation through the legislature that limited snook fishing to 

recreational interests. 

 

The recreational interests claim that snook was not a commercial fish product; commercial 

fishermen never fished for snook; and they were able to trade for other things they wanted in the 

legislature.  This example is typical of the conflict in views and of the kind of negative publicity 

that he says worked against them during the net ban.   Charles Waterman, a sports fisherman 

who Bobfish indicates does not provide an accurate recounting of the legislative process, is an 

example of an individual who took a negative view of the legislative process and commercial 

fishing in written to Florida Sportsman magazine.  Waterman claims he was involved in 

changing snook to a sport fish.  According to Waterman’s letter he met a “high priced, diamond 

ring wearing, cigar smoking commercial fishing lobbyist” in Tallahassee.  Waterman describes 

the meeting as a horse trading session over the fish called snook and the desire to make snook a 

sport only fish.  According to Waterman the commercial fishing lobbyist claimed “not to give a 

damn about snook” but said nothing would pass the legislature unless the recreational fishers 

helped pass a law exempting a specific geographic area from regulation associated with near-

shore netting.  Waterman’s view was that the commercial fishers felt like they owned the 

resource and would not give something without getting something in return.  In his letter, 

Waterman paints a picture of a legislative process controlled by less than ethical commercial 

fishing interests that seek profits at the expense of the resource.  



 100

 

Bobfish says that Waterman’s letter, and the recounting of the story portrays a legislative process 

controlled by the commercial fishing interests operating in opposition to a naive recreational 

fishing support organization is not a fair of accurate representation.  Bobfish points out that their 

association president did not fit the description Waterman provides and “he didn’t smoke cigars.”  

According to Bobfish snook were caught by commercial fishermen “just like all other fish.”  He 

says, Waterman’s letter is “a pathetic piece of crap.”  Bobfish says that “old Charlie” was always 

anti-commercial fishing and that his black hat picture of commercial lobbying in the legislature 

is typical of the type of smear campaign painted by recreational fishermen and it is “not fair or 

correct.”  The extent of the passion associated with the disagreement is found in the following 

statement provided from Bobfish after his review of the Waterman letter:  “Deathless prose from 

a sick writer.  Maybe the diamond ring wearing, cigar smoking commercial fishing lobbyist felt 

he was meeting with a double talking, backbiting frustrated outdoor writer who wanted all fish 

for his pleasure, but that would probably be as bias as Waterman’s crap”  

 

The one point on which Waterman and Bobfish do agree is that commercial fishermen to 

dominated the legislative process during the time period.  The other two account views included 

in the case study below agree with the idea that commercial interests dominated the legislative 

process at least until the 1980’s.   

 

Bobfish says some think that initial legislative support for the FCA efforts came primarily from a 

few legislators that were members of the Florida Republican Party.  Those who are of that view 

state that Republican legislators supported the “sports” because the “sports” and the Republican 

legislators were both primarily rich and among the business elite.  Florida Republican legislators 

were also believed by some to have links to the Texas Republican party whose members were 

thought to make up the TEXASCCA.  He says he believes that these specific legislative battles 

included passage of a specific law in Florida, sponsored by Senator Latvala, Chairman of the 

Senate Rules Committee, that prohibited the Executive Director of the wholesale and fish house 

association from being appointed to represent the State of Florida on the committees created by 

the Magnuson Act.  According to Bobfish, “the Latvala Act prohibited any person registered as a 

lobbyist as a representative of a fishing organization to be appointed to the committees.”   
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Because sports fishermen include professionals from many walks of life that are used 

participating in organizations that are similar to the Magnuson Committees and commercial 

fishermen rely mostly on the paid association staff for this type of work, the ban on registered 

lobbyist participation resulted in an imbalance in the ability of commercial fishermen to obtain 

representation.  Another individual in the legislature pointed out as a key supporter of the FCA, 

by Bobfish, was the representative from Fort Pierce who introduced a “species bill” almost 

annually. A “species bill” in this case refers to the idea that certain types of fish species should 

be reserved only for recreational fishermen.   

 

Some Kind of Holy Redfish 

 
The designation of redfish as a sport fish only was the first major test of the strength of the 

emerging FCA in the Florida governmental regulation process, according to Bobfish.   He says 

that redfish are “some kind of holy fish” to the “sports” because of the way they carry on about 

them.  Lampl (1986) also found that redfish regulation was a particular sore spot for commercial 

fishermen.  

   

When it comes to redfish being designated exclusively as a sport fish, Bobfish says that only 

12% of the entire redfish catch was taken by commercial fishermen; the remaining annual 

harvest was recreational.  The numbers associated with banning the commercial harvest of 

redfish did not add up, according to Bobfish, because there were millions of recreational 

fishermen and only a couple of thousand commercial fishing boats.  He says no one catches fish 

all the time and, because there is no landing data on recreational fishers that he considers 

accurate, as a result, he concludes that the true impact on the redfish fishery from the “sports” 

remains uncertain.   

 

In addition, Bobfish claims that many recreational fishers actually sold their redfish catch to 

restaurants and retail fish houses.  He states that this competed with the legitimate dealers and it 

was illegal.  He goes on to say, “even though these illegal sales continue to occur, the “sports” 

political clout ensures that laws are either not enforced or when enforced the law results in 
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consequences that are simple misdemeanor violations similar to catching a few fish over the 

recreational limit.”  He says his members know the illegal fish sales occur because they see the 

redfish and other fish in retail establishments out of season and mislabeled to cover the sale. 

According to Bobfish, “everyone knows the truth but it didn’t matter that the sports sold their 

fish.”  He says that Karl Wickstrom’s influence was an important part of why the truth did not 

make a difference in the passage of legislation making redfish an exclusive recreational fish. 

 

Lampl also found a link between the regulation of redfish as a “sports” only fish and the 

commercial fishermen’s view that sports fishermen wanted to run the commercial fishermen off 

the water (Lampl 1986).  According to Lampl , “The fishermen do not believe that redfish is the 

issue; they believe that the sportfishermen want the whole pie and that the only thing they’ve got 

on their minds is our death.  Trout, the fishermen say, will be next…The men’s voices rise, 

wives shut off discussions with I can’t talk about it, it makes me so mad.  Others say the issue 

makes them feel physically ill, they talk of stomach pains and sleepless nights.”  (Lampl: 1986 p. 

56).  In making comments concerning redfish some of the fishermen were prescient when they 

opined, “Trout the fishermen say will be next.  Eventually, all fish but mullet will be game fish 

and that if they could take mullet with a hook, they’d take them too.”  (Lampl: 1986 p. 56) 

 

Red and White Mullet Roe 

 
Bobfish believes that the emergence of an Asian market for mullet roe contributed to the conflict 

between “sports” and the commercial fishermen and was another contributing factor in the 

passage of the net ban.  Prior to the entrance of the Asian wholesalers into the Florida market to 

obtain mullet roe, which is considered a delicacy in Asia, mullet were a food fish that was cheap 

and utilized primarily by those nearby to the fishing grounds and by minorities.  Asian roe 

buyers bought both “red and white” roe for sale in Asia at premium prices.  Red roe is fish eggs 

from the female mullet.  White roe is the milt or sperm sack of the male mullet. 

 

The value of the roe and the quantity of the roe sought by the Asian consumer far exceeded the 

value and quantity of the meat of the mullet desired in the Florida market.  Bobfish says “the 

meat was not wasted.”  According to him, a secondary market for the sale of frozen mullet to 
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Egypt was developed.  According to the Lynn brothers some of the excess meat was used for 

grouper bait, some for stone crab bait and some shipped to pet food suppliers as well. Once the 

Asian roe buyers entered the market the price for mullet rose rapidly and it became a lucrative 

part of the commercial net fisherman’s catch during the mullet roe season.  He says, roe-mullet 

quadrupled in value as a result of the Asian market.  During the roe season, mullet became a 

fancy fish.  According to Bobfish and confirmed by Lampl (1986), the value of mullet in the roe 

season, led to an increase in the number of individuals fishing for mullet and to an increase in the 

waterside confrontations between mullet net fishermen and recreational fishermen as well as rich 

waterside land owners.  He says some of the increase in numbers of commercial net fishers 

included part time fishermen some of whom were outlaws that intentionally violated fishing 

rules. 

 

Bobfish says, it was not unusual in some parts of the state for groups that were not local to the 

area to fish gypsy fashion by following the fish and in the process camping out in makeshift 

camps and interrupting normal waterfront communities. Lampl (1986) confirms the phenomena 

identified by Bobfish of the existence of part time fishermen that follow the mullet during the 

“run season in November and December” (Lampl 1986 p.10) when roe-mullet are the high value 

target.  Lampl confirms that these part time fishermen band together (Lampl 1986).  According 

to Lampl the part time fishermen are characterized by the names of “bean pickers” or “pea 

pickers” to the full time fisherman (Lampl 1986).  It is important to note that neither Lampl nor 

Bobfish describe a conflict among the part time and full time fishermen even though Bobfish 

does believe that the part time fishermen and their pressure and participation in the fishery 

increase the conflict with the “sports”.   

 

Legislative Win Over the Net Ban 

 
In the year prior to the net ban constitutional amendment there was a bill filed in the legislature 

that would have banned nets in Florida.  The bill did not pass.  To Bobfish, the failure to pass the 

net ban in the legislature was taken as a sign that when the net ban issue when rationally 

considered it did not pass the test of aiding the environment or protecting the resource.  He says 

he lobbied intensely during the legislative session to defeat the legislation.  According to 
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Bobfish, the recreational interests “went full bore for a win and didn’t get it because their lies 

don’t work when they got before a legislative committee.”  

  

Sports Lies and Deceit 

 

Bobfish points out that the “lies of the sports wouldn’t fly in the legislature.”  He points to the 

argument that birds like the Brown Pelican were negatively impacted by commercial fish 

harvest, as an example.  According to Bobfish, this argument and other populous environmental 

arguments are not grounded in scientific fact and these false arguments worked against 

legislative passage of the net ban.  He claims scientific studies support the conclusion that 

monofilament fishing line, primarily from recreational fishermen, are the largest threat to 

seabirds in Florida. He thought the lack of scientific support that contributed to the defeat of the 

net ban in the legislature should have worked to defeat the net ban as a constitutional 

amendment.  

 

According to the sportfishermen, whose perspective will be chronicled later in this dissertation, 

the introduction in the legislature of a bill to ban nets was an FCA tactic to show the editorial 

boards in the state that without the net ban amendment the fishing resource could not be properly 

regulated.  The sportfishermen claim that the bill creating the net ban was never intended to 

succeed in the legislative process.  The failure of the bill allowed the “sports” to argue that the 

only solution to protecting the resource was through the constitutional amendment process.   

Claims made by the recreational fishing interests that the defeated legislation was a strategy to 

improve their chance for passage of a net ban constitutional amendment are called “pure heifer 

dust” by Bobfish.   

 

Did the Attorney General Hide the Net Ban? 

 
 In order to place a constitutional amendment on the ballot by citizens’ initiative the proposed 

amendment language must be taken to the voters of the state in petition form by the proponents 

of the amendment.  When enough signatures are collected on the petition the amendment is than 
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taken before the Florida Supreme Court for certification to the ballet.   The recreational interests 

section in this case confirms that the net ban constitutional amendment drive was conducted by 

an organization known as Save Our Sealife (SOS).  SOS was made up of members of the FCA 

and the Florida Sportsman magazine publisher, Wickstrom.  The case study portion that develops 

the positions of the recreational fishermen, includes a discussion of how the SOS organization 

eventually gathered enough signatures by petition to place the net ban constitutional amendment 

before the Florida Supreme Court for certification to the ballot from the recreational fishing 

perspective..  

 

According to Bobfish, once the FCA was onboard with the idea of the net ban, Wickstrom 

sought out the help of Nat Reed (a rich Florida developer and environmentalist) and other 

environmental elites, sports writers throughout the state, and support from Republican legislators 

in key positions in both the Florida House of Representatives and the Florida Senate to create a 

foundation group for the net ban.   Bobfish says Nat Reed paid attention to major fishing 

regulation issues over the years.  He says in years past, he and Nat Reed, a major 

environmentalist, had joined to defeat purse seining down in the Florida Keys.  His support for 

that, years ago, says Bobfish, was one reason for the creation of the other commercial fishing 

association when some of his members broke away.   

 

Martin (1997) agrees that Florida Sportsman magazine was significant in the effort.  In addition 

Martin (1997) states that General Norman Schwartzkopf; Hohn Mecom, former owner of the 

New Orleans Saints; and Marine Fisheries Commissioners Dan Kepnis and Dr. William Fox 

were among net ban proponents.  Bobfish believes that Florida Sportsman magazine purchased 

articles from the newspaper sports writers and that this business relationship impacted the 

newspaper accounts and the editorials related to the net ban.   

 

One account related to the involvement of elites told by Bobfish, involves a state senator who 

chaired the environmental resource committee in the Florida senate and who, as a businessman, 

owned and operated a bulk mailing operation.  According to Bobfish, Senator Latvalla aided the 

net ban proponents by providing them a reduced price mechanism for mail outs which sought 
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contributions to support the net ban.  By combining his business interests and his legislative 

power, he claims that this state senator was able to advance the net ban cause. 

 

According to Bobfish, the FCA represented 7000 elite members of society and, as a result, the 

FCA members had significant money to contribute to the net ban campaign.   In addition, he 

points to the businesses that sell products to recreational fishers like boat manufacturers and 

motor companies that donated goods or money for the net ban campaign.  According to one story 

told by Bobfish, George Barley a south Florida developer told him that that he (Barley) “could 

raise $30,000 at one night’s cocktail party among his (Barley’s) close friends.”  Bobfish says he 

“couldn’t raise $30,000 among his friends in a year.  Bobfish says that, in contrast to Barley, the 

SFA was only able to raise a total $100,000 from the commercial wholesale and dealers’ portion 

of the industry to oppose the net ban.  

 

Enough signatures were eventually gathered by the SOS proponents of the net ban.  Bobfish 

claims that Attorney General Bob Butterworth manipulated the public notice for the net ban to 

keep the average commercial fisherman from effectively opposing the amendment when it came 

before the Florida Supreme Court.  Each proposed constitutional amendment must meet several 

specific tests applied by the court before it can be placed on the ballot.  Opponents of ballot 

amendments frequently argue in opposition to the amendments in order to keep them from being 

placed before the public for a vote.  These arguments before the Supreme Court are very 

powerful mechanisms for opponents because, if the ballot amendment is ruled by the court as 

failing to meet the constitutional tests, the work of the proponents, including the gathering of 

signatures, must be redone.  Martin (1987) finds that the commercial fishing industry had several 

avenues available to attack the net ban amendment certification to the ballot while it was before 

the Supreme Court.  Martin writes, “Without opposition, the court’s analysis of the ballot title 

and summary to the Amendment was perfunctory (Martin 1987. p 65).”  

 

According to Bobfish, the SFA did not oppose the amendment before the Supreme Court at the 

certification stage because of the way that the Attorney General hide, limited and manipulated 

the process of giving public notice of the hearing.  He claims that the notice of hearings before 

the Supreme Court was only published in one obscure legal journal.  He believes that this limited 
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public notice was intentional, by the Attorney General, in order to eliminate the commercial 

fishermen from preparing a bonafide challenge before the Supreme Court by; either creating a 

lag in the timing associated with when the commercial fishermen would learn of the hearing or, 

by keeping the commercial fishermen from learning of the hearing at all. 

 

Independent research indicates that it is not clear that the actions of the Attorney General were 

intentionally designed to limit participation in the process by commercial fishers.  As will be 

seen in the section of this case study on the cracker net fishermen’s perspective, the net 

fishermen commercial group did not believe that the Attorney General manipulated the process.  

The Attorney General’s Office defended its conduct in a letter to the commercial fishing industry 

indicating that it was normal practice to issue a widespread press release concerning ballot 

initiatives as well as a formal advertisement.  According to the Attorney General’s 

correspondence, the press release was the traditional mechanism intended to inform the general 

public. The Attorney General’s letter states that a press release was issued in the case of the net 

ban amendment. It is also clear from the documents retained by the net fishermen’s association 

that while it may not have known the exact date of the hearing before the Supreme Court, 

commercial fishermen were aware of the need for a court review and the proposed amendment.   

 

Not Enough to Win 

 
Once the Supreme Court certified the net ban ballot amendment the commercial fishermen 

through their professional associations and the recreational fishers through the SOS committee, 

FCA, and Wickstrom’s magazine began the public campaign for and against the amendment.  

The campaign on the recreational side was coordinated by an experienced professional political 

campaign public relations executive hired for the purpose of passing the net ban. As will be 

explained by the sport fishermen portion of the case study recounting of the net ban, he was 

recruited by Karl Wickstrom to handle the net ban because he had successfully handled the 

“eight is enough” constitutional amendment that created term limits for state elected officials.  

The commercial fishers relied on their two long existing professional associations and a third 

recently formed association.  
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Bobfish says the SFA understood that they faced a challenge to defeat the amendment and state, 

that in the beginning they did not understand that the odds were against them. His view is that 

the majority of commercial fishermen did not believe that the net ban would pass because they 

did not understand how people throughout the state would fall for the tactics of the recreational 

fishers which most commercial fishermen saw as obviously dishonest, untruthful, inaccurate, and 

unfair. He says, the commercial fishers that did believe that the net ban might pass lacked the 

ability and organization necessary to get their position out into the non-commercial fishing 

community.    In hindsight, after the vote on the amendment, he says “it was not even a contest… 

they were overwhelmed by the ’sports’.” 

 

Bobfish says commercial fishermen in Florida are considered “black hats” and recreational 

fishers good guys by most. According to Bobfish, generations of Floridians grew up with these 

views of fishermen in Florida.  He points out that large portions of the state population have no 

contact with commercial fishermen who are primarily located in specific rural areas of the state.  

According to Bobfish, there is no net fishing south of Cape Canaveral because of the continental 

shelf and the depth of the waters but all the voters in Broward and Dade County thought there 

was.  One way to put it, says Bobfish, is that most of the population of the State of Florida never 

talked to a “raggedy assed fisherman from Carrabelle” and did not understand what the 

fisherman actually did.  He says most of the state’s population didn’t understand the difference 

between the big northern “high roller rigs” that fished the deep northern waters that these non-

fishermen heard about in the national media, and the small mullet skiffs or near-shore roller rigs 

fishing king fish in the south.  

 

Another factor that helped pass the net ban, according to Bobfish, was the number of recreational 

fishers in the FCA and their ability to raise funds to support the campaign.  Previous sections of 

this case discussion have provided insight into Bobfish’s belief in that regard.  In addition to 

fund raising, they point to the 7,000 members of the FCA as a group that had access, time and 

the drive to push for the net ban.  He says that commercial fishermen were not the type to stand 

up publicly in the community and make public statements about net bans or any thing else. 

According to Bobfish, this meant that the effort to defeat the net ban was primarily handled by 

the executive directors of the two old line commercial fishing associations who were up against 
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the FCA publicity machine.  As a result, Bobfish states they were out-funded and out-manned as 

well. 

 

Lampl confirms the belief that fishermen’s complete lives and outlook are embedded in their 

work and isolated from the world at large (Lampl 1986).  According to Lampl (the definition of a 

true fishermen earn their living with nets, own the equipment necessary to fish, and have the 

skills to do so successfully (Lampl 1986).  She finds that commercial fishing is a lifestyle that 

includes the entire family of the commercial fisherman including wife, children, extended family 

and all of their friends (Lampl 1986).   

 

Another important factor in their failure to defeat the net ban as pointed to by Bobfish is that 

many commercial fishermen do not get along well with each.  He says, “if you put five 

fishermen in the room you will get seven opinions.”  He explains that the 350 members of the 

commercial dealers and wholesalers association could not focus on a single strategy nor 

approach to net ban opposition.  

 

When asked about the underlying reasons why the commercial fishermen could not agree on a 

single approach to fight the net ban, Bobfish was not certain as to reasons. He points out a 

history of independence among commercial fishermen. He believes the basic independence of 

character of commercial fisherman keeps commercial fishermen in a relatively solitary 

occupation where they fight against natural and man made forces to make a living.  He says that 

the underlying belief of most commercial fishers is when faced with adversity of all types the 

“strong will survive.”  According to Bobfish, this necessitates an independent approach to daily 

life because inherent in that belief is that some who are weaker will not survive and expending 

resources on the weak will not change the outcome for the weak and will likely add to the 

possibility that the strong fail as well.  He thinks that in spite of basic disadvantages associated 

with lack of money and social standing; if the commercial fishermen could pull together they 

would be strong enough to win most confrontations in the governmental process.  He has seen 

this happen over the years and has managed to put commercial fishing coalitions together in the 

past, but he says, “Not this time.” 
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Bobfish says a big reason why the net ban passed was the impact of Karl Wickstrom and the 

magazine he published on the editorial boards of the newspapers in the state. As indicated in 

previous paragraphs he believes that Wickstrom had an impact on the editorial pages in the state 

newspapers because of his commercial relationship with the newspaper sportswriters. He says 

the Tampa Tribune and the Gainesville Sun were the only two major state newspapers that 

opposed the net ban.   

 

Bobfish also believes that Wickstrom was a factor in how fishery managers viewed the data and 

regulations for fish.  He doesn’t assert that Wickstrom influenced the science, but rather that 

Wickstrom influenced the management decision-making process in such a way that the science 

was ignored.  He believes that the fear of political pressure through negative publicity in 

Wickstrom’s magazine and other publications was able to silence the scientists and keep them in 

the background. To support his view he points to the historical decisions related to redfish and 

making it exclusively a recreational fish even though the scientific data did not support the 

decision. 

 

Another belief held by Bobfish is that they were just out-played by the “sports” in the 

competition to pass or defeat the net ban amendment.  The recreational fishers used photographs 

of birds, turtles and dolphins dead in nets which appealed to people’s emotions.   To Bobfish the 

entire net ban effort was only an “image game; it wasn’t real.”  The commercial fishermen were 

unable to get the word out to those in the urban parts of the state that these images were not 

truthful.  According to Bobfish, the Florida CCA privately admitted that the turtle caught in the 

net in their pamphlets was caught in a “cargo net.”  He believes that the science related to pelican 

deaths indicates that recreational monofilament fishing line was the larger threat to the birds than 

commercial fishing.  He also did not understand why the often publicized negative impact of 

small recreational boats on the manatee population did not become a factor in the debate, thereby 

undercutting the positive reputation the recreational fishermen enjoy. 

 

Bobfish says that commercial fishers were able to explain the truth in seven north Florida 

counties where many commercial fishermen lived, but in the other areas of the state, like Dade 

County where thousands of people who vote live in a single city block in condominiums; he felt 
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they were completely ineffective.  He says, commercial fishermen came to the conclusion that 

population geographics in the state made their job almost impossible. He said that even some 

commercial fishermen’s relatives were confused by the net ban amendment and thought it would 

only ban large factory boat nets that fished offshore from Florida.  This form of a net ban would 

have been good for the Florida fishing fleet.  He says even his daughter-in-law was confused 

when she heard about the net ban. 

 

I asked Bobfish about the “Save Our Seafood” campaign that is explained in the section on the 

net fishermen’s association.  As you will read it backfired against the commercial fishermen.  He 

says he knew it was wrong from the outset and distanced himself from it at the beginning of the 

effort. 

 

Another unsuccessful attempt at shifting public opinion related to the use of race as an element 

of the campaign.  A type of rainbow coalition political action group was formed under the 

encouragement of the commercial fishing associations in an attempt to link mullet and croaker as 

two lower priced fishes to the dietary needs of the poor in the black community.  The anti-net 

ban rainbow coalition made unsuccessful appeals to Jesse Jackson to join in the anti-net ban 

campaign.  It was thought that Jackson could focus the issue of racial 

discrimination as part of the net ban debate. 

 

A Florida based coalition of black churches was eventually started but it never caught on 

publicly and it eventually folded because of lack of funding from the commercial netters.  The 

black legislative caucus of state legislators wrote an open letter in opposition to the net ban on 

the basis of its elimination of croaker and mullet; two specific types of inexpensive net caught 

food fish.  In addition the Florida Conference of Back State Legislators passed a resolution 

which read in part:  “And whereas, the black caucus believes that any ban on commercial net 

fishing would have serious adverse effects on minority and low-income citizens, depriving hem 

of an important source of low-cost food and denying them access traditional and culturally 

important seafood from their state waters:” 
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There are other examples of various opponents of the net ban attempting to “play the race card” 

by linking to the protein value and the traditional consumption of mullet and croaker in the black 

community.  The commercial fishermen hoped these tactics would attract the interest of the more 

liberal and urban population to the defense of the commercial fishermen as well as energize 

black voters to vote in blocks against the net ban. There is no indication that this element of the 

strategy was widespread or successful.  

 

Once the net ban passed, some limited money was raised among the wholesalers and dealers and 

others to file an appeal but Bobfish thought it would fail.  He said he had to try because of the 

consequences to the fishing industry.  Bobfish and the net fishermen raised a legal defense fund 

from their members Eventually the net ban challenges came to a conclusion with no positive 

movement in the courts.   

 

Bobfish has resigned himself to the net ban for the moment, but his members hold out hope that 

a future constitutional revision commission will revisit the issue.  Such a commission occurs 

periodically in Florida or can be called by the legislative body. In addition the legislature could 

put an item on the ballot to repeal the net ban from the constitution.  So because there is a 

potential to correct what he believes is a wrong that the public was fooled into, He continues to 

raise the issue of the net ban in the legislature and attempts to keep it on the public agenda as a 

fundamental issue of either unfairness or an item not worthy of constitutional inclusion.  

Dear Fellow Fishermen 

 
The Organized Fishermen of Florida (OFF) is the association that represents the near shore net 

fishermen in the state.  Some of the other independent fishermen including grouper fishermen, 

crabbers, and stone crabbers are also represented by OFF.  OFF has a single employee, the 

executive director.  His main office is at his house in Brevard County on a dredged canal.  I did 

not know the executive director well but I had talked to him casually in the past as we were all 

waiting around to appear before legislative committees on different issues.  I did know his wife 

who was a former legislator.  I called him in his OFF office which was a phone in his home and 

asked if he would meet me to talk about the net ban.  His response was that he was glad 

somebody was looking at it and he would be more than happy to get together. 



 113

 

He said that he would be in Tallahassee in a couple of weeks and we could get together then.  

We traded email addresses -- his was Fishhawk -- and agreed to stay in touch.  When I emailed 

him close to the time he was coming to Tallahassee I got a quick response about the days he 

would be in town.  I called on the phone again and we picked a day to meet.  He suggested we 

meet in a small bar that was quiet and attached to a restaurant out by the interstate.  We decided 

to meet there mid-afternoon. 

 

On the day and time we decided I found the bar and picked a booth in the corner where it was 

quiet.  There were only three customers in the bar and they were all up-front on stools clustered 

about a third of the way down the bar top.  I had not been sure about why he chose this place and 

had not been sure it would work, but now I felt like this was a good choice.  It was lighted well 

enough for me to take notes; the booth was isolated enough for us to feel like we weren’t being 

overheard.  I didn’t see a jukebox so I guessed it wasn’t going to get loud later and I knew it 

wasn’t one of those lobbyist watering holes downtown that filled up at the end of each day with 

the folks that had spent all day talking about government policy where they now tried to form 

associations that would give them an advantage the next day.  Once the waitress came to get my 

order -- she did double duty in the restaurant -- I ordered diet coke.  I didn’t want to drink 

anything alcoholic.  I wondered if my informant had picked the bar because he wanted to drink 

as we talked.  I wasn’t sure if that happened if it would impact what he said. 

 

I had been waiting about 45 minutes past the time we were to meet when Fishhawk came in.  He 

explained that he bumped into a legislator that was willing to talk and said he knew I would 

understand that he couldn’t pass up an opportunity.  He settled into the booth and ordered “sweet 

tea” from the waitress.  “Sweet tea” is iced tea in Tallahassee and it is available year round.   

 

Likely you wouldn’t have picked Fishhawk out as a lobbyist or a commercial fishermen if you 

saw us sitting there.  He wears round eyeglasses that are bigger than mine.  He was in a 

conservative sport coat and tie.  He looks like a high school teacher, and before he started OFF 

that is what he was. 
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While we were waiting for his sweet tea I explained what I was doing and why I wanted to get 

together.  Fishhawk said he was hoping someone would look at the net ban; he had spent a 

couple of years of his life trying to stop it and hoped he never had to go through something like 

that again.  He asked if I wanted to set up a recorder.  I told him no.  I had decided that I didn’t 

want to use a recorder.  I thought it would intimidate people like the Lynn brothers that weren’t 

used to it.  I knew the association executive directors were pros and would have been faced by 

reporters that used recorders and would be comfortable with them.  But lobbyists need, what they 

call, plausible deniability.  I was afraid if I pulled out a recorder they would slip into a role of 

trying to convince the public of their policy position.  I couldn’t stop them from doing that and 

from being who they are, but if there was a possibility that they would speak off the cuff and 

candidly that was the data I wanted.  The “party line” was something I could read in press 

releases. 

 

Fishhawk was born and raised in Florida.  He went to Junior College in North Florida.  He had 

an undergraduate degree in biology from FSU and a Masters Degree in Marine Science 

Education from Florida Tech that he got after he started teaching high school. 

 

He told me that is how he got to Brevard County.  He took a job there as a high school teacher.  

He had created the only marine fish high school biology program in the state back in 1970.  In 

the summers when he wasn’t teaching he worked as a carpenter.   Eventually he gave up teaching 

and went to work for a developer as a carpenter full time.  He started a lobbying business in 1976 

doing research and representing marine interests.  He also started repairing boats about the same 

time.   

  

Fishhawk became the executive director of OFF in 1978 when it was first created.  I didn’t ask, 

but a lot of associations like OFF get created when someone like Fishhawk creates them and then 

goes after members with the help of the legislature.  I thought this probable since his wife was a 

member of the Florida House of Representatives about the same time.  Bobfish had told me that 

OFF grew out of some dissatisfaction among a few of his members.  How OFF came into being 

wasn’t on my list of importance.  He was still the executive director but the organization had 

gotten smaller after the net ban.  We talked about what I was doing in addition to my dissertation 
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and after he found out I was once again working in government he wanted me to know since the 

net ban he had taken on other clients. It’s been my experience that good lobbyists keep track of 

where people are and what they are doing and make sure everyone knows who they represent. 

He told me he represented Northrop Grumman, several small towns in Brevard County, Emery 

Riddle, the Florida Aviation Alliance, and a yacht brokers association.  Fishhawk was appointed 

by Governor Bush in 2003 as a commissioner of the Florida Inland Navigation District and his 

published bio says his interests include “sailing, flying motorcycles, fisheries, rehabilitation of 

old houses (my own), and resolving people’s problems with government.”  His bio also says, 

“Lived on a 32” wooden ketch with wife and three cats for five years and am still happily 

married with cats and would do it again…”  During one of our talks I asked him if his wife 

would do it again and he said she would. 

 
We spent a bit more than five hours in the bar on that first meeting and talked other times as 

well.  Fishhawk eventually told me he had saved three moving boxes of stuff from the net ban 

campaign.  He didn’t want to throw them away. He thought maybe some library might have 

wanted them someday.  Since I was doing my dissertation on the net ban he hoped I would take 

them and use them.  It was a great and unexpected find and I used them as indicated in the 

section on methods. I hoped this wouldn’t turn out like the stuff from the no-show attorney and it 

didn’t.  On a subsequent occasion I met Fishhawk at the house he maintained in Tallahassee.  It 

was a small two story well cared for townhouse not far from the capitol building.  Fishhawk had 

driven up from Brevard County and brought the boxes with him.  They were inside in the living 

room.  We opened them and he went over what was inside.  One box was completely full of 

newspaper clippings about the net ban.  One box was full of an odd assortment of publications, 

videos, restaurant menus, banners, a video tape, a CD and a music tape that were created during 

the public net ban campaign.  The third box which was of most interest for this case was un-filed, 

but neatly stacked, government documents, letters from fishermen OFF members (some hand 

written), and OFF correspondence.  A number of the documents are open letters written and 

published by Fishhawk to his members that begin, “Dear Fellow Fishermen.”    The recounting 

of the net ban case from the net fishermen’s association perspective that follows, comes from the 

talks with Fishhawk and some of the information extracted from those files which I still retain. 
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Small Net Fishermen 

 
The fishermen’s association, OFF, represents the net fishermen and other small family fishermen 

in governmental matters was their primary mechanism over the years to give them a voice and 

presence when issues of commercial fishing regulation were discussed.  OFF, which means 

mostly Fishhawk, was their primary mechanism in their attempts to defeat the net ban.  When 

explaining the difference in the two commercial fishing associations that represent the different 

parts of the industry, Fishhawk says, “My guys catch the fish and sell them to his guys.” 

 

According to Fishhawk most commercial net fishing is limited to specific geographic regions of 

Florida.  He says the regions include: 

 
Pine Island in Lee County 
Manatee County 
The Florida Panhandle and Panacea 
Cape Canaveral Brevard Area 
Sebastian Inlet Indian River Area 
Oakhill in Volusia County 
Dixie County 
Cedar Key 
Punta Gorda 
 

 

Fishhawk had a copy of Lampl’s study in the boxes he gave me.  Like Bobfish he told me that to 

understand commercial fishermen I needed to read it.  I have and I have included excerpts from 

Lampl as one way to triangulate the information about fishermen I gathered from Fishhawk and 

Bobfish. Lampl describes the “true fisherman” as a man “who earns his living by the sale of the 

fish he catches with a net” (Lampl 1986. p. 13).  According to Lampl success in fishing comes 

from making the right daily choices about what to fish for, when to fish, where to fish and what 

gear to fish with.   These “true fishermen” are those who are represented by OFF and Fishhawk 

and this is in some ways their portion of this case study (Lampl 1986). 

 

Fishhawk says, fishermen are completely embedded in their work cycles.  They conduct routine 

daily activities and special activities in conjunction with their fishing schedules.    In fishing 

communities net fishermen in particular are identifiable and can be observed going about their 
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daily lives in the same white boots they wear onboard their boats while fishing.  In fishing towns 

that I have seen, like Carrabelle, Florida, the white boots they wear as they go about their daily 

business are often referred to as “fishing Nikes” by fishermen and non-fishermen alike.   

 

Fishermen are independent businessmen that work from home.  They have from one to three 

boats and thousands of yards of different types of nets (Lampl 1986).  These nets and boats when 

stored in the fishermen’s yards are a source of conflict with non-fishermen (Lampl 1986).  

According to the Fishhawk the nets are a source of pride for the fishermen and the display of 

their working gear in their yards is more than mere necessity, it defines them as fishermen. 

 

Fishhawk and Lampl both describe net fishing as a solitary activity.  Fishermen tend to fish alone 

(Lampl 1986).  “Several fishermen report that they always fish alone because they have lost 

fishing opportunities waiting for a late crew member…” (Lampl: p. 32. 1986).  He says that this 

solitary and independent work style contributed to the fishermen’s inability to cooperatively 

pursue a common strategy in matters related to government regulation and, specific to this case, 

in opposition to the net ban.  According to Fishhawk, fishermen who fish different ways can be 

categorized by their independence. Shrimp boat captains own a vessel that is capable of long 

range operation and they can move throughout the Atlantic and Gulf region while living on their 

boat.  Shrimp boat captains must have crew on board but the captains are independent and the 

crew is transient. Shrimp boat captains often have no home but their vessel.   Other fishermen are 

not as mobile and work from a limited area of shore with limited range.  Deep water grouper 

hook and line fishermen can work alone but often go offshore with one other crewman for safety 

reasons. The crew/captain relationship for these fishermen is also transient.   Local net fishermen 

can work their boats alone and frequently do unless they have a compatible family member with 

which to fish.  Although infrequent, if the fisherman works with a woman in the boat, the family 

member in net boats may be the wife of the fisherman.   These fishermen are tied by their general 

lives to the local community and because they must sell their catch to a limited number of fish 

houses to the fish houses, but not to any other particular fishermen outside of immediate family. 
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Limited Financial Means and Fierce Independence 

 
As noted in the Lynn brothers account, the fishermen are only partially independent of the fish 

houses.  Fishermen are dependant on fish houses for ice, and if they fish with traps they obtain 

bait at the fish houses.  Fishermen sell their catch to the fish house.  But fishermen are free to sell 

to any fish house they wish and no long term formal contracts between independent fishermen 

and fish houses.  Traditional community relationships and personal relationships dominate the 

fishermen/fish house interaction.   

 

This multifaceted relationship is pointed to by Fishhawk and Bobfish as another reason why it 

was difficult for the overall fishing industry to cooperate to defeat the net ban amendment.  They 

say over the years cliques and groups of fishermen and fish house owners developed, sometimes 

not getting along, and meetings of fishermen were often splintered from the outset. 

 

Bobfish’s view, outlined in the previous section, contains a primary theme focused on an 

ongoing and competitive confrontation before government officials between the commercial 

fishermen and the recreational fishermen directed at deciding which group is allowed to take 

how many specific saltwater fish.  He says his members operate on the belief that the strong will 

survive and that compromise with the recreational fishermen was both unwise and unnecessary.   

This sense of confrontation also exists in for Fishhawk, but to a lesser extent. According to 

Fishhawk and explained in detail below, the fish house owners formed their strategy during the 

period of time when Florida governmental officials looked on commercial fishing favorably.  

During this period the creation of the association that represented the fish dealers and shrimpers 

SCFB and commercial fishing special interests dominated the governmental debate; cooperation 

and compromise with recreational fishing was not necessary.  Fishhawk and OFF entered the 

governmental regulation of commercial fishing arena at a point in time when the commercial 

fishing industry’s control of the governmental process was beginning to wane.  According to 

Fishhawk, since OFF did not form its strategy from a foundation of exclusive strength in the 

governmental process he, engineered a more cooperative strategy. 
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Another factor in the difference between his group and the group represented by Bobfish, 

according to Fishhawk is that the net fishermen have less available options to earn a living than 

the fish house owners.  Fishhawk says near-shore net fishermen cannot easily switch from near-

shore net fishing to harvesting another type of sea-life because of the required investment in gear 

and their lack of specific knowledge associated with how to fish with different technology.  He 

says net fishermen do not have significant waterfront property to sell if they wish to leave the 

business of fishing.  As shown in the interview with the Lynn brothers, fish house owners can 

shift their seafood product focus by developing new markets for different species. Additionally, 

according to Fishhawk, fish houses are located on valuable water front property.  As a result of 

these economic differences the necessity to compromise with the sports fishermen (“sporties” to 

Fishhawk) is greater for the net fishermen than for the fish house owners.   

 

Importantly, Fishhawk believes that the net ban is the outgrowth of a general urbanization of the 

State of Florida and that the ban on net fishing was one of the inevitable shifts in public policy 

that occurred because the Florida crackers (rural Floridians) lost control over state level 

governmental processes. 

 

Reapportionment as a Driver 

 

According to the Fishhawk, loss of control over governmental processes began with a loss of 

legislative control that came about when reapportionment created single member state legislative 

districts in Florida.  My research into the public record indicates, that reapportionment in Florida 

began as early as 1955 but was not finalized until acceptance by the federal courts in 1967.  He 

says that prior to reapportionment the “Pork Chop Gang”, a group of rural legislators, commonly 

known as the Florida Crackers, exercised significant control in the Florida legislature and was 

able to protect the fishermen who shared their rural lifestyle.  Once these rural legislators lost the 

power to control or substantially direct legislative outcomes, Fishhawk believes that commercial 

fishermen were required to negotiate with the recreational fishermen and with urban interests in 

the state to preserve as much of the commercial traditional fishing ways as possible. Fishhawk 

stated to me that the “Yankees” (this should be understood as the opposite of a Florida Cracker 
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not a particular geographic location) had taken over Florida by in migration and these “Yankees” 

understood little and cared less about traditional Florida lifestyles. After reappointment, he says, 

that the Florida state legislature was controlled by those in the central interior urban areas of the 

state who never saw fishermen, and those in the southern urban part of the state where traditional 

net fishing did not occur. According to Fishhawk, fishermen were just one of the numerous 

groups that were impacted by the changing population characteristics in Florida. He indicates 

that the change he saw was not exclusive to the commercial fishing industry and that numerous 

other traditional Florida Cracker ways were also modified by this change in Florida population 

dynamics.    

 

In the days prior to reapportionment there was a kind of “iron triangle”, according to the 

Fishhawk. He describes this triangle as high ranking officials in the Department of Natural 

Resources (the agency assigned the authority to regulate saltwater fishing) working closely with 

powerful rural area legislators and with the commercial fishermen’s representatives to limit the 

success of all attempts at regulating commercial fishing.  He says that fishing scientists inside the 

Florida Department of Natural Resources also supported the commercial fishing position the 

majority of the time because it is difficult or impossible to pin down a single source of fish stock 

mortality. Because the legislature encouraged and funded scientific studies concerning fish 

stocks, and because DNR officials continued to pose questions to the agency scientists, the 

scientists continued to be satisfied to study the problems in ever greater detail, says Fishhawk. 

He says in the days prior to reapportionment, the strategy, was that the legislators known as the 

Pork Chop Gang because of their ability to successfully represent parochial interests (a group of 

powerful North Florida rural legislators, also known as the Florida Crackers) would shift the 

burden of decision-making on fishing regulation back and forth between the legislature and 

scientific studies in the Department of Natural Resources thereby keeping regulatory issues open 

and unresolved. Fishhawk indicated that because of this early strategy and the control over 

legislative outcomes by the Pork Chop Gang ( a common reference to a cabal of powerful North 

Florida rural legislators), commercial fishermen were protected from interference at their 

traditional pursuit because the fishermen favored the status quo and the system was designed by 

the “iron triangle” to avoid resolution and to avoid directing change. 
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According to Fishhawk, four factors gave fishermen edge they needed o maintain the status quo: 

it was generally easier to play defense in the legislative process and to maintain the status quo 

than to make changes in any type of public policy; fishermen wanted to continue in their 

traditions so they were favored by the status quo; general legislative system inertia tended to 

keep change to a minimum; and the disproportionate power in the hands of rural legislators 

allowed a small number of legislators to direct the outcome when the issue of commercial fishing 

regulation was a part of the legislative agenda. 

 

As stated above, Fishhawk believes that this period of rural legislative control convinced many 

involved in the commercial fishing industry, and especially those represented by Bobfish, that it 

was not necessary to compromise with the recreational interests.  According to Fishhawk, the 

belief that you should fight for every inch and make them (anyone not a commercial fishermen) 

take it from you grew from the powerful legislative hand that had existed in the past as well as 

the tendency of some in the fishing community to fight against all types of adversity in the same 

way they had to overcome adversity on the water to make their living.  This “fight it out” 

approach and the “strong will survive” posture emerges, as a fundamental handicap in the 

commercial fishing ranks, according to Fishhawk, that helped lead to the net ban.  There is an old 

waterfront expression that I was reminded of when talking to Fishhawk about the fishermen, it is 

related to hauling an anchor into the boat in a storm and says, hold onto what you have and get 

more (line) when you can. 

 

Fishhawk recounted that the first successful attack on commercial fishing in the state by 

recreational interests, after reapportionment, was elimination of the ‘roller net” king mackerel 

fishery.  He states that the battle over king mackerel netting was a precursor to the net ban 

because it helped establish that commercial fishing interests could be unreasonable where 

regulation was concerned.  He says that the Florida League of Anglers (FLA) attacked the 

commercial fishers as greedy.  The FLA claimed that commercial fishermen were over fishing 

the king mackerel (“kings” or “kingfish”) resource.  The commercial fishers defended their 

activity and indicated that there was no problem with the fishery; that there should be no closed 

seasons and that there should be no limitations on the amount of fish taken.  According to 

Fishhawk, the situation with kingfish was not as bad as the FLA claim that kingfish would 
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become extinct.  He acknowledges the situation was not as good as the commercial fishermen 

claimed when they refused to accept limits, because eventually kingfish were no longer a viable 

commercial fishery.  The collapse of the kingfish commercial fishery resulted in a total ban on 

commercial and recreational fishing for kings for a long period of time and was used as an 

example in arguments on the net ban put forth by the recreational fishermen that the commercial 

fishers were greedy.  But it is important to note that the result was a ban on catching the fish and 

not on the gear used by the fishermen.  Gear regulation, which is the approach of the net ban, 

was to come later. 

 

Daddy’s Way was Best 

 

According to Fishhawk, it is human nature for a few fishermen to develop more efficient means 

of harvesting the resource while most other fishermen defend their traditional but less efficient 

methods.  As a result of this innovation in the fishery, he says that many fishermen complain that 

their particular method of taking fish is the RIGHT way, and any other more efficient fisherman 

doing it differently is over-fishing and wrong.  He asserts, that the innovations and adaptations 

find their way into the fishery over time and many of the traditional fishermen eventually switch 

to the new methods.  When enough time lapses, he says, that the new more efficient method 

becomes the traditional method. 

 

Fishhawk indicates that many fishermen do not see bigger as better in terms of efficiency or the 

amount of money that is gained.  According to him, these fishermen are not interested in limiting 

themselves to “subsistence fishing” but once they make what they consider an adequate income 

“they are satisfied not to make more, so that they can continue to fish in the same way they were 

taught by fathers, grandfathers and uncles.” 

 

Because commercial fishermen tend to reject government regulation of any type, according to 

Fishhawk, they are unable to agree to limits on themselves or others and they fear that once the 

process of limiting one type of fishing starts it will expand to every other type of fishing.  As a 
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consequence, he says, the real competition in fishing regulation is more among the commercial 

fishermen than between the commercial and the recreational fishers.   

 

Fishhawk says that commercial fishermen believe the best commercial fishermen catch the most 

fish.  He thinks recreational fishermen also think the best fishermen catch the most fish.  This 

belief comes to bear in the conflict between commercial and recreational fishers (“sporties”) in 

his view, because it creates jealousy in the “sporties”.  He states that the “sporties” know they are 

not the “best” fishermen when they compare themselves to the commercial boys, and to be the 

best the “sporties” must drive the commercial fishermen from the water.  Lampl found similar 

examples of jealousy.  Lampl found that some fishermen think that when they unload a large 

catch of fish at a fish house that those not familiar with commercial fishing, like recreational 

fishermen that observe the unloading, express their displeasure by looking at the commercial 

fishermen in negative ways (Lamp 1986). 

Introduction of Gear Regulation 

 
The next important governmental action to regulate commercial fishing that preceded the net 

ban, as pointed out by Fishhawk, occurred after the shift in legislative power, in 1979 when the 

legislature moved forward with regulations to outlaw fish traps. Eventually, the trap ban which 

was implemented as a multiyear phase-out approach will remove fish traps completely by 2007.  

According to Fishhawk there are many different ways to share the resource.  Fishhawk says that 

one commercial fisher wants to fish with hook and line or bandits (a type of automatic fishing 

rod), another fisherman wants to use traps, and another wants to use nets.  The Lynn brothers 

said commercial fishers believe that each fishermen should be left alone to pursue his chosen 

kind of fishing gear.  According to Fishhawk, the ban on traps represented a major new type of 

legislative intrusion into commercial fishing because, rather than a focus on the fish size, 

quantities of fish or seasons for fishing, the ban on traps focused for the first time on a specific 

type of commercial fishing and the fishing gear that was used.  A gear control approach is a 

precursor to the net ban in the view of the Fishhawk because the net ban is a gear restriction law 

not a fishing regulation law.  When I asked Lynn brothers about the trap ban they said “they got 

the nets, they got the traps, they want to run us off the water.” 
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Building a Slower Mouse Trap 

 

The ban on traps as gear, and general legislative disinterest gave rise to the belief Fishhawk and 

Bobfish, working together, that a new strategy to protect the commercial fishing industry must be 

created if the post-Pork-Chop-Gang legislature could no longer be counted on to protect 

fishermen. Fishhawk said that by end of the 1970’s he could no longer get “15 minuets of 

attention from the legislature” for the commercial boys. According Fishhawk, the Assistant 

Executive Director of the Department of Natural Resources who was friendly to the commercial 

fishermen suggested that the legislature should create a “saltwater fisheries study and advisory 

council.” Don Duden, the Assistant Director was a hold over from the old days in DNR when it 

was run by Harmon Shields.  Duden was the son of a “pulp wooder” from just outside of Cedar 

Key and the son-in-law of Harmon Shields who had been one of the powerful rural legislators 

before reapportionment.  Duden’s brother-in-law was a Cedar Key clam farmer.  Duden’s 

favorite comment about the kind of help he gave Bobfish and Fishhawk was that he (Duden) 

“never left fingerprints.” The “friendly DNR official” believed that this new organization could 

be used as a device to study fishing and fishing regulation and would serve to keep attempts at 

changing fishing laws out of the legislature.  According to  Fishhawk, one of the last remaining 

powerful rural members of the Florida House of Representatives, James Harold Thompson from 

Tallahassee, followed up on this idea and created the Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC), an 

appointed body, within the Department of Natural Resources.  In the early days Fishhawk 

indicates that individuals friendly to commercial fishing, including those with commercial 

fishing businesses, made up the majority of the MFC appointments. 

 

The MFC, as a fishing regulation mechanism, was made more complicated and more effective as 

a perpetuator of the status quo because of the unique constitutional form of state government in 

Florida.  At the time of the creation of the MFC, the Florida Constitution included 8 statewide 

elected executive officers.  The eight were the Governor, Lieutenant Governor and six state-wide 

elected cabinet officials.    State law assigned the responsibility for management of some state 

executive branch agencies to the Governor and Cabinet as a collegial body.  The DNR was one 

such agency.  Consequently, the MFC was immersed into the DNR which was itself controlled 

by a majority vote of 7 elected politicians.  Decision-making was cumbersome and responsibility 
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diffused under this form of governance.  Fishhawk believed that this particular form of 

governance would favor the status quo when the issue of commercial fishing regulation was on 

the agenda. 

 

Florida law requires that actions by executive branch agencies, like the DNR, must be 

promulgated as formal administrative rules by the agency.  Rules promulgation requires a 

multiple local public hearings and public review process before the Governor and Cabinet.  In 

order to regulate commercial fishing the staff of the MFC had to obtain a favorable vote by the 

MFC members; propose any MFC approved rules to the staff of the DNR; gain approval from 

DNR executives; and then the rules could only be put in force after a final public hearing if there 

was a favorable majority vote of the Governor and Cabinet.  This process provided the 

commercial fishermen with significant opportunities to delay the rule.  Delay was precisely the 

point according to Fishhawk.  He believes that Florida is changing and that traditional ways of 

life including traditional commercial fishing will continue to decline or be eliminated.  Fishhawk 

said shifting fishing regulation “laterally” from the legislature to the MFC “bought us 12 more 

years.”  

 

According to Fishhawk, for a period of time after its initial creation, the MFC, with the support 

of the leadership of the DNR, served the intended purpose of the commercial fishers; it slowed or 

stopped changes in fishing regulation. Fishhawk states that eventually the leadership of the DNR 

changed and the new executive director of DNR along with the executive director of the GFWFC 

teamed up and attempted to promulgate rules through the Governor and Cabinet that would have 

outlawed most types of commercial fishing in state waters. From my own experience I know that 

the new leader of the DNR referred to by Fishhawk was Dr. Elton Gissendanner, a veterinarian, 

and former mayor of Miami Shores that had been active in Governor Bob Graham’s successful 

campaign in 1978. 

 

Fishhawk says that the creation of the MFC was opposed by Bob Bradley, the executive director 

of the Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission (GFWFC).  According to Fishhawk, the hunting 

and fresh water sport fishing interests in the state dominated the GFWFC and its policies.  He 

affirms that market hunting wild game and the commercial harvest of fresh water fish had been 
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outlawed in most every area of the United States by World War II.  He believes that the anti-

commercial sentiment was carried over to saltwater fisheries since many recreational fresh water 

fishermen and hunters were also “sporties”. 

 

According to Fishhawk, when Gissendanner, the new executive director of DNR, was appointed 

Bradley, the executive director of GFWFC encouraged Gissendanner to join him in an attempt to 

outlaw commercial saltwater fishing in Florida.  Fishhawk says that the effort by the two 

executive directors came to a head at a meeting of a Governor and Cabinet that included on the 

agenda consideration of an aggregation of fishing regulations that would have effectively 

eliminated commercial fishing in Florida.  According to Fishhawk, he and Bobfish were able to 

get a large number of commercial fishermen to come to the meeting to testify in opposition to the 

regulations.  Fishhawk stated they packed the room and “brought fishermen in by the bus load.” 

According to Fishhawk, the individual members of the Cabinet needed the rural vote in tight 

statewide races, as a result, these elected officials could be counted on to resist urban influences.  

At the Governor and Cabinet meeting when Gissendanner proposed wide sweeping changes, 

Fishhawk says, George Firestone the Secretary of State (one of the elected cabinet officers) said 

that he didn’t know much about commercial fishing but that he thought Gissendanner knew even 

less. Fishhawk said the Governor and Cabinet directed that the DNR remove the elimination of 

commercial fishing from their agenda and not attempt to outlaw it in the future.  According to 

Fishhawk, that sent a message and major limitations on commercial fishing gear never again 

came before the Governor and Cabinet for a vote.   

 

Mullet with Hot Sauce 

 

Fishhawk says that an example the importance of the rural vote could be seen in the loss of the 

gubernatorial race of Jeb Bush to Lawton Chiles during Bush’s first gubernatorial campaign.  

Some will remember that after the election many pundits attributed Chiles’ win to his strength 

with the North Florida voters. The following is the story of Jeb Bush’s first gubernatorial race as 

told by the Fishhawk.  Jeb Bush was a tennis partner with Karl Wickstrom, the publisher of 

Florida Sportsfishing Magazine and the driving force behind the net ban.  Because of his access 
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to Bush, Wickstrom was able to get Bush to commit to supporting the net ban during Bush’s first 

gubernatorial campaign.  The executive director for the commercial fishermen’s organization 

took Bush to a rural seafood restaurant on Pine Island called Ann’s Place that was run by a 

family of commercial fishers.  The wife, Ann, served the fish her husband caught fresh each day.  

Bush spent six hours overall with the fishing community on Pine Island including a lunch of 

fresh fried mullet at Ann’s Place. According to Fishhawk, Bush ate the mullet with a lot of hot 

sauce, perhaps to disguise the taste.  Fishhawk said at the end of the meeting Bush realized he 

had made a mistake supporting the net ban.  Bush admitted to him that the net ban was anti-

family and anti-small business and that he (Bush) was pro-family and pro-business.  However, 

Bush had already committed publicly to the net ban campaign and was not able to shift his 

position.  According to Fishhawk, he received a phone call the following week from Sally, 

Bush’s campaign chairwoman, indicating that the campaign would continue to support the net 

ban.  He believes that because Bush supported the net ban he lost the rural vote in North Florida 

and, as a consequence, lost the close vote in the Florida Governor’s race to Chiles.  According to 

Fishhawk, the next time Bush ran for Governor in the State of Florida he actively courted the 

commercial fishermen and rural voters. 

 

Power Strategy and Agenda Confusion 

 
Fishhawk is proud of his group’s strategy that limited the change in commercial fishing public 

policies related to saltwater fish for a long time. To continue to make their compromise rule 

strategy work Fishhawk claimed they could put out almost any concept into the public agenda 

discussion arena and the process of regulation adoption would be slow and change in regulation 

delayed.  Fishhawk said it was important that the commercial fishermen be viewed as reasonable 

by the politicians.  By putting forward ideas about commercial fishing regulation he believes that 

they showed reasonableness.  Since the commercial fishermen’s objective was to maintain the 

status quo, it is the CNF’s belief that the more ideas they fielded the more the process would 

remain the same.  According to Fishhawk, this was an effective strategy in part because the CNF 

believed that the “sporties” would never compromise on their ideas or bend to new ideas offered 

by the commercial fishermen and, therefore, little change resulted.  If the public policy process 

did seem to be moving in a particular direction toward compromise Fishhawk stated it could 
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always derail the forward movement by shifting to a new idea and further slowing down any 

resolution.  All this was made easier in his opinion because as a trained biologist he knew that is 

was difficult or impossible to get clear answers from scientific studies on exactly what was 

having the most impact on fish populations.  Over the years he felt he had done a good job 

“protecting the little guy” primarily because the “sporties” did not win many of the fights before 

the Governor and Cabinet. 

 

Are we there yet Daddy? 

 

Fishhawk states that the net ban emerged from Karl Wickstrom’s frustration with the pace of 

change and all the losses to the commercial fishermen.  When he told me that, it brought up in 

my mind the movie version of a long car trip with bratty kids in the backseat.   According to 

Fishhawk, Wickstrom was frustrated even though the near-shore fishery was in recovery in 1991 

because of the efforts of the MFC and its rules related to fishing seasons and gear.  As frustration 

mounted Fishhawk says that big fish houses represented by Bobfish and the international 

commercial mullet row buyers did not want to compromise with the “sporties”.  The big fish 

houses had held power for so long that they did not believe they could lose, according to 

Fishhawk.  Fishhawk says that Bobfish and the fish houses would prefer to go down fighting, to 

“go down like Custer” and not give in to the “sporties” through compromise.   The international 

mullet roe buyers had no stake in any geographic locality and wanted to their supply lines to a 

particular location. The international roe buyers association was adamant that no comprise 

should be reached, Fishhawk says.   

 

Fishhawk says OFF, including the small family fishermen, would have been willing to 

compromise to save as much of their tradition as possible, but according to him, the net 

fishermen were culturally, intellectually and economically isolated and unable to affect the 

outcome of the process.  He also believes that part of the reason for the difference in perspective 

between OFF and the fish houses related to the alternatives available to each group.  The 

international mullet roe buyers could buy from anywhere in the world that had mullet including 

the middle-eastern counties.  The big fish houses owned very valuable waterfront property and 
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could sell out and retire.  The small family fisherman had no options nor choices left if they 

could not piece together a living from the species available to harvest. 

 

According to Fishhawk the genesis of the constitutional net ban was the banning of commercial 

nets in California in 1990. He said that the California net ban public amendment gave Wickstrom 

encouragement for an effort in Florida.  He says a magazine campaign by Wickstrom and his 

fellow sports writers from 1990 though 1992 set up the public for the ballot initiative.   

 

Fishhawk believes commercial fishermen did not take the Wickstrom campaign to ban nets 

seriously enough.  If they had they say they would have pushed harder for compromise and held 

off the effort.  Fishhawk believed they had science on their side and that the resource was in a 

state of recovery in 1991 because of MFC adopted regulations that created some commercial and 

recreational limits.  He believed that fish was a food resource and, from the “Cracker” point of 

view, it should be shared, there would be enough for everyone. In his view, sharing means that 

each person has the right to some of the resource.  The commercial fishermen provided the 

resource to the non-fishermen.  Natural selection along with some minimal governmental 

regulations could decide how much each person would receive.  Commercial fishermen would 

harvest and sell the nonfishermen’s share. Fishhawk said that commercial net fishermen did not 

believe the general public would give away the general public’s share of the fish.  He said his 

OFF members did not believe that the general public would take away their living so that a few 

“sporties” could catch all the fish for play even though most in the general public did not know 

anything about family fishermen and thought of commercial fishermen as lazy outlaws.  He says 

they knew the net ban was built on lies told by the “sporties” and that the general public would 

not believe their lies.  Even when the “Eight is Enough” constitutional amendment passed and 

the SOS folks hired the campaign director for that successful constitutional amendment, 

Fishhawk believed that the net ban would not pass.  

 

When Senate Bill 1842 banning all nets was introduced into the legislative session in January of 

1992 by Senator Johnson. Fishhawk wrote to the members.  His letter, dated February 18, 1992, 

is in the files he saved.  The letter reads in part, “This bill even attempts to blame commercial 

fishing along with coastal development and destruction of fisheries habitat as the cause of any 
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decline in our fisheries.  Any objective analysis of Florida’s fisheries shows that recreational 

fishing removes as many or more fish than commercial harvesters, with the exception of mullet.  

It’s enough to gag a horse, but some will believe it’s the gospel truth.” 

  

Commercial fishermen saw the “sporties” out in force during the 1992 general election at the 

polls to collect the necessary signatures for the net ban amendment to get on the ballot.  

According to Fishhawk, the “sporties” collected half the signatures they needed in that one 

effort.  In one “Dear Fellow Fisherman” letter to the OFF members about the net ban signature 

effort, Fishhawk wrote:  “Who stands behind this cruel and devastating effort? -- the elite 

sportfisherman’s lobby, the Florida Conservation Association (FCA).  This group of wealthy, 

weekend fishermen stand poised to eliminate our very existence as productive citizens.  As they 

greedily attempt to hoard all of Florida’s marine resources for their powerboat excursion and 

fishing tournaments, they threaten to deprive us of our life, liberty, and happiness.  The FCA 

already has over two-thirds of the necessary petitions to place the Ban the Nets issue on the 

November 1994 Ballot.  But they can be stopped!”  Now, Fishhawk says he believes that once 

the signature collection was set in motion, even if the “sporties” had not made it onto the ballot 

by 1994, it is likely they would have made it onto the ballot for a future election.   

 

Fishhawk believes compromise with the “sporties” could have derailed the net ban prior to the 

signature collection success of 1992 or gained OFF editorial support from newspapers to defeat 

the net ban. They didn’t compromise because the historic stand of commercial fishing had been 

“make them take it and don’t give in.”  Sticking to that posture got in the way of a new strategy 

that would have worked according to Fishhawk.    Once the net ban made it past the Florida 

Supreme Court the CNF knew it was unlikely the “sporties” would back away.  But compromise 

was made even more difficult by the newly emerged commercial fishing business organization.  

A professional lobbying firm, Mirabella and Associates (Mirabella and associates declined to 

participate in this study), gathered up the international commercial mullet roe buyers in 1992 and 

formed them into a new association.  This new group threatened suit against the other 

commercial fishing organizations and against OFF, because of the deep pockets of this new 

group the net fishermen and the fish houses we forced to go along with them.  As indicated 

earlier, it was not a difficult decision to agree to go along since the approach fit the traditional 
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“Custer’s stand” commitment that some commercial fishermen had successfully used to defeat 

the “sporties” in years past. 

A Critical Decision Not to Go to the Court 

 

Unlike Bobfish, Fishhawk states that OFF knew about the hearings before the Florida Supreme 

Court regarding the certification of the net ban to the ballot.  He does not believe that the 

Attorney General manipulated the hearing process.  According to the Fishhawk, the reason that 

OFF did not challenge at the Supreme Court level was primarily based on a lack of monetary 

resources and the belief that they would have to reserve their money for the anti-amendment 

campaign.  The documents he retained show that Fishhawk was advised by the OFF attorney that 

an attempt to block the amendment by appearing before the Supreme Court would likely fail. 

Grass Roots Don’t Grow Fruit 

 

Once the amendment was certified to the ballot there was an organized attempt to defeat the 

amendment led by the fishermen’s association.  The fishermen’s association activity was an 

attempt to influence voters statewide.  There also was a significant grass root attempt to defeat it 

by OFF.  The grass roots effort focused on the same geographic area that was populated by the 

commercial net fishermen themselves and reached the population of those areas and visitors to 

those areas.     

 

Some commercial fishermen hand drew cartoons and posted them in local locations.  One 14 by 

20 inch version drawn in ink shows nine fancy recreational boats with current year labels on the 

motors.  The boats are labeled doctors, lawyers, executives, CEOs, retired millionaires and 

dentists.  The boat names include ‘weekend warrior”, “funfisher”, and “part timer”.  Collectively 

the recreational fishers are saying: ‘Look guys that damn netter has a fish!! We got to get the 

commercial netting stopped, they’re catching OUR fish.”  The drawing includes one commercial 

fisherman labeled a “wage earner” with a net and a boat with a ten year old date on the engine.  

The commercial fishermen is saying “Am I supposed to feel guilty for catching some fish?” and 

“ I can’t apologies for 10 generations of my family fishing.  We were earning a living and 

conserving the resource before most of these people’s parents moved to Florida.” 
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Some local seafood restaurants printed up paper place mats.  One example shows 13 fish types 

around the edge with statements such as “commercial fishermen harvest mullet during spawning 

season for the valuable roe.  On the average, these mullet have spawned two times before being 

harvested.  The fish is then sold for human consumption mainly to low income families or used 

for bait by commercial fishermen.” The center panel of the place mat tells the story of “problems 

facing commercial fishermen.”  It states in part: “There has always been controversy between 

Sports fishermen and Commercial Fishermen.  Several years ago the sports fishermen formed an 

organization called he Florida Conservation Association (FCA) to fight commercial fishing.  The 

FCA’s two major methods of communication are through the Florida Sportsman magazine and 

the sports section of almost every newspaper in the country.” The panel goes on: “Banning nets 

is like stopping all commercial farming in Florida.  If you have a backyard and the time, you can 

grow your own vegetables.  However, if you live in an apartment or condominium and do not 

have a back yard you do without or import it from a foreign country.” 

 

Some local retail seafood stores packed the consumers’ fish purchases in plastic bags that show 

pictures of shrimp, fish and water.  The bags are printed with the statement:, “Nets provide 

Florida seafood, vote no on # 3, its bad for Florida.” Bumper stickers in red, white and blue were 

produced which included the American Flag and the slogan, “Save Our Seafood, vote No on # 3; 

it’s bad for Florida.” 

 

Some local fishermen were willing to speak before interested groups.  One copy of a flyer on 

regular size paper handed out, states: “Why nets should not be banned!!!  Capt. Eddie is 

available to give talks to groups about the commercial fishermen’s side of BAN THE NETS and 

how it will effect you.”  The flyer includes a silhouetted drawing of a man and a woman with a 

net fishing from a boat. 

 

One unique item that was collected is a printed paper fan. It is similar to fans seen in some rural 

churches and those given out by mortuaries at graveside.   It is approximately five by ten inches 

and has a one inch wide stick six inches long stapled to it for a handle.  It was professionally 

printed.  On the stick is printed ‘Cedar Key Lioness Club”. One side of fan contains 16 different 
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business card type advertisements for local Cedar Key businesses.  On the other side of the fan it 

says in red and blue on a white background, “don’t ban nets its’ bad for Florida vote NO 

amendment 3.” 

 

A local woman in Steinhatchee, Florida, wrote a song which she sang, recorded and produced on 

CD titled “Bedtime Recordings.”  The CDs which were professionally copied in limited volumes 

tell the story of the net fishermen in Florida and make the point that if the net ban goes into effect 

that all the fish in Florida will come from Mexico.  On the CD label is a drawing of an individual 

over an arrow pointing to Mexico and a PO Box and phone number so that individuals could call 

to find out about or support the campaign against the net ban. 

 

Fishermen wrote to groups and organizations they considered important.  One letter to the 

Florida Sea Grant College Program (a program that does seafood research) at the University of 

Florida says, “Someone with expertise like the University of Florida should compile an 

economic impact statement explaining the personal trauma, income lost, unemployment, and 

social injustice on the State of Florida…Please help.” 

 

In addition to grass roots efforts, the documents he retained show that Fishhawk tried without 

success to reach research organizations like the commercial fishing institute at the University of 

Florida to get them to step forward and oppose the net ban. Some OFF fishermen, with 

Fishhawk’s help,  made direct appeals to environmental groups to encourage them to oppose the 

net ban.  One example of this type of activity, was a letter written by a net fisherman in an 

attempt to influence the board of directors of the Florida Audubon Society. His letter tells a story 

of a public hearing in 1965 when, as a young man from a fishing family, he stood up in a public 

hearing and opposed development.  After he spoke he says the businessmen threatened his job 

security.  He recounted that a famous local Audubon member, named Helen, overheard and came 

to his defense.  He goes on to say that since that time he has created environmental programs for 

school children and been elected Teacher of the Year.  In his letter he states:  “I have been a true 

environmentalist all of my life, but before that, I had environmentally sensitive parents who were 

commercial fishermen…I am a commercial fishermen…all of a sudden I read quotes from 

Charles Lee (Audubon spokesman) in concert with the likes of Ted Forsgren (FCA executive 
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director) and Karl Wickstrom…Has Florida Audubon gravitated to the politics of the Florida 

Sportsman magazine…I wonder how many Audubon members are attending the 1994 AUGUST 

SMOKER MEGABUCKS KING FISH TOURNAMENT IN  BREVARD TO KILL SEALIFE 

TO SAVE SEALIFE? What would Helen say?” 

 

In addition to the grass roots efforts OFF produced various handout publications and a video.  

These publications focused on the following points: 

 

1.  40,000 families could lose their jobs and most would end up on welfare; 

2.  Florida will lose a $450 million industry that provides fresh local seafood; 

3.   Seafood costs will go up; 

4.  40,000 jobs will go to foreign countries and be taken from Americans; 

5.  Florida’s Sealife is already protected by over 200 government regulations; 

6.  Commercial fishing is more moral than sport fishing; 

7.  Commercial fishing is less damaging to the environment than sport fishing; 

8.  Dolphins, sea turtles, and abandoned nets are not a significant problem; 

9.  Bycatch is not waste because the food chain in the sea consumes everything put            

overboard that is not taken to market. 

 

In addition, Fishhawk wrote and OFF published handouts that offered the “facts” about seafood 

production.  These “facts” publications were prepared by the Florida Department of Agriculture 

and Consumer Services and had the logo and the name of the department on them.  These facts 

publications focused on individual seafood products in individual regions of the state. The facts 

publication did not take a position on the net ban but they did make an economic case for the 

Florida fishing industry. For example, the facts on south-east Florida, listed the value of spiny 

lobster, stone crab and pink shrimp harvest at $57 million. It indicated 240 million seafood 

consumers ate the products.  It stated that 39 million nutritious meals were served from the 

seafood harvested by the fishing families in Monroe, Collier, Broward and Dade Counties.   

 

Fishhawk says that the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (DOACS) 

Bureau of Seafood Marketing was tacitly supportive of their efforts to defeat the net ban and, 
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although the Bureau could not take a policy position, they could help by publishing the “facts” 

on which the industry could rely.  There are documents in the file he retained that are fax’s from 

employees in the DOACS Commissioner’s Office that are handwritten transmittals of 

information provided to the Commissioner by FCA encouraging Fishhawk to get information 

back so the Commissioner won’t be swayed by the recreational fishermen. 

 

Another effort by Fishhawk and the OFF focused on writing letters to newspapers for 

publication, or as attempts to influence editorial boards or reporters.  In general, I found little 

evidence that much was printed in the larger newspaper editorial pages which was individually 

submitted in the documents Fishhawk retained.  However, there were some point/counter point 

publications in newspapers that allowed the proponents and opponents of the net ban to make 

their positions known.  Fishhawk’s counter point as OFF executive director, focused on the 

elimination of family business jobs; the elimination of locally available seafood; the unfairness 

of the net ban because it gave the fish to only a few; the general environmentally responsible 

way fish were harvested; and pointed out that commercial fishing was effectively regulated by 

the legislature. 

 

An example of the point/counter point columns that were printed includes the following excerpts 

from what was the standard letter kept in the files that Fishhawk submitted.   “Nature is too 

complicated to be saved in this manner.  The financial and social costs are too high to be 

acceptable…Scientific fishery management, improved water quality and habitat restoration are 

what will bring back the fish if they are to be brought back, not some eliminate the other guy 

campaign…Banning the nets, as proposed by the FCA and Florida Sportsman magazine, would 

take most of the domestic catches – such as mullet, Spanish mackerel, pompano, and white and 

brown shrimp out of the local markets…This is a thinly veiled attempt by the recreational fishing 

organizations and their supporters to remove all nets from the waters of Florida and benefit 

themselves…Help us – save our seafood.”  

 

Fishhawk wrote other letters to the editor as well.  One that is copied and in the material he saved 

doesn’t have the paper noted but it is obviously from a newspaper.  In part it says: 
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• “Florida without net fishermen would be like Texas without the cowboy.” 

• “In the good old days there were many, many more commercial fishermen than today, 

and they used many more nets, not less!” 

• “In the good old days, there were far fewer sport fishermen competing for the fish.” 

• “In the good old days, we did not have the comprehensive regulation and enforcement we 

have today.” 

• “The scientific community is in agreement.  There is no need to ban nets.”  

• “To ban nets would be to cut out part of the heart of what is uniquely Florida.  The net 

boats and fishing villages and fishermen and docks and restaurants wih the Fresh Catch 

of the Day are part of our Heritage.” 

 

 

Five examples from grass roots letters that are typical of what Fishhawk retained, that did not get 

published follow. 

 

One grass roots letter states, “We all know how life is going lately, but to take away a livelihood, 

a lifestyle, and ignore the years of investments these families have in their businesses is outright 

intimidation.  More than anything this is a time for cooperation and I feel it’s time to re-regulate 

and search out those who are truly responsible for committing unlawful acts towards our 

Sealife…Now you must make a new decision in order to save another Sealife, that of the net 

fisherman.” 

 

Another writer states, “This is in response, to all the inshore-net bashing that appears to be so 

popular, in major publications through out the State of Florida…These publications might think 

the people of Florida are without Brains…the real culprit, in relation to any decline in the fish 

population is the loss of habitat…One way or the other, we are all to blame, but please let’s not 

single out one group over another to blame or punish.” 

 

Another letter to the editor includes this language: “A group of big money interest is trying to 

buy OUR constitution, and they will go to any lengths to get it done.  They are ready to spend 

huge amounts of money, to destroy Florida’s Heritage, and a culture that is unique to this 
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state…The realtors and developers behind this move will soon devour the waterfront property, 

made available by bankrupt fishermen…Huge industrial fishing operations, already accused of 

depleting fish stocks in other parts of the world will be allowed to operate within 3 miles of the 

beach…” 

 

One writer from Cedar Key in a letter to the editor says, “I hope Florida’s voters will give this 

matter careful consideration.  If they do, they will realize that the motives of the people pushing 

the proposed Amendment are not entirely altruistic.  They want to stop commercial harvesting to 

protect the fisheries and to give themselves sport fishermen exclusive rights to the resource.” 

 

A final example states, “One boat with a net full of fish makes a highly visible target to blame 

for fisheries declines.  Looking beyond appearance, reported caches for inshore fisheries reveal 

that recreational catches for many inshore species approximate, and in many cases, exceed that 

of commercial fisher…Our fisheries resources should be managed for the best use of all our 

citizens…Pollution can be stemmed.  Habitat should be restored.  Banning nets in Florida 

doesn’t hold water.” 

 

Other events pointed to by Fishhawk impacting the vote were the release of two movies.  

Fishhawk says he thinks that the movie about shrimpers starring Tom Hanks as the son of the 

Bubba Gump shrimp company helped the fishermen and the movie about a whale called Free 

Willie hurt the commercial fishermen. 

 

Critical Parody Mistake 

 

Among the efforts undertaken by Fishhawk and OFF to defeat the net ban one item stands out 

because it resulted in significant controversy and additional editorial support for the net ban.  

According to Fishhawk, OFF attempted to parody the Save Our Sealife (SOS) committee that 

was the funding support for the net ban amendment.  The idea of the parody came from 

Mirabella and Associates but Fishhawk says he though it was a good idea in the beginning.  The 

parody was put forward with the creation of a Save Our Seafood (SOS) committee.  Fishhawk 
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says that the purpose at the inception of this effort was to show that the net ban was based on 

junk science and that it was primarily an appeal to emotion.  According to Fishhawk, the parody 

was a publicity stunt and not a fraud.  He expected the attention it would bring would result in an 

understanding that the “sporties” arguments were not truthful or accurate.  The parody also 

followed the general commercial strategy of the past.  The commercial fishers’ strategy in the 

legislature was to confuse the issue and delay a positive vote.  The commercial fishers’ strategy 

in the net ban, in this instance, was to confuse the public and expect a negative vote.  He says 

that that the OFF public relations consultants advised that if they parodied the appeal of the Save 

Our Sealife Committee that the CNF could show that the same arguments could be used by both 

sides of the debate.  According to Fishhawk, the consultant got “too cute” and the attempt was a 

mistake. 

 

Fishhawk says that this “publicity stunt” started out as a mail out that would clearly be distinct 

but that would parody the Save Our Sealife committee appeal for funding.  According to the 

Fishhawk, as the parody piece was originally designed, there were differences built in that would 

clearly distinguish the parody from the real thing.  One example of difference they point to was 

that the commercial fishing piece was to be signed by “Mark.”  Fishhawk says,, Mark got cold 

feet and the consultant found a commercial fisherman named “Karl” to sign the parody piece.  

Because Karl Wickstrom signed the original piece this was one way that the parody ended up 

going too far.   

 

I examined the “parody piece” and it is very similar to sportfishing produced item.  Although a 

close reading of the two when compared side by side allows them to be distinguished one from 

the other, in addition to the signature “Karl” the parody uses a very similar graphic logo for the 

committee; the letters SOS for Save Our Sealife in a header that is hard to distinguish; and a 

similar return mail address. Fishhawk states that the parody piece was done by committee, that 

the text continually changed and that in the end it went too far.  Although Fishhawk says that the 

parody piece was not intended to raise funds but both the courts and the editorial boards found 

the parody piece was styled as a fund raising piece just like the original.  As a result an 

individual that was confused by the similarity could have been encouraged to send funds to 
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support the anti-net ban campaign when the individual actually would have preferred to support 

the net ban effort. 

 

When the parody was mailed out the recreational fishers complained to the newspaper editorial 

boards and instituted court action. According to Fishhawk, the consultant that devised the parody 

was “conveniently out of the country” when the parody was released and, as a result, he was 

forced to defend the effort. The consultant that assisted with the parody piece had participated in 

past constitutional amendments.  Fishhawk says the professional public relations consultant who 

designed the parody piece “hated” the recreational fishing consultant because the OFF consultant 

had been defeated by the recreational fishing consultant in past constitutional amendment drives 

including the “Eight is Enough” and “Ax the Tax” efforts. 

 

Fishhawk states that the real SOS committee knew that the OFF was preparing the parody 

because the printer confused the two organizations and sent galley proofs to the sports 

fishermen’s SOS committee.  This allowed the recreational SOS committee to wait for the 

release of the parody and to prepare a response.  According to Fishhawk, the recreational SOS 

committee properly concluded that the effort would backfire against the commercial fishermen.  

The SOS recreational committee did go to court according to the court records and alleged that 

the commercial parody was really an attempt at fraudulent fund raising.  The result of the 

recreational push back was that the court issued an injunction, OFF withdrew the piece and 

several editorial boards around the state published opinion pieces that indicated the commercial 

fishing interests were not ethical.  Fishhawk believes that this mistake aided the recreational 

interests in their effort because it helped set the stage for editorial support for the net ban 

amendment itself. 

A Massacre 

 

In the end, immediately after the vote, Fishhawk as the executive director of the net fishermen’s 

association OFF summarized the net ban in a written public statement that he released to the 

press.  It stated: 
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“This is the greatest injustice committed against a group of Floridians since the Rosewood 

Massacre.  All it takes is for someone to yell Rape and suddenly thousands of innocent peoples’ 

lives are destroyed.  This is nothing less than a high tech, media driven, lynching.” 

 

Florida Sportsmen 

 
The recreational fisher is the third perspective offered in this case study.  This view consists of 

recreational fishermen; conservationists; businesses such as boat manufacturers that service the 

recreational fishing industry; the Florida Sportsman magazine and a loose association of fishing 

or sports writers for the magazine and various other publications including newspapers; and the 

organization known as the Florida Conservation Association (FCA), the primary governmental 

policy lobbying group for recreational fishermen in Florida.  An important distinction defining 

the recreational fishing interests is that they were “organized” under the umbrella of the Save 

Our Sealife (SOS) organization.  The SOS was created specifically to pass the net ban. 

 

Two individuals dominate net ban case associated with the recreational fishermen’s view.  The 

first of these is Ted Foresgren, the Executive Director of the organization originally known as the 

FCA that has now been immersed into the national organization the Coastal Conservation 

Association.  To simplify reading this portion of the case I am staying with the name FCA 

throughout even though it has changed.  As indicated earlier I knew Foresgren better than the 

other association directors.  In addition to a complicated relationship that included difficulty 

when he was less then respectful to my wife as his supervisor, I had purchased complete tables at 

the FCA banquet on behalf of the company I worked for when I was in the private sector because 

it made good business sense.  My wife knew his wife and while they were not friends they were 

friendly acquaintances.  If my earlier description of a small political town is correct, Ted and I fit 

in it. 

 

I called and he agreed to see me.  The first meeting was brief and somewhat perfunctory.  He 

was busy.  He interrupted us several times for phone calls.  I explained my research and 

indicated that I was eventually going to interview the commercial fishing interests.  Although the 

recreational interests are presented last here, the first of the series of overlapping discussions 
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with the association executive directors was with Ted.  My explanation of seeking out the others 

turned things around and Ted focused and told me a bit about the net ban.  He volunteered they 

had some files at FCA and told me I could come and go through them.  Later, I returned to the 

converted house that FCA owns and uses as an office and did that under the direction and 

watchful eye of his administrative assistant.  Several additional and more detailed discussions 

with him followed.  Ted insisted that I really needed to meet with “Karl” because he was the 

engine behind the net ban.  I had heard that from both the commercial associations so by now it 

seemed a necessity.  Ted called Karl, away from my presence, and told Karl I would be 

contacting him. 

 

Karl Wickstrom is the semi-retired publisher of Florida Sportsman magazine and other similar 

niche-type sporting publications.  Wickstrom lives and works in Jupiter, Florida.  Jupiter is on 

the Atlantic Coast of Florida, north of West Palm Beach and south of Sebastian Inlet.  Jupiter 

and Stuart nearby have very large sports fishing boat fleets.  Wickstrom’s office where we met is 

on the second floor of the building.  The hallway walls on the way to his office are lined with 

framed magazine covers, various publication awards, and civic “atta-boy” plaques.  There are 

trophy cases with antique fishing items scattered about and bronze statues of fish, some by artists 

that I recognized.  Wickstrom’s office is more of the same.  I don’t mean to suggest it looks like 

a den or a fish camp, but there is no mistaking that this is all about the fish.  Out the window 

down below is an older 25 foot SeaV twin outboard engine catamaran fishing boat.  This is a 

strictly utilitarian boat to get you to the fish and get you back with enough room for 2 to 4 

fishermen, their rods, bait, gear, lunch and drinks.  Always lots of water or coke or Gatorade in 

Florida, especially when you fish out of Jupiter.  It was the kind of boat that is not “family 

friendly” as many fishing boats are advertised.  Wickstrom spent a couple of hours with me; we 

then went and had lunch at a local fish restaurant where he insisted that he buy since I had come 

all the way from Tallahassee.  The conversation continued at the table over fresh caught dolphin 

(the fish, Mahi-Mahi, not the mammal) sandwiches.  We returned to his office for some follow 

up questions and he gathered up copies of the magazine issues that he said he used to start the net 

ban drive.  We didn’t meet subsequently but did exchange both phone calls and emails and he 

was provided the case data to review after it was written. He responded with some minor 

changes in emphasis on certain points. 
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In the two commercial fishing sections of the case study previously provided, the paid staffs of 

the commercial associations were also significant contributors of information to the case study.  

In some ways, the net ban institutional change process can be understood primarily as a process 

that involved the three professional associations as primary, some individual members of each 

group as secondary, individuals and organizations drawn to the issue near the time of the net ban 

vote and the voting public as participant observers that ultimately choose the final outcome.  This 

is especially true in this portion of the case study.   

 

The following is what I derived from Wickstrom, Foresgren, the files of the FCA, and Florida 

Sportsman magazine with some additional information from correspondence from recreational 

fishermen that were retained in Fishhawk’s files added where applicable.  

 

Creating the Save Our Sea Life Committee 

 
According to Ted Forsgren, the executive director of the FCA, the creation of SOS was 

necessary because of laws restricting activities of not-for-profit organizations.  Forsgren says the 

FCA is a type of not-for-profit that may not engage in political activities related to candidates 

and may spend only a small percentage of the money it raises on educating the public on policy 

issues like the net ban.  At the time the net ban occurred the FCA was a subsidiary of a national 

recreational fishing organization, the Coastal Conservation Association, which also limited the 

ability of the FCA to fund the net ban, according to Forsgren, because a percentage of any 

money donated to the net ban would be transferred to the national parent organization for other 

uses.  Forsgren says that thousands of donors contributed an average of $30 to the SOS net ban 

effort which he states is an indication of the breadth of support for the idea of a net ban.   

 

As stated above the net ban effort was supported by recreational business interests.  An example 

of the recreational fishing businesses that supported the effort is evident in the open letter from 

the president of one national boat manufacturing company that makes and sells near-shore 

saltwater recreational fishing boats.  The letter written by the company president near the date for 

the public vote on the net ban states, “The bad news is that the commercial netting interests have 
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changed their tactics.  They are no longer content to imply dispute and misrepresent the facts 

related to turtle kills, overfishing and waste by gill and entanglement net.  In fact, they’ve 

abandoned all pretense of the truth and have begun an intense and dirty campaign based on scare 

tactics and outright lies...Make no mistake about it, we are in a major battle against an industry 

that has not and will not abide by rules and will not fight a fair fight.  This battle can be 

lost…And, if we do lose, there will be no next time.” 

 

Although, many different individuals and businesses are included in the SOS, and it is likely that 

they represent different shades of meaning when the question of the net ban is raised, the net ban 

was dominated by Wickstrom and Foresgren organization leadership and helped by the ability of 

leaders of the group to focus the efforts of SOS  

 

Technological Change and Change in Diets 

 

According to Wickstrom, the Florida Sportsman magazine was started in 1969. Wickstrom says 

it built up a loyal readership and a field editor structure that kept Wickstrom and the magazine in 

touch with the “pervasive and growing” feeling among saltwater anglers that commercial fishing 

interests in Florida were ruining the saltwater fishing resource.  The steady decline in saltwater 

recreational fishing is a major factor that precipitated the net ban in Wickstrom’s view. 

 

Wickstrom believes that the conflict between recreational and commercial fishing interests is an 

outgrowth of technological changes in the fishing industry and an increasing demand among the 

American consumer for fish as table fare.  Wickstrom states that the technological changes began 

after World War II with the introduction of monofilament as a netting material.  Wickstrom says 

because monofilament was lighter, nets could be set easier by fishermen in larger sets; were 

more easily repairable; more affordable and caught more fish when in the water. The other 

principal technological change, according to Wickstrom, that enhanced the ability of commercial 

near-shore fishing to flourish in Florida was changes in outboard motor technology.  According 

to Wickstrom, outboard motors have become bigger and more fuel efficient from World War II 

forward.  The improvement in outboard motors is important in Florida, he says, because it allows 
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net fishermen to cover more territory and use larger boats in Florida’s relatively shallow near-

shore saltwater environment.  The shallow waters do not allow commercial fishermen to use the 

deeper draft inboard engine large boats on which northern commercial fishermen depend.  As a 

consequence, Wickstrom concludes, until better outboard motors and monofilament nets came 

on the scene the ability to harvest large quantities of fish by commercial fishermen near-shore 

with nets, which is the place where most recreational fishermen operate and where the fish that 

recreational fishermen value are located, was limited in Florida. 

 

According to Wickstrom, the desire for fish as table fare also increased after World War II when 

American GIs returned to the United States after being exposed to the foods of other cultures.  

Wickstrom says, many of the cultures that the GIs interacted with included food which consisted 

of more fin fish than the traditional American diet.   Wickstrom also points out that the United 

States population has become more diverse with more Asian and Hispanic members and that the 

traditional dietary culture of these populations includes more saltwater fin fish and seafood 

products than the general dietary culture of earlier European Americans. Wickstrom states that 

“imports and northern fish make up the great majority” of fish that met this demand and that 

claims that the seafood needs were met mostly by old Florida families are not true.  

 

The technological improvements in near-shore commercial fishing also impacted the near-shore 

recreation species in another way, according to Wickstrom.  Because of the improvement in 

commercial fishing technology, commercial fishers do not require the same density of fin fish 

stocks that are required for success by recreational fishermen for the commercial fishermen to 

successfully target a fishing species and make a living.   

 

In addition to the technical advantages associated with commercial fishing, Wickstrom says that 

commercial fishermen are much more skilled at locating and catching fish than the average 

recreational fishermen.  As examples, Wickstrom states that commercial fishermen have trained 

themselves to see deeply into the water column to spot fish and to be able to see the movement 

of fish in the water column by minor variations on the surface of the water.  These are skills that 

most recreational fishermen do not possess in Wickstrom’s opinion.  Recreational fishing 

success and the satisfaction that comes from catching fish as recreation and is more dependant on 
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fish density because the rod and reel of the recreational fishermen is much less efficient and the 

recreational fishermen is much less skilled in finding fish than modern commercial fishers in 

Wickstrom’s opinion. 

 

Conflicted Fish, Conflicted Fishermen 

 

Wickstrom says near-shore saltwater fin fish were abundant in Florida in 1945 and there were 

enough to go around, but by 1990 there were not enough fish available for the recreational 

fishermen.  Redfish, trout, snook, and pompano have been the primary fish at the center of the 

conflict, according to Wickstrom.  As indicated in the commercial fishing case study sections, 

with the exception of snook, these are the fish species that the commercial fishermen call “fancy 

fish” because they are the fish that bring the highest price per pound on the commercial market.  

According to Wickstrom, two other highly prized recreational fish, bone fish and tarpon, were 

never a part of the conflict.  Wickstrom states that bone fish and tarpon, which do not make good 

table fare and are not typically caught as by-catch by near-shore commercial net fishermen. 

 

Wickstrom says the first conflict over a particular fish species that involved the Florida 

legislature occurred in the 1950’s.  The conflict was over a recreational fish species called snook 

and it was eventually resolved by creating, in the legislative process, an exclusive right to catch 

snook by recreational fishermen in exchange for an expanded right for commercial fishermen to 

catch mullet in certain previously prohibited geographic areas. 

 

According to Wickstrom, the “commercials” took snook as an incidental part of their net catch 

when they targeted other species of fish that overlapped the range and habitat of the snook.  This 

incidental catch is called “bycatch” in the commercial fishing industry and justified on the basis 

that it provides food left in the saltwater habitat for birds, crabs when the “bycatch” is discarded 

overboard.  Wickstrom says it is wasteful and destroys the resource.  Wickstrom says that at the 

time snook were often referred to a “soap fish” because if they were not properly cleaned they 

had an off taste. Wickstrom says that as a game fish snook were highly valued by recreational 

fishermen because of the fight they provided and their acrobatic antics when hooked.  In 
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addition, Wickstrom states that properly cleaned and prepared snook are delicious table fare.  

According to Wickstrom, since mullet did not readily bite a hook and line, and were not a target 

fish among recreational anglers, the willingness of recreational anglers to protect snook by 

trading mullet seemed reasonable based on the common understanding about fish population 

dynamics in the 1950’s.  In Wickstrom’s opinion this willingness changed by 1990 based on 

abuses by the “commercials” and advances in science related to the understanding of 

environmental health.  The changes Wickstrom describes are discussed in more detail in the 

following sections. 

 

As stated earlier, the outgrowth of the snook as a recreational only species was resolved when 

commercial fishing interests agreed to “trade snook” for a relaxation of specific bay area mullet 

net fishing prohibitions.  The commercial view of how and why this came about and the 

recreational view are significantly different.  Despite the differences in how and why snook was 

classified as a recreational fish it became the generally agreed to idea that snook was a 

recreational anglers’ fish and mullet belonged to the commercial fishermen, according to both 

groups. This established the idea that there were “rights” to catch certain species by the two 

different groups. 

 

Another important event that occurred in the 1950’s, according to Wickstrom, was that the State 

of Georgia banned some types of commercial net fishing.  Wickstrom says Georgia banned gill 

nets as fishing gear for commercial and recreational fishermen in near-shore waters in the 1950s.  

Wickstrom believes the banning of near- shore nets in Georgia insured a thriving near-shore 

recreational fishery was retained.     

 

Wickstrom says conflicts between recreational and commercial harvest of fish were never 

effectively addressed in the Florida legislative process.  He also points out that the executive 

branch of Florida government failed to effectively regulate commercial fishing.  Wickstrom 

states that the failures attributed to the legislative and executive branches of government were an 

important part of why the net ban as a constitutional amendment became the only way to protect 

recreational fishing. 
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Government Regulation Failure 

 

When addressing the reasons why the executive and legislative branches failed, Wickstrom 

asserts that the commercial fishing interests were very effective at influencing both legislative 

and executive government branches by sponsoring social and entertainment events.  According 

to Wickstrom, the commercial fishing interests sponsored numerous seafood dinners during the 

legislative session and sometimes cooked seafood right in the legislative offices.  The 

commercial fishing interests also held fish fry events for government employees on the grounds 

of the Department of Natural Resources, the executive agency charged with studying and later 

regulating the health of fish stocks in Florida.  The influence of commercial fishermen on the 

executive branch penetrated deeply into the bureaucracy and into the state government scientific 

community in Wickstrom’s opinion.  That penetration, while waning, was still evident 

Wickstrom’s believes until after the passage of the net ban.  He states that the lack of initiative 

on the part of the executive agencies in Florida and government scientists in addressing the 

problems of commercial over-fishing and their lack of support for the net ban when it emerged is 

evidence of the influence of commercial fishing interests.  

 

The early period of the commercial and recreational fishing conflict lasted up through the 

creation of the Florida Conservation Association (FCA) in the 1980’s, Wickstrom says.  Until 

that time the recreational angler in Florida was represented in legislative and governmental 

processes by the Florida League of Anglers (FLA) according to Wickstrom.  Wickstrom states 

that the FLA had very limited affect on the legislative or the executive governmental agencies 

and they primarily “ranted and raved” at the microphone when fishing issues were considered.  

In Wickstrom’s opinion the strength of the commercial fishing lobby and the weakness of the 

recreational fishing lobby required that recreational fishing interests approach the legislature “hat 

in hand” during the 1960’s and 1970’s.  Wickstrom indicates that he was involved in creating the 

FCA to strengthen recreational impacts in the governmental process and that the FCA was 

modeled after the successful recreation interest group, the Texas Coastal Conservation 

Association. 
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Wickstrom sites two other significant events in the 1970’s that helped shape his willingness to 

move forward with the net ban amendment even though he recognized it would have a negative 

economic impact on some fishermen.  According to Wickstrom, recreational fishing interests 

were outraged at the over-harvest of Spanish Mackerel and King Mackerel by commercial net 

fishermen during the 1970”s.  Wickstrom states that the over-harvest was so extreme it created a 

glut in the market and, on occasion, the caught mackerel were thrown overboard because there 

was no market for landing the fish. Wickstrom points out the over-harvest continued until it 

resulted in the complete collapse of the species leading to a ban on commercial and recreational 

fishing for King Mackerel.  Wickstrom states that this form of commercial fishing strategy is 

common and known as “pulse” fishing.  Wickstrom describes “pulse” fishing as a type of 

strategy employed by the commercial industry.  He says they “hit a particular species very hard” 

until market forces or lack of fish abundance reduce the efficiency of the harvest to low levels 

after which the commercial industry moves on to a different species.  

 

Commercial Intimidators 

 

Another tactic that employed during the 1970’s, that helped shape Wickstrom’s view, was that 

recreational fishermen were frequently run off the water and threatened by commercial 

fishermen. One example of intimidation, says Wickstrom, was commercial net fishermen 

surrounding a recreational fishermen’s boat with their fishing nets, trapping the recreational 

fishermen in the net circle until after several hours the commercial fishermen retrieved the net.  

According to Wickstrom, intimidating acts were conducted by gill net fishermen who are at the 

bottom of the social scale of commercial fishermen even in the eyes of other commercial 

fishermen.  Wickstrom relates this to the way that farmers that pick the cheapest crops are the 

least regarded in the farming community. 

 

Wickstrom states that gill net fishermen using the wrong tools and the wrong methods to collect 

fish commercially did more damage to the natural resource than necessary.  As a result, he came 

to the conclusion that their traditional livelihood did not deserve to be protected.  Wickstrom 
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dismissed the argument that mullet gill net fishermen were providing an important inexpensive 

protein to low income individuals by stating that chicken was a considerably cheaper source of 

protein and farm raised catfish were as cheap as mullet in fish markets and a readily available 

substitute. By the time the net ban passed, Wickstrom states, net fishermen were a declining 

industry.  He believes that as a result of their greed and tactics they would have eventually 

disappeared but not until after they completely ruined the resource.  These factors, Wickstrom 

believes, made the net ban a necessity and justified the net ban’s impact on the livelihood of the 

commercial net fishermen. 

Legislative Cowardice 

 

In the 1980’s, the Florida legislature created the Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) 

Wickstrom says, to move the conflict between the recreational and commercial interests away 

from the legislative process.  According to Wickstrom, the MFC was created for political 

reasons.  Wickstrom believes that legislators found themselves in a no-win process when it came 

to allocating fish between commercial and recreational interest.  Wickstrom believes the 

legislature was more interested in moving the conflict  away from themselves than they were 

interested in making the right decision about fishing regulation.  According to Wickstrom, the 

MFC was modeled after the federal level regional fish regulation commissions that had been 

created by the Magnuson Act.  Wickstrom states in the beginning the MFC was not an effective 

tool in fish management because it was dominated by commercial fishing interests appointed to 

the commission.  Eventually, Wickstrom states, the MFC became more effective when 

recreational interests got the “commercial boys” eliminated from membership.  

 

By the early 1980’s, Wickstrom claims that trout, redfish and mullet stocks were driven down to 

a fraction of their earlier size because of the effectiveness of commercial net fishermen and their 

unregulated fish harvesting activities.  Wickstrom states that some minor gains were made in 

protecting recreational fishing interests in the 1980’s in Florida through the MFC.  He says, the 

most important change in fishing regulation occurred in 1989 when recreational interests drew 

the biggest audience ever to appear before the Governor and Cabinet to support the MFC rule 

prohibiting any commercial catch or sale of redfish.  This action assigned redfish exclusively to 
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the sport fisherman.  Wickstrom states that the redfish protection rule was first passed under 

Republican Governor Martinez, as a 1 year moratorium on commercial harvest and made 

permanent under Governor Martinez successor in office Governor Lawton Chiles, a Democrat.  

According to Wickstrom, this showed that some bipartisan support for proper fishing regulation 

was emerging. 

 

No One Should Sell Wildlife  

 

Wickstrom believes that the basic foundation underlying the redfish rule was that it was not 

acceptable to “sell” wildlife that is harvested from the “common pool.”  According to 

Wickstrom, saltwater fish must be recognized as limited in quantity, just like freshwater fish and 

game.  He also points out that the commercial harvest and sale of fresh water fish and game has 

been recognized as contrary to the public interest since the early 1900’s.  Forsgren, the FCA 

executive director, echoes this claim and says that there is no difference in fresh and saltwater 

fish stocks from a scientific perspective because both can be over-harvested.  To Forsgren, 

difference between fresh and saltwater fish commercial harvest is just a matter of degree because 

of there are greater numbers of saltwater fish when compared to fresh water.    Wickstrom says 

that one famous Canadian biologist has proven that if you put a price on a wild animal you will 

drive the animal into extinction. 

 

Even after the success associated with redfish protection before the Governor and Cabinet, 

Wickstrom says he became convinced that the fishing resource would continue to decline under 

the existing governmental regulatory scheme unless something different was done.  According to 

Wickstrom, as long as the commercial boys could delay regulation, they would find ways to 

remove too many fish from the water.  Wickstrom believes that commercial interests were not 

sincere in their purported willingness to address the declining fish populations.  Wickstrom also 

believes that a lack of enforcement worked against limiting commercial fishing.  The Department 

of Natural Resources was intentionally under-funded by the legislature for enforcement purposes 

according Wickstrom.  He also says that local county court judges would not impose significant 

penalties on local commercial fishermen for over- fishing violations.   
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Wickstrom says commercial interests stalled by accepting minimal regulatory rules including:  

1. limited area fishing closures in unimportant areas;  

2. elimination of part time commercial fishermen which limited competition and did not 

reduce commercial catch;  

3. limitations on net soak times which could not be enforced because if the law enforcement 

officer could see the net put in the water which was a required part of the process to make 

an arrest for soak time violation then the fishermen could see the law enforcement officer 

and take the net out on time;  

4. and eliminating stop netting which was completely cutting off a canal or tributary, but the 

commercial fishermen got around that by leaving small openings on one end of the net. 

 

Texas and California in Front 

 

Wickstrom says he watched Texas ban gill nets in 1988 and California ban nets first in the north 

in 1990 and then in the south in 1991.  According to Wickstrom, Texas had been much more 

active and successful than Florida in its attempts at governmental regulation of commercial 

fishing before having passed a net ban. To him this meant that, even with their success, Texas 

needed to ban nets to solve the commercial fishing problems.  The Texas experience proved to 

Wickstrom that there would never be enough near-shore fish for recreational and commercial 

interests.  Watching the California ballot initiative convinced him that a ballot initiative would 

work in Florida.   

 

Wickstrom states that once he became convinced that limited regulation by the legislature or the 

executive branch of government could never work in Florida, he concluded that the only way to 

regulate near-shore recreational species was to remove the large volume harvester from the mix.  

That way, he says, the individual sportsman could be regulated to only one fish a day if 

necessary.  Wickstrom states that even if he could only keep a single fish per day, the sports 

fisherman’s experience depends more on catching fish from an abundance of fish than keeping 

fish.  In contrast, the commercial fisherman must keep fish to have a successful experience; 
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consequently, the commercial fishermen will continue to improve fishing methods as fish stocks 

decline, Wickstrom claims.   

 

Once he came to the conclusion that the net ban was the only way, Wickstrom also came to the 

conclusion that neither the legislature nor the executive branch was capable of implementing 

changes that would ban nets.  Wickstrom believed that “even the fish biologists in the 

Department of Natural Resources” were against the idea of a net ban “when they should have 

been calling for it.” Without support in the legislature or at the staff level in the executive 

branch, Wickstrom says that the only way to protect the resource was thorough popular vote.  

According to Wickstrom, the net ban was “not an us vs. them allocation matter as much as a 

drive to bring back the fish populations and stop overfishing.  Overfishing, rather than who gets 

‘em was the key.” 

 

Not Science but Emotion, Obfuscation, and Lies 

 

Forsgren believes that science was largely overlooked in the legislative and executive process 

when fishing regulations were debated.  According to Forsgren, the major problem that led to the 

net ban was that even though science clearly supported the creation of commercial fishing 

regulations, the political process overwhelmed scientific considerations.  Forsgren remembers a 

one legged commercial fishermen that was always brought in to attend public hearings by the 

commercial interests.  According to Forsgren, the commercial interests would make sure that the 

one legged fishermen sat in the back of the room so that he could come slowly all the way down 

the aisle on crutches to make his appeal on his need to be able to use a net to make a living.  

Forsgren says the commercial fishermen jokingly referred the one legged fisherman as their 

secrete weapon.  Forsgren also says the one legged fisherman would point out that he also had a 

right to make a living and asked the government regulators to show compassion for the hard 

working fishermen. 

   

After the net ban passed, according to Forsgren, the commercial fishermen continued to attempt 

to use handicapped fishermen as part of the court challenges related to the net ban.  He says that 
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one of the arguments made before the court by the commercial interests to toss out the net ban 

vote was based on federal laws related to equal protection for those with disabilities. 

  

Like Wickstrom, Forsgren believes that commercial fishing interests were not ethical, 

responsible or sincere in their participation in the governmental regulatory process.  According to 

Forsgren, examples of the commercial fishing unethical or insincere tactics appeared in the 

debate on the constitutional amendment as well.  Forsgren says a favorite visual tactic of the 

commercial fishermen was to stand before the public or a regulatory committee and rip a net 

with their hands and claim that a dolphin or a turtle could not be caught in a net.  Forsgren says 

he wishes they would try that with their feet tied together, wrapped in a net, over-their-head in 

water because that would be a true demonstration of what happens. 

 

Forsgren states that commercial interests “were not restrained by the truth” about the FCA and 

the science related to fishing regulation before, during and after the net ban effort and that their 

lies were part of the reason that the net ban was necessary.  Forsgren says that commercial 

fishermen claimed the FCA was lying during the net ban, even though they knew that the SOS 

and the FCA “sourced” all of their material.  Forsgren remembers the commercial fishing 

interests claiming that one of the pictures of dolphin caught in nets used by SOS came from 

California.  According to Forsgren, the lies told by commercial fishermen were nerve wracking.  

In particular, Forsgren points to the “Save Our Seafood” mimicry that the commercial fishermen 

tried during the net ban campaign as typical of their tactics all along.  This effort, previously 

described in the commercial section of the paper, was according to Forsgren, outright mail fraud 

and the type of thing that demonstrated it was impossible to work with commercial interests 

toward rational solutions. 

 

Wickstrom as the Key 

 

According to Wickstrom, a debate inside the FCA began in 1991.  The debate was initiated when 

Wickstrom saw an AP (Associated Press) story out of California relating to the California ballot 

initiative to ban net fishing.  The debate that ensued was Wickstrom against the rest of the FCA 
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leadership.  Wickstrom says he believed that if the FCA put forward a ballot initiative banning 

nets it would pass.  The FCA leadership did not believe that it would be successful.   

 

Forsgren confirms the debate within the FCA.  According to Forsgren, Wickstrom pushed for 

several years inside the FCA to shift to a net ban constitutional amendment strategy.  Forsgren 

says the FCA board of directors believed it would be best to keep the solution to the fishing 

problems in the hands of fishermen and not involve the general public.  According to Forsgren, 

keeping the debate in the hands of fishermen was not a winning strategy because the North 

Florida legislators protected the commercial fishermen in the legislature’s natural resource 

committees using their panhandle power and peer influence to keep recreational fishing interests 

at bay. 

 

Forsgren says that he was personally concerned that the net ban would not be successful because 

he doubted that the FCA could get the 1.5 million votes it would take to pass a net ban.  Forsgren 

also told Wickstrom that he was concerned that the FCA could not raise the money necessary to 

conduct a net ban publicity campaign.  According to Forsgren, who was the primary fund raiser 

as executive director, the FCA was barely able to raise adequate funds to keep it going as a 

viable organization and he doubted more money could be raised.   

 

Forsgren states that Wickstrom pushed hard after California passed a net ban in 1991 and that 

Wickstrom took the position that “if we build it they will come”; meaning that if the FCA began 

the net ban amendment others would join them to pass it.  Forsgren describes the pivotal event 

that convinced him to take the risk to pass a net ban amendment. The pivotal event for 

Forsgren’s change of mind was a public hearing of the MFC in the Ft. Pierce area related to 

limitations and fishing regulations that occurred after the California net ban amendment passed.  

Forsgren says that the FCA and their supporters had worked hard with MFC staff and some MFC 

commissioners leading up to the hearing to build a compromise set of regulations on near-shore 

commercial nets that would protect both recreational and commercial fishing resources.  

According to Forsgren, he drove down to the hearing and took his boat with him to take some 

time off after the hearing to do some fishing on the way back to his home in Tallahassee.  

Forsgren says, as was usually the case, he was once again one of very few recreational fishermen 
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at the hearing and that, as usual, the MFC meeting was filled with commercial fishermen.  

According to Forsgren, the commercial fishermen packed every public hearing before the MFC 

or other governmental decision makers to ensure that their point of view dominated the hearings.   

 

At this particular meeting when Forsgren finished speaking he was greeted with ‘cat calls’ from 

the commercial fishermen which he says was not unusual.  During the deliberations on the net 

ban rules, Forsgren says, he could see the MFC members backing away from the compromise 

regulations that Forsgren and the FCA had worked so hard before the meeting to develop with 

the MFC staff.  Forsgren says he did something he had never done before; disgusted, he walked 

out of the meeting before it was concluded and before the final vote on the regulations was taken.  

He got in his truck and went fishing.  

 

On the way home and while taking a break and fishing, Forsgren says, he looked back over his 

10 years working inside the system of government regulation and his participation in 11 

legislative sessions.    Forsgren says he believed that they had exhausted every reasonable 

alternative. He considered what Wickstrom had been saying about other states that had banned 

nets by constitutional amendment and he came to the conclusion that it was the only way.  

Forsgren says he thought about Wickstrom’s conviction that it could be accomplished and 

Forsgren says at that point he decided that Wickstrom was right and that, because the FCA 

would never prevail under the existing regulation mechanism, the net ban amendment should be 

attempted.  Forsgren says that even if Wickstrom was wrong, they had to try it to succeed 

because 10 more years along the same path would only result in further losses for the 

recreational fishermen.    

 

In order to prove that Florida would be successful, Wickstrom says he conceived of and ran a 

column in his magazine in the spring of 1991 suggesting the concept of a net ban.  He included 

cut and mail coupons for those that supported the idea inserted in the column in the magazine. 

The column states in part, “Jaws went slack in puzzlement when a state official made what 

seemed to be an especially wild predication…I’ll say that within five years there won’t be any 

more commercial nets in Florida waters…Our impromptu fortune teller refereed to California’s 

new ban on gillnets.  It was a accomplished by a constitutional change forced by a grassroots 
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majority...What do you think?...Are you up for it? Or is it a bad idea for now?  Check the 

coupon, or simply send us our thought via card or letter if, you prefer.  We’ll report back to you 

on how our readers’ stand.”  (Wickstrom. April 1991) 

 

Wickstrom says he ran his next column with 19 excerpts from the cards received because he 

wanted to establish the idea that the change would be a grass roots effort.  That column states in 

part:  “I’m letting you folks write my column this month.  Your response to my coupon-query 

last issue on whether Floridians should amend the state constitution to ban commercial nets has 

been overwhelming.  Go for it you say…we still haven’t received a single naw vote. Instead, the 

hundreds of letter urge quick action in the style of a Norm Schwartzkof (a Tampa outdoorsman, 

by the way)…So, here’s a sampling.  Next step is to dig into the legalities and logistical 

potential.  And see if Stormin Norman is ready.” (Wickstrom. May 1991). The column then 

listed the comments from individual readers in support. 

 

Wickstrom says that following that column he conceived of a follow up that showed a picture of 

him covered with the ballots and cards received.  He says this third column would be the column 

that he would used to launch the effort.  That column states in part:  “Incoming mail favoring a 

constitutional gillnet ban inundates us.  It’s the most powerful expression of reader sentiment 

we’ve ever experienced, by far.  Obviously, you want action against inshore netting.  You’re 

going to get it.  There are still details to be resolved and we must move with considerable care to 

make sure all the technicalities are complied with, but it’s safe to say that Florida Sportsman will 

spearhead the drive for such an amendment, or be a prime sponsor…When my son Blair told the 

general about our proposed amendment drive, Schwarzkopf came back with a snappy answer 

that seemed too good to fully absorb at the time.  ‘You need 400,000 signatures, I can get them 

in a week.’  In comments to the FCA crowd, Schwarzkopf praised the sportfishing 

conservationists as acting in the highest of American traditions.  He urged us to continue the 

fight…We won’t hold him to his one-week deadline for signatures…It will take walking the 

trenches by thousands of you to raise funds…and promote passage of the gillnet ban in next 

year’s general election if possible; if not then in 94…Time and circumstances are coming 

together with one admonition:  cleanse our waters of the gillnets.”  (Wickstrom. June 1991) 
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Wickstrom believed that the columns and the coupons convinced the FCA leadership that the 

ballot would succeed.  Next, according to Wickstrom, he and three members of the FCA 

leadership drafted the specific wording for the net ban.  According to Wickstrom, they received 

some legal advice, but they were primarily responsible for the wording.  Wickstrom says they 

worked and worried over every word and little phrase. It was important, he says, that the 

language allowed the state to create regulations that were more stringent but not allow the 

creation of less stringent regulations.  According to Wickstrom, they would focus the amendment 

on prohibiting certain specific things.   By 1992, they had completed the work on the wording, 

and in 75 words, had developed the net ban description. Even after all of their careful work, 

Wickstrom says, some loop holes remain.  According to Wickstrom, one loop hole is that 

commercial fishermen can use gill nets below a certain size that are “cast nets”.  Traditional cast 

nets are not the same as gill nets and Wickstrom would like to outlaw the cast-gill net hybrid, 

but, to date he has been unable to get the Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (the 

successor to the MFC) to agree.  

 

Strategy to Convince the Elites 

 

Forsgren says that during the next legislative session, at the request of the FCA, friendly state 

legislators introduced a “regulate the nets bill” for all in-shore fish but mullet in both the Florida 

House and Senate.  The bill would be an even handed way to protect the traditional mullet 

fishermen and protect the fish the recreational fishermen caught.   According to Forsgren, the 

FCA knew that the bill would never pass the legislature.  Forsgren says that the bill was 

introduced as part of a strategy that would convince newspaper editorial boards and others that 

may be unsure about the net ban that all possible alternatives had been exhausted.  When the bill 

was not even seriously considered by the legislature, Forsgren says it allowed the SOS to 

strengthen their argument that existing government mechanisms, both legislative and executive 

(MFC), were not adequate to address the problem of commercial over-fishing.  By the summer 

of 1992, Forsgren says, he believed that the recreational interests had tried every reasonable 

alternative to a constitutional ban to limit nets and that the ban, if passed, and the affects on the 
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commercial fishermen would be their own fault because they would not engage in any 

reasonable way.   

 

According to Forsgren, the introduction and defeat of the bill in the legislative session was 

critical to gaining editorial support from the general circulation newspapers around the state once 

the net ban was certified to the ballot for a vote.  Forsgren believes that the newspaper editors 

generally did not like the putting the net ban in the state constitution because they believed that 

the legislative or government executive regulatory process should work to protect the resource.  

Forsgren says that the SOS was able to convince the editorial boards that no other system would 

work.   

 

Forsgren also states that the editorial board support from the newspapers was key to passage of 

the net ban.  According to Forsgren, people pay attention to editorials on how to vote on 

constitutional amendments even if they don’t pay attention to editorials on whom to vote for as 

candidates.  He says that newspapers including Pensacola, Tallahassee Democrat, Orlando 

Sentinel, St. Petersburg Times, Florida Today, West Palm Beach, Miami Herald, Sarasota 

Tribune, Lakeland Leger, and Daytona  provided positive editorial support.  The only negative 

editorials from a major paper came from the Tampa Tribune, Forsgren says.  In Forsgren’s 

opinion the strategy they conceived which included gaining editorial board support by showing 

the system failed was very important in deciding the outcome of the net ban vote. 

 

Volunteers and Pros 

 

Wickstrom says that the next step was to use volunteer signature gatherers during the 1992 

general election.  According to Wickstrom they were not sure what to expect from the effort.  

When they completed the election day signature gathering, Wickstrom says, he knew they could 

get the net ban on the ballot because on that one day they collected 200,000 of the 400,000 

petition signatures necessary and they had the next 1.5 years to collect the rest.  Wickstrom says 

that charges that the FCA was made up mostly of “elite”, the “well to do” and Republicans are 

not accurate.  Wickstrom says, “The show our grassroots makeup all through the campaign, 
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though certainly any cross-section of either group includes the wealthy, such as the Asian mullet 

roe millionaire from the St. Pete area” that supported the commercial fishing effort to defeat the 

net ban.   

 

Forsgren also remembers the 1992 general election day signature efforts and indicates that he 

knew they could do it with volunteers when they collected 200,000 signatures on that one day.  

According to Forsgren part of their success was that they caught the commercial fishermen off 

guard and, for once, the recreational interests were not outnumbered in a public forum event.  

There was no commercial fishing resistance to the signature gathering effort during the election 

according to Forsgren.  Forsgren says that he worked at signature gathering at the Elks Lodge 

polling place in Tallahassee on that day and he remembers that almost everyone signed the 

petition.  Forsgren says in general the only group that seemed resistant to signing the petition 

were white males above 50 years of age.    

 

Their signature target number, according to Wickstrom, was 450,000 signatures.  The signatures 

would be collected by volunteers so that they could reserve the funds they were collecting for the 

public relations campaign needed to pass the net ban amendment once the Florida Supreme 

Court certified it to the ballot.  During the ballot collection phase, Wickstrom’s magazine and the 

various sports writers around the state wrote columns to keep the net ban effort in the public eye. 

Eventually, Wickstrom says, volunteer collectors collected a total of 429,428 signatures which 

was sufficient, plus a margin of safety to certify the net ban amendment to the ballot. 

 

Forsgren is very proud of the all-volunteer signature gathering effort.  Although he indicates that 

the net ban amendment campaign was run by a successful political campaign manager and gives 

credit to that individual and Wickstrom for the publicity that eventually passed the net ban once 

the signatures were gathered, Forsgren states that the net ban was the only major volunteer grass 

roots fishing regulation constitution amendment in the country.  In particular, Forsgren 

remembers one individual that was unknown to the FCA before the effort who went to a Winn 

Dixie parking lot in Jacksonville on repeated weekends and gathered hundreds of signatures.  

According to Forsgren, “the guy didn’t want recognition or credit”, he said he did it because it 

was the right thing to do.  
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The all volunteer label was important, in Forsgren’s opinion, because it helped influence 

editorial boards and other important individuals to support the net ban.  Forsgren also states that 

the volunteer effort at signature gathering was important for practical considerations.  According 

to Forsgren, there are professional signature gathering firms that support organizations that are 

attempting to pass plebiscites and these companies charge one dollar or more for each signature 

gathered. Forsgren was concerned throughout the process over the amount of money that could 

be raised to support the net ban; using volunteers instead of a professional signature gathering 

company reduced the cost of the net ban effort by $500,000.  

 

Forsgren also says that the newspaper sport writers from around the state were helpful in 

building the group of volunteers.  According to Forsgren, a number of the sports writers like 

Frank Sargent of the Tampa paper; and Jim Hardy of the Miami Herald, were unencumbered by 

editorial boards when it came to their columns.  As a consequence, Forsgren says, these sports 

writers and others could write about the net ban to keep it in front of the most interested who 

were the volunteers.  Throughout the net ban campaign Forsgren says he and Wickstrom 

sometimes were able to talk to the sports writers as a group at events, but mostly they went to 

them one on one.  SOS also conducted fax campaigns focused on the sports writers to encourage 

uniform timing and new columns, according to Forsgren.  Forsgren says that this was all built on 

the relationships that Wickstrom and he had built with the sports writers over the years because 

the sportswriters knew of and respected the FCA’s reputation for honesty. 

 

Let’s Get It On 

 

After the Supreme Court certified the net ban amendment to the ballot, Wickstrom says, “it was 

war.”  According to Wickstrom, there were threats against his life and against the lives of FCA 

staff.  Wickstrom says that some claimed he was pushing the net ban in order to increase his 

magazine circulation.  Wickstrom disputes this claim and says circulation numbers for the 

magazine do not show a correlation with the net ban campaign.  Although Wickstrom believes 

the majority of commercial fishermen are law abiding, he stated that the threats of a few:  a 
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house that was burned down near Boca Grand that belonged to a net ban supporter; a drive by 

shooting he heard about at another house; and the lug nuts removed from the car of an MFC 

commissioner worried those closely involved with the net ban. 

 

Forsgren says that throughout the time the net ban was being considered by the public,  

commercial fishermen “were not constrained by the truth”  Forsgren says he personally spent 

considerable time writing some of the scientifically based educational pieces that explained the 

consequences of continued commercial fishing that were used to support the net ban. My 

research shows there was some criticism from outside independent environmental sources that 

SOS was over-stating the case for environmental damage from commercial fishing and that 

recreational fishing was as damaging to birds (pelicans from fishing line) and to habitat (sea 

grasses scarred by recreational boat props),   

 

Forsgren believes that the publications put out by SOS and FCA were justifiable based on facts.  

When the commercial fishermen tried their Save Our Seafood parody that Forsgren says was 

held by the courts to be mail fraud, for him, it showed the extent to which the commercial 

fishermen would go.  Throughout the net ban campaign, Forsgren says he was concerned that 

one of the lies of the commercial fishermen would catch on and defeat the net ban.  The lies and 

the deceit of the commercial fishermen during the net ban campaign convinced Forsgren that 

recreational fishermen were doing what they needed to do.  As to the claim by commercial 

fishing interests that the Save Our Seafood effort was an attempt at a parody, Wickstrom says, 

“The fraudulent Save Our Seafood letter was hardly a parody, and was never defended as such.  

A federal judge said he mailing was fraudulent and ordered it ceased.  The media statewide 

castigate commercials for it.” 

   

Once the net ban passed, Wickstrom was sure that it would be upheld against the court 

challenges from the commercial fishermen.  Wickstrom acknowledges that some commercial 

fishermen lost their traditional means of making a living on the water but he believes that net 

fishing near-shore was a dying industry and stopping it with the net ban was necessary to protect 

the recreational resource.  In response to the question: could there have been another way to 

approach fishing regulation?, Wickstrom states that the lack of sincerity on the part of the 



 162

commercial fishermen to engage in the government regulatory process to protect the resource 

and the lack of mechanisms available to enforce over fishing when taken together meant that the 

only solution was to ban nets and the only way to ban nets was by popular vote.  The only 

avenue for a popular vote with an effective outcome was through a constitutional amendment. 

 

In the final analysis, according to Forsgren, net fishing was not an economically essential part of 

the commercial fishing industry in Florida but “it’s a religious thing” for those who fish with 

nets.  Forsgren states that the real value in the commercial industry based on the scientific data 

associated with seafood landings is in snapper, grouper, stone crab and shrimp.  Kingfish and 

Spanish Mackerel are still important parts of the offshore net fishery, according to Forsgren, and 

offshore net fishing is still allowed.  Forsgren says it was the near-shore mullet fishermen that 

suffered most but the near-shore mullet fishery was not supported by sale of mullet for food, but 

rather for the sale of mullet roe to Asia and that use of the resource justifies the elimination of 

the mullet net-fishery to protect the sportfishing resource.  Once the net ban passed, Forsgren 

states, it was still possible for mullet fishermen to catch enough to support the food fish portion 

of the market using cast nets which were allowed.  Forsgren says this is evident because there 

were 20 million pounds of mullet landed before the net ban and 8 million pounds landed after the 

net ban.  According to Forsgren, some of these continued mullet landings still go to Asia during 

the roe season.  These are the factors along with the belief that the commercial fishing industry 

was not willing to participate in a rational regulatory process that Forsegren believes justified 

any negative impact of the net ban on individual fishermen or fishing families.  

 

Wickstrom states that even now, the commercial fishing interests continue to apply pressure to 

reverse the net ban, to change the net ban through MFC regulation, to develop technology that 

allows near-shore commercial fishing with devices that will not meet the legal definition of a gill 

net, and to simply ignore the net ban and take their chances with illegal poaching. 

 

In his column immediately after the vote Wickstrom wrote:  For me, it was a moment to 

remember and cherish… Never has a vote meant so much to me, nor to many of you…We 

changed he Florida Constitution Article X, Section 16…With only a tenth of the money that was 

spent on the losing casino campaign, the Save our Sealife campaign delivered a 73 percent 
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landslide, surpassing our most adventurous expectations…it’s truly amazing that nearly three 

million citizens made a gear-regulation decision that is normally made by four or five people in 

Tallahassee…The grassroots public is almost never heard in fisheries management…That’s one 

of the primary lessons sportfishing conservationists simply have to learn once and for all...It’s 

not enough, alas, to be right.  We can churn out all the statistics and research reports one could 

carry to show that high abundance through conservation provides the most benefits of every 

kind, but if your people don’t show up and don’t make the calls, we’re going to lose to 

commercial emotionalism every time.  The interest of 100 people right in the room with the 

decision-makers can, and do, overpower the interests of 1,000,000 citizens not on hand  

(Wickstrom. January 1995).” 
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CHAPTER SIX 

RESULTS, CONCLUSIONS, THEORY AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
 
 
 
The analysis of data is the most difficult and least codified critical part of building theory from 

case studies (Eisenhardt 1989). On one hand the qualitative researcher should produce theoretical 

insights; on the other hand it is not realistic to induce theory from every case study (Brower, 

Abolafia, and Carr 2000).  In order to assist the reader of this dissertation to understand my 

efforts, I have approached theory building in this chapter, in four sections, in the following way.   

 

1. The results section summarizes selected data and combines the three stories from Chapter 

Five into a single story.   

2. The conclusion section generalizes concepts and themes from the results and links the 

data to the literature.   

3. The theory section reduces the generalizations and discusses relationships to existing 

theory.   

4. The implications section illustrates how knowledge derived from the case might be 

applied to future actions and future analysis that may extend or improve what my analysis 

illustrates.      

 

Results 

 
The case of the Florida net ban is presented and has been analyzed within the framework of an 

organizational field formed around the issue of commercial fishing regulation (Hoffman 1999).  

The organizational field includes sensemaking from three major special interest associations 

presented in Chapter 5.   
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Although governmental activity associated with commercial saltwater fishing regulation began in 

the middle of the 19th century the earliest significant date mentioned by the participants in this 

case was World War II.  Immediately after World War II the recreational interests pointed out 

that dietary changes associated with individuals returning from other countries after the war, and 

the change in the ethnic makeup of the U.S. population that began about the same time, increased 

market demand for saltwater fin and shell fish.  About the same time, according to the 

recreational interests, technology changes related to netting material (monofilament) and 

outboard motors (more power) improved the efficiency of near-shore net fishermen in Florida. 

 

From the mid-1940’s until the mid-1960s all the associations described the government 

regulation of commercial fishing in a similar way.  They said the policy process was dominated 

by the special interest association that represents the larger fishing businesses.  According to all 

the associations this domination rested on a power base made up of a core of powerful rural 

legislators.  The three associations agree that recreational fishing interests attempted to influence 

policy outcomes during this time period but were mostly ineffective in these efforts. 

 

The net fishing association states that in the mid-1960’s social justice issues related to the under-

representation of minorities (predominately black minorities in Florida) resulted in a 

reapportionment of the Florida legislature.  According to the net fishing association key 

informant, reapportionment began a process of shifting power from rural to urban legislators, and 

this shift caused power to decay among legislators on whom the commercial interests relied for 

protection.  The commercial interests assert that eventually the legislature became disinterested 

in protecting commercial fishing interests and, therefore, commercial interests could no longer 

rely on legislative outcomes that protected their interests as in the past.   

 

The changes in Florida’s population dynamics continued until the present time and are expected 

to continue into the future according to both the net fishing association and Karl Wickstrom, the 

recreational fishing policy entrepreneur.  These population changes reflected increasing 

urbanization and coastal population density, and they brought greater numbers of recreational 
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fishermen into the mix.  The changes resulted in an ongoing increase in the amount of 

recreational and commercial fishing conflict. 

 

In the 1970’s a major fish species (kingfish) collapse occurred offshore from Florida and for the 

first time a species was put off limits by the government, according to all the informants.  About 

the same time recreational interests in Texas moved aggressively through the legislature to 

protect near shore fish for their own use.  This took the form of a net ban in near-shore Texas 

waters.  

 

The Florida net fishing association says that in the early 1970s, using its declining legislative 

power base, it shifted the regulation of commercial fishing to governmental executive branch 

agencies that it saw as friendly to its cause.  Because of the shift to friendly government 

executive branch regulators, commercial fishing interests continued to dominate the policy 

process and obtain favorable commercial fishing interest outcomes.  

 

In the 1980s, according to all parties, Florida recreational fishermen, working in concert with an 

organized Texas sportfishing group, built a stronger Florida recreational special interest 

association that began to make some limited gains in the policy process. 

 

Also, during the 1980s, the competing commercial and recreational interests attempted to gain 

advantage over each other in the policy process.  Each sought legislation that would change the 

membership of regulatory organizations and changes in the steps required for policy change 

approval. Recreational interests had occasional limited successes in creating policy favorable to 

them, but commercial interests continued to dominate the policy outcomes during this period, 

according to all of the informants.  Underlying the policy debate was the commercial key 

informants’ claim that regulations were adequate and the resource was recovering, and the 

recreational informants’ claim that regulations were not adequate and resources were in a 

continuous state of decline. 

 

By 1990, recreational policy entrepreneur Wickstrom says he concluded the only way to meet 

the goals of the recreational fishermen was by banning most nets in Florida near-shore waters.   



 167

Wickstrom pointed to the California constitutional ban on nets as an important factor in helping 

him convince Florida recreational interests to do the same.  An internal debate among the 

leadership of the recreational association occurred and Wickstrom convinced recreational 

interests to shift strategy and invest their efforts in a net ban 

 

The Florida net ban emerged in the beginning of the 1990’s.  New actors were drawn to the 

organizational field that, except for newspaper editorial boards, participated in minor ways 

according to all the informants.  The newspaper editorial boards played a major role in 

determining the net ban outcome, and all the associations acknowledge that they attempted to 

influence editorial opinion.  The recreational fishing association informants admit their shift in 

both strategy and tactics was a shift to the use of power and emotion to seek public support.  The 

commercial associations say in hindsight that they failed to mount an effective campaign to 

counter the recreational interests and, as evidence from legislative action illustrates, the net ban 

passed overwhelmingly.  

     

Conclusions 

Various scholars assert that theory building is possible from a single case (e.g., Eisenhardt 1989; 

Barzelay 1993; Yin 1994; Brower, Abolafia & Carr 2000).  Following this understanding, I have 

included this section to make the theory building I have performed transparent and to provide a 

foundation for the theory section which follows. 

 

I have examined the participants in this case as parts of an organizational field (Scott 1991) 

formed around a central issue, similar to that described by Hoffman in his study of 

environmental change in the U.S. chemical industry (Hoffman 1999).  It is important in defining 

organizational fields to ensure that the boundaries of the field are derived from field participants 

and not imposed by the researcher. When the researcher imposes boundary definitions on field 

membership it can lead to conclusions about the type of loci around which the field is formed.  In 

the past, institutional scholars have generally emphasized how organizational fields form around 

loci like technology and industry (Scott 1991, Hoffman 1999).  Hoffman departs from the 

traditional loci associated with organizational field creation and asserts that organizational fields 

form around central issues (Hoffman 1999).  When organizational fields are issue centered the 
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participants in the field competitively debate the meaning of events surrounding the issue and 

field membership must be derived from the members (Hoffman 1999). For example, in this case, 

if I had imposed limits on field membership to the commercial fishers, industry suppliers, 

wholesale consumers, and the legislative and executive regulators, field formation may have 

appeared to be technology or industry focused (Scott 1991). In this analysis, however, I allowed 

the participants in the net ban case to define the primary membership of the organizational field 

and they defined it as including the commercial and recreational fishing associations. Without 

the inclusion of sport fishermen and recreational interests, a conflict in views and debate of 

meaning would not exist in the field and the field would not appear issue based.  When one 

acknowledges the important role of the recreational fishing interests in this case, however, it 

becomes apparent that an explanation of institutions as forming around technologies produces an 

incomplete account of the institutional changes that did occur. Following Hoffman (1999), the 

explanation of institutional change hinging on the conflict over a central issue has better 

explanatory power than institutional change arising from technology.  

 

The issue around which the organizational field forms, in this case study, is regulation of 

saltwater commercial fishing. The participants in organizational fields include constituents such 

as government, critical exchange partners, professional and trade associations, special interest 

groups (Scott 1995; Hoffman 1999).  The participants in this organizational field include all of 

the foregoing, but the primary participants are the two commercial fishing trade associations and 

the recreational fishing association special interest group. Conflict over issue sensemaking like 

that between the commercial and recreational association in this case is a characteristic of this 

type of organizational field (Hoffman 1999).  

 

Similar to the findings of Hoffman the field participants in this case changed over time (Hoffman 

1999).  The recreational fishermen pointed to the middle 1940’s as the earliest date that is 

important in this case.  At that time the field was dominated by commercial fishing interests and 

a few rural legislators. Eventually the field grew to include the entire legislature when urban 

legislators became interested in addressing the issue of commercial fishing from a resource 

protection perspective.  The field changed further with the creation of the Florida Conservation 
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Association (FCA).  The FCA was, in part, an isomorphic institutional (DiMaggio and Powell 

1983) outgrowth of the expanded effort to regulate commercial fishing by recreational interests.   

 

There were changes in the governmental regulators that inhabited the organizational field as 

well.  The commercial fishing interests engaged the legislature to shift control of the regulatory 

process from the legislative to the governmental executive branch.  This added members to the 

organizational field.  As time progressed, changes in the composition of executive branch 

regulators occurred in response to competitive efforts by the commercial and regulatory interests 

to control the outcome of the decision-making process.  One change excluded commercial 

fishermen as regulators to the benefit of the recreational interests.  Another change added the 

Governor and Cabinet (state-wide elected office holders) to the benefit of the commercial 

interests.  Changes of this type are consistent with the idea that an institutional approach to 

understanding social phenomena is consistent with strategic behavior, rational calculation and 

innovation (Scott and Meyer 1994), even though the strategic and rational activities may be on 

the part of a few key actors who are optimally situated to effect change. 

 

The organization field also changed in response to the value of mullet roe in the market place.  

The supply of mullet brought international corporations with world wide customers into the 

organizational field.  These companies influenced the choices available to commercial interests 

when the net ban emerged.  Hoffman finds that organizational fields respond to triggering events 

(Hoffman 1999), and although he does not specifically define market forces as part of the 

triggering events, I believe a radical market demand event like the one identified here fits within 

Hoffman’s thesis.   

 

When the issue base for the organizational field is defined in macro terms as the regulation of 

commercial fishing, the final change in membership in the organizational field in this case study 

came in response to the net ban proposal.  The net ban proposal was the solution to the failure of 

existing regulatory response mechanisms associated with the issue, as perceived by recreation 

interests involved in the organizational field.  The net ban proposal engaged the public, other 

associations, and actors that are generally concerned with public policy outcomes. Once the net 

ban was formally placed on the public agenda, parties that were peripheral to the issue of fishing 
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regulation entered the organizational field in a more prominent role.  Newspaper editorial boards, 

university science centers, mainstream environmental groups, recreational fishermen suppliers, 

celebrities, professional campaign managers, and civil rights advocates were among those who 

entered the field for the brief period when issues included in the net ban debate intersected with 

their own interests.  Once the net ban proposal passed many of these parties left the 

organizational field or moved back to the periphery of the field and the trade and special interest 

associations remained at the center of the field. 

 

Hoffman concludes that institutional changes occur as a result of individual or multiple 

triggering events, which he also calls disruptive events, associated with the central issue, that 

impact the organizational field (Hoffman 1999).  Hoffman acknowledges that he does not 

completely define triggering events and that he does not thoroughly distinguish among them, 

their characteristics and effects (Hoffman 1999).  Hoffman also states that he has not resolved 

concerns about the ability or requirement for different triggering events to work singularly, in 

succession, or in concert. Instead of imposing a specific definition on triggering events, he 

discovered individual and multiples of triggering events by performing content analysis of the 

articles in the trade journal Chemical Week (Hoffman 1999).  Hoffman points toward Hannigan 

as the starting point for his understanding of how these triggering events he discovers might be 

categorized (Hannigan 1995; Hoffman 1999).  The three categories of trigger events with which 

Hoffman began are milestones (e.g. Earth Day, creation of the EPA); catastrophes (e.g. 

environmental chemical spills and accidents); and legal/administrative happenings (e.g. 

regulatory agency policy shifts, international agreements, books) (Hoffman 1999).  Hoffman 

finds that following such events, over a period of years (4 to 11 years after different events) 

follow during which institutional and organizational field change occurred until another 

triggering event took place.   

 

Unlike Hoffman, I am allowing the sensemaking of the participants to define the triggering 

events associated with the case study and the organizational field.  The members of the field are 

embedded in the field and their view lacks independent perspective, but their view is what they 

understood as having the greatest impact on themselves or other field members.  In terms 



 171

suggested by W. I. Thomas if people thus define a situation as real in their minds, it becomes real 

in its consequences (Thomas 1923).  

 

Setting aside Hoffman’s treatment of triggering events, I believe that the categories provided by 

Straus and Corbin for axial coding provide another useful way by which conditions that cause 

and/or influence social events may be categorized and understood (Straus and Corbin 1990) and 

by which triggering events (Hoffman 1999) may be defined.  In their grounded theory approach, 

Strauss and Corbin categorize data into causal conditions, phenomenon, context, intervening 

conditions, action, and consequences (Straus and Corbin 1990). Applying these distinctions to 

the current analysis, “causal conditions” from the Strauss and Corbin (1990) approach are 

commensurate with Hoffman’s notion of triggering events; “phenomena” are similar to the 

central issue in an organizational field; “context” applies to the properties of the central issue; 

“intervening conditions” are structural in nature and serve as facilitators or inhibitors on action.  

Combining these categories with the causal conditions described by Hoffman as triggering 

events provides an analytic framework to distinguish among the events identified by the 

participants in this case study.  It is important to note, however, that some causal conditions, that 

is, that had the effect of triggering change, may not necessarily reduce to a single event.  

    

The following is a list of potential triggering events in this case, identified as significant by the 

participants, that would fit the definition of “triggering events” provided by Hoffman if those 

events were followed by significant periods of change in the organizational field (Hoffman1999)   

Following each item in the list is an indication of the members of the organizational field that 

identified the event and the category, from the taxonomy of Strauss and Corbin, to point out 

which events might be considered during analysis as intervening conditions instead of causes.  

 

1. The end of World War II and the return home of the GIs who brought with them dietary 

changes that resulted from cultural exposure during the war and occupation that followed. 

(recreational interests: causal condition).  

2. Near-shore net fishing was prohibited in Georgia (recreational interests: causal 

condition).  
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3. Court ordered reapportionment of the Florida legislature (net fishermen’s association: 

intervening condition).   

4. The Magnuson Act passed the U.S. Congress (fish house association: causal condition).  

5. The mackerel fishery suddenly collapsed (recreational fishing interests; net fishermen’s 

association: causal condition).   

6. Florida fishing regulations were shifted from the legislative to the executive branch of 

government (all three associations: causal condition).  

7. Asian mullet roe market shifted its supply requirements to Florida (commercial 

associations: causal condition).   

8. The Texas legislature passed a ban on near-shore commercial net fishing (all three 

associations: causal condition).   

9. The Florida Conservation Association was created (all three associations: intervening 

condition).   

10. California passed a constitutional ban on nets (recreational interests; causal condition).  

11. The SOS was created to pass the Wickstrom proposed net ban plebiscite (all three 

associations; intervening condition). 

 

In addition to the events above that fit the definition of potential triggering events (Hoffman 

1999) other more gradually emerging events related to the organizational field and the issue of 

fishing regulation are identified in the case data.  Each of these events fits the definition of 

context as provided by Struas and Corbin.  As in the list above, the member of the organizational 

field identifying the item follows each item listed below. 

 

1. Increased demand for saltwater seafood emerged because of changes in the ethnic and 

culture of the overall population (net fishing interest; ).  

2. Shifts occurred in legislative power and the agenda process based on the urbanization of 

Florida (net fishermen’s association).   

3. Saltwater resource ecological health declined because of population growth in Florida 

(net fishermen’s association, recreational interests).   
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4. The legislative and executive branches of Florida government continuously failed to 

arrive at meaningful regulatory solutions (net fishermen’s association, recreational 

interests).  

 

The research question I pose is a question related to institutional change.  The three institutional 

pillars described by Scott -- regulatory, normative, and cognitive -- are a useful way to examine 

institutional change (Scott 1995) and they are applicable here.   Different regulatory pillars 

experienced different “orders” of change described by Bartunek and Moch: first-order 

(incremental within a continuing framework) and second-order (framework modifications) 

change (Bartunek and Moch 1987).  The final category of change provided by Bartunek and 

Moch, third-order change (mechanisms for organizational field members to become self aware of 

institutional dependencies) (Bartunek and Mock 1987), was not found in the case; but as will be 

discussed in the section on implications below, the lack of third-order change mechanisms is 

important to the creation of outcomes 

 

In this case study, change in the regulatory pillar (Scott 1995) was change of the first and second 

order.   Most of the change in the rules of the game (North 1993) that governed commercial 

saltwater fishing prior to the passage of the net ban can be understood as first order change.  It 

will be shown below that one form of change in the rules of the game (North 1993) that occurred 

can be understood as second order change  

   

Some Saltwater fishing governance rules (first order) changed throughout the life of the case.  In 

the beginning, the rules that controlled saltwater fishing were minimal; the rules that did exist 

were based on harvest times and locations.  As the case evolved additional rules related to 

harvest times and locations were established.  Rules that controlled the technology that could be 

used by commercial fishermen eventually emerged (e.g. the banning of deep water fish traps; the 

requirement for turtle excluder devices in shrimp nets; the passage of the net ban in Texas).  The 

shift from traditional rule forms that governed harvest times and locations to rules that impacted 

fishing technology is best described as second order change from the perspective of the net ban 

participants.  These changes can be understood as changes in the regulatory institutional pillar 

(Scott 1995).  
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As described below, first order change also occurred when there was change in the mechanisms 

that created the saltwater fishing governance rules.   When commercial fishing regulation control 

was shifted from the legislative to the executive branch of government and subsequently within 

executive branch of government agencies, the recreational interests expected these shifts to be 

second order change that would improve regulatory outcomes from their perspective.  The 

commercial fishing interests and their legislative supporters constructed the new executive 

branch mechanisms to mirror the favorable commercial fishing results of the legislative 

mechanisms.  The new mechanisms, like the old, were designed to perpetuate the status quo in 

commercial fishing regulation.  In the view of the commercial interests these were not changes in 

frame work and are therefore best described for them as first order change.  Although each of the 

participating groups saw the change in different terms it appears to me that the perpetuation of 

the status quo outcome identified by both groups gives credence to the belief that it was first 

order change that occurred. 

 

Second order change occurred when the SOS proposed the net ban as a plebiscite.  The net ban 

proposal could be seen as first order change if it is viewed as an incremental extension of 

regulation of commercial fishing technology which was a second order change that had already 

occurred. But, as explained by the recreational fishing interests, they did not believe the net ban 

would be implemented by the existing governance structure that controlled commercial fishing 

regulations.  As a consequence, they proposed the net ban as a constitutional amendment.  This 

second order change in the regulative pillar (Scott 1995) was dependent on a change in the 

cognitive institutional pillar of institutionalized recreational fishing interest roles (Scott 1995).  

The recreational fishing interests shifted from the role they had occupied in both the legislative 

and governmental executive rule-making process.  When the net ban was proposed the 

recreational interests were no longer seeking compromise with the commercial fishermen, and 

the recreational interests shifted from a scientific policy argument to a strategy of emotional 

appeals.  This cognitive shift was attributed by all of the case views to the entrepreneurial action 

of a single individual, Karl Wickstrom.  Building on the work of Brower and Abolafia (1996) on 

procedural entrepreneurship, Baez and Abolafia (2002) observed that entrepreneurial activity is 

well studied generally but not well understood within the institutional change literature.   
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Wickstrom picked the net ban public vote strategy because of the ongoing failure of the 

compromise approach that was the mainstay of the recreational strategy.  Wickstrom chose to 

pursue a constitutional amendment because he believed that use of the legislative or government 

executive branch processes to create a net ban would fail.  Exactly why Wickstrom arrived at 

these positions and the extent to which the success of other efforts in other state regulatory 

processes influenced Wickstrom is not clear.  It is clear that Wickstrom used the California and 

Texas efforts to convince members of the recreational fishing association to change their 

approach to resource sharing.  Institutional isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1991), in this 

instance institutional assumptions and frameworks borrowed from California and Texas, is at 

least partially responsible for this shift in the cognitive pillar (Scott 1995) among the recreational 

fishing interests.  

 

Institutions within the normative pillar (Scott 1995) did not appreciably change in this case when 

examined from the perspective of the members of the organizational field.  The commercial 

fishing interests’ belief that society regarded them as “black hats” and an underclass was 

consistent over the life of the case. The recreational fishers’ public claims that the commercial 

fishermen were despoilers of the natural resource remained consistent from the beginning until 

the end of the case. 

 

The public normative statements from the commercial fishing interests characterizing the 

recreational interests also did not change over the life of the case.  The commercial fishers’ 

maintained that recreational interests were selfish elites that would not share the fishing resource 

with others.  According to the commercial fishers the recreational interests were heartless when 

it came to concerns about the lives and livelihoods of commercial fishermen and their families.  

The final statement from the executive director of the net fishermen’s association comparing the 

net ban plebiscite to the Rosewood massacre is illustrative of the consistency of belief held by 

the commercial fishermen toward recreational fishermen and the general public.  The Rosewood 

massacre was a rural Florida event perpetuated by a white majority on a black minority.  The 

white majority community, based on rumor; attacked, injured and killed members of a small 

black minority community in Florida.  The community was devastated by the attack and 
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essentially disappeared.  The use of Rosewood as the metaphor for the net ban immediately after 

its passage by the executive director of the net fishermen’s association is a strong and emotional 

assertion of the strength of the commercial fishermen’s association about the lack of concern of 

the recreational interests for their well being. 

 

It could be argued that the legislature and the executive branch as collective bodies changed their 

normative positions over time because of the limited in-roads made by the recreational fishers in 

the debate over how commercial fishing rules are made.  I do not believe the case data supports 

this argument.  The success of the recreational interests was limited and may have been in 

response to resource events, political issues, or other reasons.  The data in the case was not 

sufficient to determine the extent to which shifts in the normative institutional pillar (Scott 1995) 

occurred among the legislative and executive branches of government. 

 

There was no data in the case on the public’s perception of commercial fishermen independent of 

that offered by the commercial fishermen themselves.  As a result it was not clear whether the 

emotional appeals by the recreational fishermen during the net ban campaign; the tactical failures 

of the commercial fishermen like that of the attempt at an SOS parody; or the characterization of 

commercial fishermen on the editorial pages of newspapers changed the public view.  It may be 

that the public would have decided the outcome of the net ban in the same way irrespective of 

the efforts of the participants to sway the public vote. 

 

The cognitive institutional pillar (Scott 1995) can be persistently carried in roles.  When social 

roles are institutionalized, world views and sensemaking are limited and formed by those roles 

(Scott 1995).  In this case the institutionalized roles of the commercial and recreational 

fishermen were important in determining why the net ban emerged when it did. 

 

The commercial fishing interests were embedded in their roles as fishermen and their life view 

was derived from their occupation.  Their role resulted in three institutionalized elements that did 

not change over the course of the case.  From the outset the commercial fishermen believed that 

they had a right to fish and to continue to pursue their traditional occupation. Their belief in this 

right to fish remained constant thorough the end of the case.  When the net ban passed there was 
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disbelief among the commercial fishermen that the public would actually prohibit them from 

fishing. 

   

The second institutional element that grew from the fishermen’s role was their opposition to the 

recreational fishermen.  The commercial fishermen saw themselves as an underclass that needed 

to fight the recreational fishermen and powerful recreational fishing elites to preserve their right 

to fish.  Their belief that they were an underclass was more than a normative element.  

Commercial fishermen shared a common belief about themselves and their role as fishermen and 

believed they needed to fight to overcome adversity rather than finesse or cooperate with 

adversarial conditions when such conditions arose.  The commercial fishermen’s belief that they 

were under attack from the elite recreational fishermen who did not care about the commercial 

fishermen’s well being and their cognitive institutionalized role to conquer adversity eliminated 

any ability to trust that the “other side” would be reasonable in the regulatory process. 

 

The third and perhaps most important institutionalized element arising from the commercial 

fishermen’s role was their choice of strategy and tactics to protect and defend their right to fish.  

The commercial fishermen chose a power approach and persisted in that approach throughout 

their public campaign to defeat the net ban.  When the net ban passed the executive director of 

the net fishermen’s association realized – albeit too late-- that shifting to a compromise strategy 

while they still had influence over the process might have preserved the fishermen’s traditional 

occupation.  The cognitive institutional persistence of the fishermen’s role precluded 

compromise with recreational fishermen as an alternative.  That is, their long-standing sense of 

political invincibility, and the failure to recognize that their political power base had been 

eroded, constituted a persistent cognitive characterization of the world that was no longer true.  

A widely-held worldview such as this, even if inaccurate, can be understood as institutional 

persistence within the broader model of institution types (Scott 1995) 

 

The recreational fishermen were also constrained by their roles and the persistence of specific 

cognitive institutionalized elements of those roles.  From the outset of the case, recreational 

fishermen believed that commercial fishermen did not have the right to harvest and sell saltwater 

fish.  The recreational fishermen compared their view to the socially-accepted agreement that 
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fresh water fish and game should not be commercially harvested.  Recreational fishermen 

believed that they had the right to remove fish from the saltwater resource.  The recreational 

fishermen believed commercial harvest was damaging to the resource, whereas the recreational 

harvest was beneficial for the resource. These views did not change over the life of the case. 

 

At the outset of the case recreational fishermen pursued an educational, scientific explanation, 

and compromise approach to creating fishing regulation.  Recreational fishermen took on the 

roles of educators, seekers of “truth”; they claimed a platform of reasonableness.  The case data 

demonstrated that this component of the recreational fishermen’s role was institutionalized.  

Recreational fishermen pursued their approach in the legislature for a long period with very little 

success.  When control of fishing regulation moved from the legislative to the governmental 

executive branch, the recreation fishermen continued to pursue the same strategy and approach, 

again with very limited success.  Recreational fishermen stayed with their approach even though 

they were increasingly frustrated by the results they achieved.  They sought legislative change 

that they believed would enhance the impact of their approach on regulatory outcomes rather 

than to change the approach itself.  The result of these legislative changes further aided the 

commercial fishermen’s efforts to slow decision-making and limit commercial fishing 

regulations. 

 

Eventually, the recreational fishermen shifted away from their role as educators of scientific fact.  

The recreational fishermen, while proposing the net ban, also shifted to arguments of emotion 

and to a strategy based on influence and political persuasion. The recreational fishermen had for 

years attempted to obtain compromise regulation based on studies through a process of logic and 

debate.  It was clear in the case data that Wickstrom was the driving force behind the change of 

the recreational members of the organizational field.  It was not clear in the case data why 

Wickstrom changed or why he changed at the particular time he chose.  Members and leaders of 

the FCA initially resisted Wickstrom’s efforts even though they were frustrated with the 

outcomes obtained from the existing regulatory mechanisms.  Wickstrom used the example of 

the California net ban to assist in convincing the members of the FCA.  Wickstrom’s use of the 

California example illustrates that, even in the processes of institutional isomorphism, specific 
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human actors have a conspicuous role as carriers of isomorphic change (DiMaggio and Powell 

1991). 

 

The choice to pursue a plebiscite depended on emotional appeal to the public at large.  The 

recreational fishermen were criticized by some in the scientific community, because the 

recreational fishermen’s appeal did not rely on science.  Unlike the persistence in their traditional 

role of the commercial fishermen in response to the net ban, when the recreational fishermen 

committed to the net ban plebiscite they shifted from their institutionally embedded approach.  

This shift included hiring an experienced public issues campaign manager, establishing an 

organization specifically to manage the campaign, and raising funds to promote a public appeal.  

The recreational interests shift also included the linking of commercial net fishing to the death of 

dolphins, turtles, birds and other popular animals, even though the links were not scientifically 

grounded. 

 

Theory 

 
Hoffman finds that institutions and organizational fields co-evolve (Hoffman 1999). Hoffman 

indicates that institutional evolution involves all three of the institutional pillars described by 

Scott (1995; (Hoffman 1999).  When discussing institutional coevolution Hoffman does 

distinguish between institutions within different pillars. Hoffman concludes that institutional 

pillars are connected and that transitions among the three institutional pillars occurred (Hoffman 

1999).  For Hoffman, all pillar types of institutions do not freely coevolve with organizational 

fields (Hoffman 1999) because the change in the cognitive pillar is linked to prior necessary 

changes in the normative and regulative pillars.  Hoffman concludes that interconnection exists 

in the institutional pillars (Scott 1995) and that the interconnectedness creates an order for 

change among institutions that requires normative and regulative institutional pillar change 

before cognitive pillar change can occur.  The findings in this case are similar but different in 

one important way which extends the theory of change provided by Hoffman by linking change 

more directly to the sensemaking of the participants in the organizational field, as described 

below.  
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In the case of the Florida net ban, regulatory institutions experienced change of the first and 

second order change, and there is evidence that the organization field changed in response to the 

changes in the regulatory institutions.  There is also evidence in this case that regulatory 

institutions changed in response to changes in the organizational field.  From this evidence, like 

Hoffman, I infer coevolution of institutions within the regulatory pillar and the organizational 

field (Hoffman 1999).  

 

Normative institutions in this case did not co-evolve with organizational fields.  There is 

evidence that new members to the organizational field brought different normative 

institutionalized sensemaking into the mix, but there is no evidence that those values spread to 

other members of the field.  The reverse appears to be more likely in the case of the Florida net 

ban.  That is, newcomers were generally socialized to the prevailing normative institutions, 

giving up many of the unique normative frameworks that they had originally brought with them 

to the new institutional setting.  The consistent members of the field tended to hold the same 

normative positions throughout the entire time frame covered in the case.  This is substantially 

different from the institutional change results that Hoffman identified in the chemical industry 

(Hoffman 1999). 

  

Roles, as cognitive institutions, remain constant for the commercial fishing associations within 

the organizational field throughout the entire case.  Roles, as cognitive institutions, remained the 

same for the recreational institutions for a time despite changes in institutions in the regulative 

pillar and changes in the organization field, but eventually the recreational association broke 

away and a significant cognitive institutional shift occurred which gave rise to the net ban 

constitutional amendment proposal.  The case data was clear that the cause of the cognitive role 

shift in the recreational association was partially attributable to the leadership of a single 

individual.  Because the events in the case were known commonly to all of the members of the 

field, it can be inferred that other variables also influenced the cognitive change.  The extent to 

which Wickstrom was the first to be moved by other variables and was simply running to the 

front of an inevitable parade, or the extent to which he was causative in his leadership role is 

beyond the explanatory scope of the data in this case.  What is clear and within the data is that 

participants in the case credit single person leadership (Wickstrom) with making a significant 



 181

and important difference that gave rise to the net ban constitutional amendment.  At a minimum 

it can be inferred that single person leadership was at least a catalyst necessary for the cognitive 

change that brought about the net ban.   

 

In the case of the net ban, like in Hoffman, institutions in the regulative pillar changed and the 

cognitive pillar remained consistent for a time (Hoffman 1999).  Unlike Hoffman, changes in the 

normative pillar did not occur in the net ban case.  Also, unlike Hoffman the change in 

institutions in the cognitive pillar were not based on the changes in in the regulative or normative 

pillar.  Cognitive pillar changes in the net ban case were independent of the changes in the other 

institutional pillars. I have identified differences in the institutional change results identified by 

Hoffman in the chemical industry (Hoffman 1999) and the institutional change results I found in 

the net ban case.  These differences can be explained by my conclusion that institutional pillars 

(Scott 1995) are connected though the sensemaking of the members of the organizational field 

and not directly to each other in a specific way as Hoffman found.  Since organization field 

membership changes over time and no issue based organizational field is like any other.  This 

means that different issue based organizational fields will experience institutional change in 

unique ways; it also means that any one organizational field may experience institutional change 

differently as the environment, the issue and the membership of the field change over time.      

 

Hoffman finds that organizational fields are not static, that participants enter and leave the 

organizational field, and that interaction patterns in the field change (Hoffman 1999).  The same 

can be inferred from this case.  The most significant time for change in the organizational field 

membership that occurs in this case was visible after the net ban was proposed for the ballot.  

New members rapidly entered the field at that point.  Some of these new field members, like the 

environmental groups, can be assumed to have inhabited a space that was on the margins of the 

field because of issues that overlapped fishing regulation, like the protection of pelicans.  Other 

new filed members, like the racial equity advocates, that entered the field were foreign to the 

field before the net ban. 

 

Although it is clear in this case that the membership of the organizational field is dynamic, it is 

not clear that interaction patterns among field members changed.  Hoffman found changing 
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interaction patterns (Hoffman 1999); in this case there is not enough specific data to make a 

determination.  Hoffman did not find institutional change differences among different members 

or classes of members in the organizational field (Hoffman 1999).  He is silent on this idea.  I 

found differences associated with institutional change among different members of the 

organizational field.  This suggests that when studying institutional change in issue based 

organizational fields that micro analysis is important and that, as in this case, issue change may 

be linked with only one of the organizational field participants.  

 

Another important difference in my work and Hoffman relates to Hoffman’s finding that 

triggering events are necessary and sufficient to cause institutional change (Hoffman 1999).  In 

the net ban case there are triggering events that impacted the issues and the organizational field.  

There are events that occurred suddenly and that appear to meet the definition of triggering 

events, like the Magnuson Act (Hoffman 1999).  There are also events, or perhaps changes better 

described in other ways, that occurred slowly that modified the environment in which the field 

operated, like the urbanization of Florida and reapportionment of legislative districts.  Hoffman 

does not isolate this second type of event or condition in his study.   There is also evidence in 

this case that the two types of events may have operated independently of and in tandem with the 

other type.  The Magnuson Act can be seen as an independent event.  Reapportionment and the 

urbanization of Florida operated in tandem to change the legislative and executive power 

structure identified in the case.     

 

Events that can be defined as trigger events (Hoffman 1999) appear in the net ban case data, and 

therefore, it cannot be inferred that some or all of the events were not necessary to cause the 

institutional change that occurred.  For example, it is not clear that the Magnuson Act was a 

necessary element in the evolution of commercial fishing regulation that led to the net ban, but 

the results of the case without the Magnuson Act are uncertain. That is, the influence of the 

Magnuson Act on the organizational field cannot be isolated.  For example, the Texas and 

California net bans may have occurred without the Magnuson Act, and these two events and the 

urbanization of Florida may have eventually led to the Florida net ban outcome.  But suggesting 

this is what occurred, rather than suggesting that it is plausible, requires that I step outside of the 
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actual events and the data and speculate to a level that reduces the qualitative work in this case 

below a credible level of validity. 

 

Other events in the net ban case do appear to be triggering events that were necessary conditions 

for some of the change that is in evidence.  Legislative reapportionment clearly shifted the power 

structure of the legislative body in Florida and required the commercial fishermen to seek second 

order institutional change to protect their interests.  But, it is not clear that reapportionment gave 

rise to the net ban.  It could be inferred that the growing frustration of the recreational fishers 

would have reached the point of forcing them to change their role and approach even if the 

legislative process remained unfair.  This type of conclusion also seems outside of the bounds of 

reasonable validity. 

 

Hoffman finds that triggering events are a necessary and sufficient condition to cause 

institutional change (Hoffman 1999).  I infer from the net ban case study that events described in 

the results section that are similar to the events, identified in the chemical industry study, by 

Hoffman as triggering events (Hoffman 1999) are sometimes necessary but not sufficient 

conditions to cause first-order or second-order (Bartunek and Moch 1987) institutional change. 

 

A final theoretical element that arises in both Hoffman and my study of the net ban is that neither 

effort is comprehensively linked to theories of policy change. In both Hoffman and the case of 

the net ban the elements of focus include organizational field membership, organizational field 

issue, and institutions in the organizational field.  Some of the literature on policy change is 

briefly discussed in Chapter Two.  A complete analysis of a theory of co-change relationships 

between policy and institutions is beyond the boundaries of the effort.  However, based on my 

findings in the case of the net ban, it is important to touch on the subject of co-change 

relationships from a theoretical perspective.    

 

Both studies found the issue around which the organizational field formed remained consistent 

over time at the macro level and included evidence that there were adjustments in the form of 

changes associated with the details of the issue around which the organizational field formed at 

the micro level.  Both studies were involved with a subject that included the creation of 
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governmental policy and changes in policy outcomes. Hoffman treats policy change as a type of 

triggering event associated with institutional change (Hoffman 1999).  Beyond assigning policy 

change to one of the classes of trigger events, Hoffman is silent on the subject of policy change. 

As indicated earlier the data in the case of the net ban are not adequate for me to determine if 

policy change and other triggering events were necessary and sufficient to cause institutional 

change.  But unlike Hoffman, my findings indicate that policy change in commercial fishing 

regulation arose in association with and in response to changes in the regulative and cognitive 

institutional pillars (Scott 1995) associated with members of the field.  My findings also indicate 

that it can be inferred that third order change mechanisms, if installed, in the commercial 

associations could have led to different policy outcomes.  As a consequence, change or the lack 

of change in institutions had a direct impact on policy change paths and the policy alternatives 

chosen.       

 

Implications 

 

Three implications stand out as a result of the analysis and are outlined in the following section 

of this chapter: first, that leadership, or individual action, is a necessary element in institutional 

change; second, that as a prescriptive matter, all organized groups and interests must attend to 

their own institutional embeddedness to prevent significant public losses or failures from 

inattention to those institutional assumptions that outlive their usefulness as circumstances in the 

social environment change; third, that when studies of issue based organizational fields are 

undertaken the pattern and amount of institutional change among the institutional pillars will be 

unique to the case and the sensemaking of the members of the field. 

 

Leadership, or Individual Action, as Necessary for Institutional Change 

 

Leadership is inferred in this case as contributing in a significant way to institutional change.  

The data does not allow an inference that leadership was sufficient to cause the change, but the 

data does allow an inference that leadership was a necessary force leading to the recreational 

fishermen’s role change that eventually led to the net ban institutional change outcome.  
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Additional study on specific leadership action and public policy entrepreneurs that are private 

citizens as institutional change agents would have significant value in theoretical and practical 

terms.  In this case this is especially important because the shift that allowed the net ban to 

emerge was a cognitive based role shift.  In the case of the net ban, new government regulatory 

programs and social arrangements were not assembled by the actions of leadership prior to the 

institutional change that occurred; new government programs and social arrangements were the 

result of it. 

 

Institutional Embeddedness and Group Failure 

 

The second implication relates to the choices made by the commercial fishermen to deal with the 

issue of fishing regulation as part of the organizational field.  The commercial fishermen’s 

choice of a power strategy was adequate for them to obtain their desired outcome for a 

substantial time.  However, when other institutional elements associated with the organizational 

field and the core field issue changed the persistence of the commercial fishermen’s role and 

their commitment to a power strategy approach was a partial cause of the net ban.  The 

commercial fishermen’s power choice also lost them the editorial support of the Florida 

newspapers which was a significant element in the success of the net ban amendment proposal.  

In short, the commercial fishermen abused their power position.   

 

It can be inferred from the data, that had the commercial fishermen changed their role and 

participated fairly in a regulatory process, the net ban may never have emerged; would not have 

emerged as early; or may not have been successful because of a lack of newspaper editorial 

support.  Any of these outcomes would have been to the advantage of the commercial fishermen.  

There is direct evidence in this case that the fishermen did not consider this alternative until after 

the net ban became law.  This conclusion suggests that those who participate in public 

administration -- or in any interest with a public face -- in organizational fields must carefully 

examine their current roles and be prepared to seek new institutional arrangements – and 

especially when policy outcomes are satisfactory.  Organizational field members experiencing 

success in obtaining desired outcomes may need to implement change during satisfactory 
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outcome periods even when changes have a short term cost (less satisfactory outcomes), so that 

they may maximize longer range positive outcomes.  

 

Individual self examination is difficult, at best, especially in respect to accepted understandings 

of institutional persistence.  Collective self examination among members of an organizational 

field is likely more difficult still.  Collective self examination and seeking new institutional 

arrangements, like those suggested above will not occur by happenstance.  Seeking such change 

systematically will require mechanisms associated with third-order change (the training of 

organizational members to see schemata) (Bartunek and Moch 1987), which I interpret as the 

ability to see institutional limitations and effects. Special interest group and trade group 

associations may be able to accomplish self examination to improve outcomes for their members 

if they have the mechanisms and training in place to accomplish it.  These groups and 

associations are charged by their members with maximizing outcomes and should be motivated 

in this direction once they understand its value to them.  Mechanisms for this form of third order 

change (Bartunek and Moch 1987) were not identified among the organizational field 

associations in the case of the Florida net ban. 

 

Sensemaking in Organizational Fields and Change in Institutions  

 

The third implication derived from my case study relates to the results that can be expected when 

studying institutional change within issue based organizational fields.  The results from this case 

when combined with the work performed by Hoffman suggest that it is likely that institutions 

will be found not to change consistently in a specific pillar order when viewed as institutional 

pillars.  Although based only on these two examples, if this conclusion is confirmed by 

additional study of other issue based organizational fields, it allows an inference that 

sensemaking among the members of the field has a greater impact on the path of change and the 

specific emergence of outcomes than either a differential ranking of the persistence of pillar 

types or the conclusion that one pillar type rests upon a foundation of another type and derives its 

greater persistence from that relationship.  Additional study into this idea is necessary to more 

thoroughly understand institutional change.  
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Institutional Change and Policy Change are Linked  

 

The case of the net ban demonstrates a link between policy change and institutional change and 

allows for an inference that institutional change is sometimes a necessary condition for policy to 

change.  More study is needed to develop an understanding of the co-change relationship 

between institutions and policy.  One way to explore this is to refine the issue-policy relationship 

to determine if organizational fields can be understood to be formed around policy in addition to 

issues or if issue based organizational fields are more correctly understood as issue-policy based 

organizational fields.  A second way that the relationship may be explored is through a better 

understanding of entrepreneurial activity and organizational change because entrepreneurs can be 

understood to some times seek changed policy outcomes.  A final way that the 

policy/institutional relationship may be revealed is by approaching the subject through the policy 

study lens to see if there is a meaningful place and gap to fill related to theoretical 

understandings of institutional change in the policy change literature. 
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