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chapter
eleven

THE NEWFOUNDLAND FISHERY
RESEARCH COMMISSION, 1930-1934

Melvin Baker and Shannon Ryan

The story of Newfoundland’s past efforts at scientific fishery research is little known,
and existing literature has concentrated on fishery research associated with the crisis of the
early 1990s. This literature has tended to focus on how federal fishery scientists have been
unable to make more reasonable forecasts on the amount of codfish available for commer-
cial harvesting, and on the social and economic impacts the cod moratorium has had on
local fishers." Thus, the impression has been created that Newfoundland ignored scientific
fishery research in the past and was, therefore, a backward participant in the international
codfish trade. This paper intends to correct this view by examining the research efforts that
originated in the colony in the 1880s and culminated with the formation of the Newfound-
land Fishery Research Commission in 1930.

Fishery Research prior to 1930

The first efforts to place fishery research in Newfoundland on a more formal, scientific
basis occurred in the late 1880s. Because of poor catches earlier in the decade, the govern-
ment appointed a legislative committee to examine the state of its fisheries and to ascertain
what scientific work was being carried out by its British, Canadian, and Norwegian coun-
terparts. The result was the appointment of a Fisheries Commission in 1888 and the hiring
of Adolph Nielsen, a Norwegian fisheries official,? to run the commission. Nielsen estab-
lished a codfish hatchery at Dildo, Trinity Bay, introduced a patented Norwegian barrel for
preserving bait herring, published instructions for curing codfish and herring and for the
manufacture of cod liver oil, and established lobster hatcheries. In the late 1890s the New-
foundland government lost interest in his efforts and in 1898 Nielsen became involved in
developing modern shore station whaling in Newfoundland with Norwegian and local busi-
ness persons; the work of the cod hatchery was allowed to lapse, and the building and its
equipment were sold.?

In 1911, the government of Prime Minister Edward Morris, acting upon a suggestion
by Harbour Grace merchant William Munn, hired an expert knowledgeable in the manu-
facture and grading of cod liver oil. Again the government turned to Newfoundland’s main
competitor, Norway, and appointed Mico Siemunsen to advise both merchants and fishers
on preparing cod liver oil for export. Until 1914 when ill-health forced his return to Nor-
way, Siemunsen also provided the government with extensive information on the opera-
tions of the Norwegian fisheries department and stressed the need to establish a fishery
school in St. John's to instruct fishers in modern fishing techniques.® In 1914 the govern-
ment hired Walter Duff, an inspector with the Scottish Board of Fisheries, to examine and
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report on local fisheries. Duff called for the hiring of skilled fishery officers to instruct
fishers in curing and packing herring for export, recommended that fishers be provided
with motor boats to travel further out into the bays to catch fish, and made suggestions for
the catching of under-utilized fish such as turbot, haddock, smelts, hake, flat fish, and
plaice.’ Later that same year Dr. Johan Hjort, Director of the Norwegian Fisheries Board,
visited St. John’s and gave an illustrated lecture showing how Norway’s fisheries had ben-
efited from scientific research, and how their research vessel had located fishing banks off
Norway’s coast.

Also, in 1914 the government appointed a commission to examine local fisheries. The
commission reported in 1915 and recommended further scientific investigation and more
government regulation by the creation of a fish inspection board. The commissioners wrote
that “some attempt should long ago have been made to investigate in an intelligent, com-
prehensive, and scientific way, the waters and fishing grounds contiguous™ to Newfound-
land and called on the government to provide the necessary financial and other arrange-
ments for this work. The report noted that “we have practically no detailed knowledge of
the ocean bottom round our coast, nor has there ever been any intelligent attempt to locate
new fishing areas which unquestionably exist.” The legislators echoed a popular view among
the public that Newfoundland was not taking full advantage of the fisheries potential along
its coasts, and that “not one-half of the fish producing capacity... has been reached.” The
report called for a greater interventionist approach by the Newfoundland government since
“further extended development cannot safely be left to private initiative alone.”

In 1916 the Newfoundland Board of Trade called for a reorganization of the Depart-
ment of Marine and Fisheries that would see a “much larger share of the public monies...
expended in scientific investigation and practical experiment.” It recommended the estab-
lishment of a fishery school and the acquisition of a vessel “properly equipped for experi-
mental fishing and for scientific research around our coasts.” The board also wanted the
government to compile compulsory fishery statistics on catches as was done in Norway.®
Despite all recommendations, immediate government action on fishery research initiatives
was delayed by the demands to meet Newfoundland’s war commitments.

Post-war fishery reform centred on the efforts of William Coaker and his Fishermen’s
Protective Union. In the 1919 general election Coaker’s Union Party in coalition with the
Liberals won, and Coaker was appointed Minister of Marine and Fisheries. The new gov-
ernment issued a series of marketing regulations to govern the fisheries: minimum prices
were set for each major market, and exporters were threatened with the loss of their li-
censes if they breached regulations. In 1920 the legislature passed several bills containing
the various fisheries reforms the FPU had advocated. These were known collectively as the
Coaker Regulations, which among other things regulated prices, shipping of fish to market,
all aspects of catching, processing, culling, warehousing, and transportation of fish.” The
object was to improve the quality of Newfoundland fish and thereby to eliminate buyers’
complaints about its poor quality. The government also intended to create a bureau to
undertake scientific research, to be financed by an export tax on fish.* The Coaker Regula-
tions failed because some opposition politicians, who were also merchant-exporters, broke
ranks rather than submit to government regulation.

The proposed scientific research bureau also fell victim to the failure of the Coaker
Regulations. In 1921 Newfoundland sent James Davies, a government analyst,” to the inau-
gural meeting of the International Committee on Deep Sea Fisheries Investigations, a joint
creation of the Canadian, American, and Newfoundland governments. The committee’s
purpose was to form a “permanent means of co-operation between these countries in inves-
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tigations between these countries, both those that are in progress and also those that may be
undertaken in the future.”'” In the department’s annual report for that year, Coaker ob-
served that it was “humiliating that Mr. Davies representing the oldest fisheries in the New
World was not possessed of any information of a scientific or hydrographic nature.... and
that all the recommendations concerning these matters which have been put forward during
the past 10 years have been ignored.”" As Newfoundland’s public debt grew during the
1920s, fuelled in part by efforts to repay public loans raised to finance the war effort, and
in part to pay for the annual operating deficits associated with nationalization of the New-
foundland railway in 1923, local politicians were reluctant to make the necessary expendi-
tures for fishery research. In fact, of the $50,000,000 the government raised in loans be-
tween 1918 and 1933, only about $1,000,000 was spent on the fisheries."?

Despite Coaker’s prediction in 1921 that “Newfoundland will now be more in evi-
dence generally as far as the main fishery problems are concerned,”"? the colony remained
on the outside of research by the International Committe on Deep Sea Fisheries Investiga-
tions Committee and did not send a representative to its meetings until 1926."

The need for scientific research was emphasized in 1923 when Newfoundland partici-
pated in a Canadian research visit to its coastal waters. Archibald Huntsman'® of the Bio-
logical Board of Canada conducted research on Newfoundland’s west and southwest coasts
for the International Committee on Deep Sea Fisheries Investigations Committee, examin-
ing the tides, temperatures, plankton, and other conditions affecting cod and other fish.
Newfoundland’s representative on the research vessel was Alan Gardiner of the British
Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries. In September, Huntsman and Gardiner addressed
the Board of Trade stressing the importance of knowing where and when cod could be
caught and urging Newfoundland to commence the scientific study of all cod stocks.'® The
problem remained a financial one, and Newfoundland’s only contribution to the interna-
tional committee was an attempt to maintain better annual codfish catch statistics. As the
British Trade Commissioner to Canada and Newfoundland observed in his annual report
on Newfoundland for 1925,

the need for the employment of an expert to follow scientific developments
in fishery matters abroad and to apply suitable experience to Newfoundland
has frequently been suggested by ministers of the government and others.
The funds for such an appointment and for the establishment of the neces-
sary biological laboratory had not as yet been provided."”

The founding of Memorial University College at St. John's in 1925 was a major influ-
ence in stimulating public interest in scientific fishery research. College president John
Lewis Paton sought to promote greater public awareness and study of Newfoundland's

- natural resources in general and fish in particular. Soon after assuming the presidency, he
outlined Newfoundland’s approach to fishery research:

No pisciculture—no stations for marine biology. No understanding of life-
story of the cod. Troubled with bait—no study of the question. No guidance.
All rule of thumb. As it was in the beginning so it is now. Same as to drying
and curing of fish—they tell me Norwegians are far ahead of us, but we go
on in the same old rut."

163




e e R R —————TT
*How Deep is the Ocean?+

Although biology was not part of the college’s curriculum in its first year, Paton made
inquiries among English academics for advice on the nature of the program that should be
established. He asked F. E. Weiss of the University of Manchester for help in recruiting a
suitable candidate to teach biology. While Weiss was making arrangements to interview
candidates,' another applicant appeared. George Sleggs, who had been seeking a position
in Canada, wrote McGill University on 2 April 1926 for a position there or elsewhere,
William Blackall, the Church of England Superintendent of Education and a member of the
Board of Trustees of Memorial University College, was in Montreal in early April and,
after being notified of Sleggs’ availability, immediately wrote him. Since 1925 Sleggs had
been working on a doctoral degree at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography of the Uni-
versity of California. He had previously conducted fishery research for the British govern-
ment, including work in 1920 on the distribution of plaice and sole in the Irish Sea. On 10
May 1926, Sleggs accepted Paton’s offer of appointment; Paton also arran ged for Sleggs to
be seconded during the summers to the Newfoundland Department of Marine and Fisheries
to conduct local fishery research and secured its support to help finance a biology labora-
tory at the college.?

During July 1926, the North American Committee on Fishery Investigations (formerly
the International Committee on Deep Sea Fisheries Investigations) met in St. John's and
expressed its satisfaction with the recent work undertaken by Newfoundland in the collec-
tion of codfish catch statistics. The committee’s presence prompted the Newfoundland
government to take some action and in August 1926 placed a vessel at Sleggs’ disposal.
The vessel examined temperature distribution and carried out drift bottle experiments along
the island’s eastern coast from St. John’s to Bonavista Bay.” Besides studying the migra-
tory patterns of cod in Newfoundland waters, Sleggs gave public lectures on the preserva-
tion of fish by salting and smoking.? In a lecture to the Rotary Club later in the year, he
outlined the research work that needed to be undertaken. Noting that the “fishing industry...
has not been in a very flourishing condition,” Sleggs called for improved methods of pre-
paring fish for markets.?

The Report of the Imperial Economic Committee on trade between Great Britain and
its overseas dominions and colonies was issued in 1927. The committee’s report on fish
stressed Britain’s need for more fresh fish, since its own industry could not meet market
demands.* However, the Newfoundland fish trade was dominated by salt codfish exports,
although some companies had made efforts to diversify. One, Job Brothers and Company,
was active in exporting fresh-frozen salmon to Britain,® The report also noted that New-
foundland’s cod liver oil was priced too high compared with its Norwegian counterpart and
that greater care was necessary to ensure that only the “clear colourless oil which is drawn
off at the beginning of the steaming is placed on the market as medicinal 0il.” The commit-
tee recommended that the Empire Marketing Board conduct investigations into the prepa-
ration and medicinal value of cod liver oil in Newfoundland.?

After the report’s release, Sir Halford McKinder, president of the Imperial Economic
Committee for the British government, visited St. John’s. Addressing the Board of Trade
on 9 September 1927, McKinder said that the British government was making one million
pounds available annually for the marketing of foodstuffs produced in its overseas domin-
ions and sold in the United Kingdom. He emphasized that there was no future for dried and
salted codfish, except in the poorer economies of the world, and that Britain and other
wealthy countries wanted fresh fish. Concerning the need for local fishery research, he
suggested that Newfoundland make arrangements with Canada for co-operative research
that could be undertaken in a fishery research station that the Empire Marketing Board was
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prepared to assist Canada to establish at one of its eastern ports. McKinder told President
Paton of Memorial University College that any biological work done in Newfoundland
should be done under the general direction of A.G. Huntsman and other Canadian scientists.?’

In early 1929, President Paton prepared a proposal that would further enhance the
study of marine biology at Memorial University College. Having failed to secure financial
assistance of $100,000 from the Rockefeller Foundation to endow a chair in biology at the
college, and believing that Newfoundland could not afford its own independent fishery
research laboratory, Paton prepared an application to the Empire Marketing Board and
wrote Huntsman on 6 March 1929 for his support. The proposed funding would also be
used to set up a research laboratory that could carry out work assigned to the college by
Huntsman and to demonstrate to local people techniques in the curing and canning of fish.
In the draft proposal he prepared for the board, Paton was very critical of the conservatism
inherent in the Newfoundland fishery.

The plain facts of the case are as follows: Those engaged in the fish business
of Newfoundland—merchant, planter and fisherman alike—are, in their con-
servatism, persisting in putting new wine into old bottles. With little (and
indeed frequently with no) modification they are following the methods of
drying, curing and marketing the fish that have been inherited as it were
from past centuries. Tastes change, economical and geographical conditions
change, science throws her light on many things that were to our forefathers
darkness, this world of to-day cannot work and live as did the world of three
or four hundred years ago.... Greater knowledge of her fisheries is necessary,
new methods, new markets are imperative. There can be no doubt that from
the harvest that lies at her feet, Newfoundland could be prosperous; the po-
tential value of her fisheries is surely immense in food products of many
kinds, medicines, cattle feeds, fertilizers, oils, fats, skins, glues, etc., but
until research comes to the rescue much or must run to waste or remain
latent.®*

Paton also expressed his frustration with local politicians who paid only token atten-
tion to improving local fisheries, and with the general public’s scepticism towards scien-
tific research. He wrote Huntsman that politicians could not be depended upon to provide
and sustain the funding required: “Directly ‘Brother Ass’ gets up in the House of Legisla-
ture, and asks—"What’s the good of paying a man to be chucking bottles into the sea? —
their assistance collapses,” a reference to Sleggs’ 1926 drift bottle work. In 1928 Paton had
attempted to convince the fisheries department to convene a conference of business repre-
sentatives interested in lobster canning on the west coast. As he told Huntsman, he “offered
any help that the college might be able to provide through its biological and chemistry
staff. But I have heard no more. This is the sort of dead end that we are up against if we look
to the government to take the initiative.”

The college proposal included the rental of a research vessel each summer, oceano-
graphic equipment, research laboratory equipment, the stocking of a library with standard
works in marine biology and fisheries, and the erection of a fisheries research building
attached to the college.™ As Paton envisaged it, the college’s research program would be in
cooperation with and under the general direction of the new Canadian fishery research
station at Halifax, and would employ recent college graduates who had continued their
studies at Acadia and Dalhousie Universities. A joint research station, as McKinder had
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suggested in 1927 and which Paton strongly supported, was not to be; Newfoundland proved
reluctant to commit itself financially and, in any case, the Canadians were evidently not
prepared to devote part of their resources to Newfoundland’s research needs.

In July 1929, biochemist Dr. Jack Drummond of the University College of London,
visited Newfoundland on behalf of the Empire Marketing Board to examine local oil refin-
eries and their products. In an address to the St. John’s Rotary Club, he stressed the impor-
tance of science to industry and said that research was what Newfoundland needed for its
fishing industry. He observed that the oil he had examined was of good quality, but that
there was considerable room for improvement.” During his 1929 visit, Drummond appar-
ently discussed with Prime Minister Sir Richard Squires the necessity for greater fishery
research, and gave him a proposal from the Empire Marketing Board for this purpose. In
late 1929, Squires attended the Imperial Conference in London where agreement was reached
on a proposal that would see both the board and the Newfoundland government provide an
annual sum of £5,000 to establish and maintain a fishery research program for a five-year
period. It would also provide a maximum of £5,000 in capital for the joint research scheme.
The board also agreed to pay half the cost for a marine biologist to visit Newfoundland to
investigate how a research scheme could be carried out, and to suggest estimates for it,*

On the recommendation of Jack Drummond, the Empire Marketing Board selected Dr.
Harold Thompson, a biologist with the Scottish Fishery Board, to undertake the proposed
survey. A First World War veteran, the Scottish-born Thompson had received his bachelor
of science degree in zoology and chemistry from Aberdeen University in 1920 and his
doctoral degree in 1925. From 1922 he had been a marine biologist with the Fisheries
Board of Scotland and was a specialist in North Sea haddock.* Thompson carried out his
Newfoundland survey between 15 July and 25 October 1930.

The Commission and the Bay Bulls Research Laboratory

On 21 August 1930 the Squires government appointed a Fishery Research Commis-
sion consisting of Clyde Lake (Minister of Marine and Fisheries), Prime Minister Squires,
John Paton, James Davies (Newfoundland’s Acting High Commissioner in London, who
was appointed secretary of the commission), Sir William Coaker, Frederick Alderdice
(Leader of the Opposition), and Leonard Outerbridge, of Harvey and Company. The Com-
mission held its first meeting that same day and met with Thompson who submitted an
interim progress report. Any successful research program, he wrote, required a well-equipped
laboratory with research materials to be acquired from two sources: the first from a re-
search vessel, and the second from fishers who would be trained by fishery officers. The
laboratory should be close to government facilities and services in St. John’s, so he sug-
gested a fish plant at Bay Bulls. The plant was owned by Harvey and Company which
promised to make part of the facility available for a nominal rent and to share their fish-
meal, smoke house, and cold storage departments. This plant was situated “on a deep and
sheltered waterway, open all the year round, and capable of developing into a busy modern
fishing centre.” As for a vessel, a trawler would be needed and the only one available in
Newfoundland belonged to Harvey and Company. The firm agreed to make this vessel
available to the laboratory for six weeks each summer. Thompson stressed that Newfound-
land’s research should “dovetail into and be correlated with similar work in Canada and the
United States.”

Before returning to Britain, Thompson met with the Fishery Research Commission
again on 20 October 1930, to present estimates of the capital and annual maintenance
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accounts required for the research scheme, which had to be approved by the Empire Mar-
keting Board. For capital expenditures of approximately $50,000, about $31,750 would be
required to equip the laboratory, while $3,700 would be needed for the installation of sci-
entific gear on the trawler. He recommended that the balance be retained for emergencies
and further installations. For salaries, rental space, and the trawler, another $50,000 would
be needed. The commissioners told Thompson to inform the Empire Marketing Board of
their wish that the proposed research scheme should begin as soon as possible and no later
than 1 May 1931.% In 1931, the board accepted Thompson’s final report, which contained
the main recommendations he had made earlier to the Fishery Research Commission. There
were also suggestions to improve the cure of salt codfish, to market a larger portion of
fishery products in the canned, smoked, or frozen state, and calls for investigations of the
life-histories of cod, salmon, herring, and squid.”’

Thompson accepted the directorship of the Newfoundland program, agreeing to a five-
year contract, the life of the agreement between Newfoundland and the Empire Marketing
Board.*® Faced with the decision by Harvey and Company to sell their vessel the S.S. Cape
Agulhas, the commission recommended that the government purchase the vessel and lease
it to the laboratory. The government was initially reluctant to do so, but, when Thompson
suggested that the work of the laboratory would otherwise be hampered for 1931, the gov-
ernment relented.”

The fishery research program established by Thompson in 1931 was practical in na-
ture and had three main objectives. The first was to survey Newfoundland’s fishery re-
sources that were being actively developed or capable of being exploited. This work in-
cluded studying the life-histories of the principal fishes in local waters by examining fluc-
tuations in their numbers and movements. It also involved the compilation of statistics
demonstrating the “maximum, minimum and normal densities of numbers of the stocks,
these to serve in future as a guide to the existing trade and to possible new enterprises, and
as part-basis for future protective or other legislation.”* The second objective was to ex-
amine existing methods of fish processing and to suggest improvements. The third was to
find new ways of utilizing waste products of the fishery.*' Specific research carried out by
the commission included the influence of currents upon the two different types of cod (that
“born in and ‘acclimatised’ to cold and relatively warm-water conditions respectively”) off
Newfoundland, improved methods to secure more oil from cod livers, the canning of fish
products, and general public educational programs.” Thompson and his staff actively par-
ticipated in the North American Council (formerly Committee) on Fishery Investigations.
At a meeting in Ottawa in 1931, Thompson explained the work of the commission, and
subsequently became a regular participant at meetings and in its general research pro-
grams.*® The laboratory took on the task of collating all hydrographic data collected by
Canada, the United States, Newfoundland, and France in the northwest Atlantic. Thompson’s
work in the 1930s was supplemented by research work carried out by French marine scien-
tists and by Sleggs of Memorial University College, who in 1933 under the auspices of the
Fishery Commission published a study of the caplin in Newfoundland waters.*

The establishment of a fishery research program in the midst of a world depression,
which saw demand for Newfoundland’s fish exports drop drastically, came at a time when
Newfoundland’s financial problems were reaching crisis proportions.*® Since 1920, the
government had operated its annual budget on a deficit basis. In 1931, the Canadian banks
refused to do any further business with the country because of its financial condition. In
1931 the national debt stood at approximately $100 million, with interest payments con-
suming 65% of current revenues. Prime Minister Squires appealed to the Canadian banks
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to reverse their decision, because he needed a loan to help the government meet its debt
interest payments due on 30 June 1931. Eventually, Squires’ personal intervention with
Canadian Prime Minister R. B. Bennett resulted in the latter persuading the banks to lend
Newfoundland an additional $2 million to meet its June 30 deadline. The loan, however,
came with several preconditions that Squires had no alternative but to accept. The govern-
ment agreed to a policy of tariff revision and retrenchment in public expenditures. It would
also ask the British government to appoint a financial advisor to advise on the reorganiza-
tion and coordination of the various public services and to make recommendations with a
view to strengthen the dominion’s finances. In August 1931, the Squires’ government made
arrangements with the British government for the appointment of Sir Percy Thompson,
deputy chair of the Board of Inland Revenue, as financial advisor.

Further retrenchment proved publicly unpopular for Squires, who lost a general elec-
tion in 1932 to Frederick Alderdice of the United Newfoundland Party. With the threat of
Newfoundland’s default, Great Britain offered further financial assistance in return for
Alderdice’s accepting the appointment of a Royal Commission of enquiry into Newfound-
land’s financial condition and its future financial prospects. This commission’s main rec-
ommendation was that parliamentary democracy be suspended until Newfoundland was
financially self-supporting; in the meantime, it should be governed by a commission of six
appointees with equal representation from Britain and Newfoundland. The Commission of
Government assumed office on 16 February 1934 with Alderdice serving as one of the
Newfoundland representatives.*

The Fishery Research Commission operated against this background. On 19 Septem-
ber 1931, the commission had received a telegram from the Empire Marketing Board ask-
ing it to reduce expenditures on the joint research scheme. The commission was told not to
approve any capital expenditures, to reduce staff salaries by 10%, and not to use the trawler
for the 1932 summer research period. The commissioners decided upon a maximum $5,000
reduction in capital expenditures, and to make no additional staff appointments. They re-
fused to cancel the trawler research program for 1932, but informed the board that they
would seek a reduction of the vessel’s rental charge. Regarding the staff salaries, the com-
mission decided to allow Thompson to make a representation to the board.*’ Thompson
warned that “any considerable whittling down of the scale of operations (such as would
occur were the use of the trawler withdrawn) would result in the almost complete cessation
of the existing public interest in the scheme.” The British members of his staff all had five-
year contracts and they would have to agree to it, which he believed would be doubtful.

Atthe 9 January 1932 meeting of the Fishery Research Commission, the future of the
research scheme was debated with Sir Percy Thompson present in an advisory role on
Newfoundland finances. He stated that the research station was a “vital public service and
one which must be budgeted for in the annual vote to the Department of Marine and Fish-
eries.” However, to keep the scheme alive, the commission decided to guarantee the Mar-
keting Board that a 10% cut would be made on its annual maintenance account. This cut
was achieved by the staff agreeing to reductions in their salaries.* For the springs of both
1933 and 1934 the government also used the Cape Agulhas for commercial trawling ex-
periments and for employment purposes in general.

Financial considerations continued to trouble the commission, for the following year
the British government abolished the Empire Marketing Board effective 1 October 1933,
The British government wanted to reduce its financial commitment to the research pro-
gram, but members of the Fishery Commission were determined to hold Britain to its finan-
cial obligations until 31 March 1936.5' The research program itself received favourable
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comments by witnesses who testified in camera before hearings of the Royal Commission
on Newfoundland’s political future. Raymond Gushue of the Newfoundland Board of Trade
informed the commissioners that the laboratory did “very good work,”* a view endorsed
by the commissioners themselves in their report to the British and Newfoundland govern-
ments. The laboratory, they wrote,

has already succeeded in doing admirable work and is recognized both in
Canada and the United States as a leading authority on the deep sea fishery
of the Western North Atlantic. Its potential importance to the industry can
hardly be exaggerated. Scientific investigation cannot, however, give full
results so long as the administrative services of the government are ineffi-
cient and the industry itself remains unorganized.”

Government inefficiency was also a major aspect of Harold Thompson’s evidence in
camera before the commissioners on 3 April 1933. He considered the Department of Ma-
rine and Fisheries to be inefficient and more concerned with “job farming” instead of en-
couraging local fisheries. The change of government in 1932, he noted, was a case in
point, where the captain and crew of the Cape Agulhas were dismissed by the new govern-
ment despite their familiarity with the vessel and the work of the scientists. The Fishery
Research Commission also came in for scathing criticism. He told them that “we have a
Research Commission to make appointments, for making the major decisions, such as ex-
penditures. It is very difficult to get them to agree. They contend with leaders of all par-
tiess—Squires and Alderdice—who do not meet at the same table.”* In 1934 the Commis-
sion of Government abolished the Fishery Research Commission and placed the Bay Bulls
laboratory under the management of the newly-established Department of Natural Resources.

Conclusion

On the expiry of the five-year lease with Harvey and Company in 1934, the govern-
ment purchased the premises containing the laboratory for $25,000.5 In 1935 the future
work of the Bay Bulls laboratory was placed in the hands of a government commission
under the auspices of Supreme Court Judge James Kent appointed to examine local fisher-
ies in general. The Commissioner for Natural Resources, Sir John Hope Simpson, asked
the Kent Commission for a recommendation on whether the Bay Bulls laboratory should
be continued, and if so, whether it should be moved to St. John's. Kent's reply on 10
October 1936 was a strong endorsement of the laboratory and its research, and he saw no
advantage in moving it to St. John’s. He recommended that it be vigorously supported by
the government.’

When Thompson’s five-year contract expired in 1936, the government offered him
only a one-year extension. Thompson took this as an indication that it no longer wished to
retain his services, and he started a job search that led to his appointment as Director of
Fisheries Research in Australia,*” where he subsequently wrote two studies on the biology
of haddock and codfish in Newfoundland waters. In his last annual report for the laboratory
in 1935, Thompson reflected on his tenure in Newfoundland. He noted that on the practical
research side over the five years of operation, “more fishery developmental projects broke
down owing to lack of provision in the matter of ensuring the necessary supplies of raw
material, than owing to imperfections of processing technique.” It was necessary to empha-
size this point, he wrote, because there was a “popular tendency, not shared by those who
have real experience of the fish trade or of fisheries’ science, to consider that great forward
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steps could be made by the expenditure of large capital sums and the application of what
are vaguely called formulae.”®

On 19 April 1937 the Bay Bulls facility was destroyed by fire, resulting in the loss of
a considerable amount of scientific records, equipment, and library.* Despite this setback,
the government decided to continue the scientific work by combining fishery laboratory
work with the services provided for public health and the government analyst. In 1940
fishery research was continued as part of the Newfoundland Government Laboratory in a
new building opened at St. John’s.*!

By 1940 marine fishery research had become strongly entrenched and Newfoundland
thereafter relied on its own well-trained people to fill the positions necessary for this work.
Its establishment owed much to the determination of President Paton of Memorial Univer-
sity College. The college continued to prepare students for marine biology and these stu-
dents became important figures in fishery research in post-confederation Newfoundland.
Paton and his fellow college professors and students strongly believed, as George Whiteley
wrote in 1932, that the fishery laboratory may “suggest changes in different cures, perfect
new ones, or advise that certain things should or should not be done.” However, “if a better
article is to be offered to world markets,” he continued, “the burden and responsibility rests
on the trade and on every fisherman engaged in it.”* How Newfoundland has adapted to
technological and scientific change in the fishery during the 20th century is still little known
and worthy of further study.

The Fishery Research Commission was a major attempt by the Newfoundland govern-
ment to develop an institution to study the fisheries. It certainly made a gallant effort in this
direction and through the Bay Bulls laboratory brought knowledge of the fisheries to the
forefront both locally and internationally.®* However, the Fishery Research Commission
was established during a time of local and international chaos and any potential long-term
benefits of its work could not counteract the short-term problem of selling fish. Neverthe-
less, the Fishery Research Commission was a watershed in Newfoundland’s efforts to un-
derstand its marine resources.
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