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Abstract:

The aim of this paper is to analyse the evolution of the enhancement strategy in the artisanal fishing fleet on the basis of the conceptual framework given by the economic theory of conventions.

In the early 1990s, the crisis of the fishing industry resulted in both economic and human tragedies. Drawing conclusions from the crisis the fishing fleets experienced at that time, some groups of producers started to think of better enhancement of their production. Since then, they have tried to adapt their production to market demand. This has led them to set up quality initiatives (Brittany Quality Sea food, Brittany headland anglers), thus promoting their savoir-faire, a typicity, the freshness certification, or the improvements in the quality of their products.

After reviewed the essential points of the economic theory of conventions, the focus of the paper has been centred on the social construction of these enhancement initiatives.

A particular attention has been paid to two different "quality hallmarks" (Brittany Quality Sea food, Brittany headland anglers), quality hallmarks have been interpreted as "conventional supports".

Finally, we will try to understand the role of the social embeddedness in the evolution of these enhancement strategies.
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The crisis in the fishing industry that took place in France in the early 1990s, made fishermen aware of the necessity to better organise the supply of seafood products. The adaptation of production to the changes in the market required improved coordination among fishermen. Though fishermen have always had very few contacts with final consumers, the new demands from these last presumed better reading and understanding of the products’ characteristics. 

Due to its fragmentation and poor relations with the downstream actors of the industry, the sector of artisanal fishing had to face the decrease in the prices of seafood products. A variety of parameters can explain this trend. The emergence of new purchasing behaviours, the development of new commercialisation networks, the competition from certain aquaculture products, and the intensification of worldwide competition, all played a role in the process. Finally, the increase in production costs, resulting from the over exploitation of certain stocks had a negative impact on the cost-efficiency of fishing firms. 

In order to provide answers to these different issues, several groups of producers initiated concerns about the various possibilities to find a correlation between their supply and the customer’s demand, and more particularly by developing enhancement programmes for their production. In the image of the actions taken in the agriculture industry some years and even decades before, fishermen explored the possibility to develop procedures of certification. They also thought about setting up quality indicators, or labels, concerning their seafood products. 

Yet, since these labels had first been designed for agriculture products, it was readily apparent that their adaptation to seafood products was particularly difficult, and even impossible. This led fishermen to initiate their own actions concerning quality enhancement, imagine “new organisations”, and set up their own conventions and criteria of quality. 

In the beginning, the results expected by the different groups were quite similar. Indeed, they aimed at perpetuating their activity, and if possible, increase its cost efficiency. However, being deeply influenced by the social structure, the methods, procedures, and the conventions used diverged rapidly. Because of this, the results of this quality enhancement programme, and its real impact of fishermen’s incomes and activities are quite different…

The application of the theory of conventions to two “quality steps”, initiated by different groups of Breton fishermen, makes possible the integration of the social logics, and the study of the emerging mechanisms of coordination. It results in a better awareness of organisational issues, in order to shed light on the economic and social behaviours of fishermen. 

1- The theory of conventions used as an analysis framework

11
Limits of the extended standard theory

The standard micro-economic theory presents a field of analysis of economic phenomena, closely defined by two fundamental assumptions. The first refers to the economic agent, being a rational individual, seeking his personal interest, and maximising his utility under constraint. The second focuses upon the market, the role of which consists in making individual decisions compatible. In this context, the dynamics of the firm combines with that of the markets. The role of other social structures into which it integrates is set aside (Orléan, 1994). Now, as shown by many economists, this position only allows partial and imperfect understanding of the economic reality. The firm cannot be considered as a “black box” any longer. 

Difficulties appear in the presence of market imperfections, even if neoclassical economists developed various approaches in terms of questionable markets. Insufficiencies appear from the moment that relations between the different economic actors incompletely or imperfectly enter the market. Therefore, a pure market cannot be considered as the sole efficient mechanism of regulation and coordination between actors. 

Due to the appearance of new economic tools, this new sensitivity to non-merchant logic could develop. In order to overcome this “failure” of the standard neoclassical theoretical corpus, a number of schools of thought developed new approaches. As a whole, these different developments called “extended standard theory” (Favereau, 1989), aim at reintegrating these imperfections into an explicit theoretical corpus. 

This extended standard theory is multi-formed. It integrates the information economy (Stiglitz), and deepens the analysis of information asymmetries. It built incitation and agency models. Neo-institutionalist approaches appeared (Coase, Williamson). The theory of games being applied to economics was invented…

This extension of the standard theory somewhat affected the “protective belt” (Lakatos) of the fundamental hypothesis of the neoclassical model. Notably by taking into account the existence of a potentially limited rationality, uncertainty (imperfect information and expensive information), the existence of costs related to the use of price mechanisms (transaction costs resulting from information, negotiation, and contract conclusion costs, the impossibility to always lay down implicit contracts, and existence of taxes and non-tariff barriers), the existence of interdependent decisions (game theory), and also the market imperfection resulting from the State’s intervention (industrial economy)…

However, all these schools and theoretical developments did not break, or even affect the hypothesis of the basic theoretical corpus of the standard neoclassical model. Indeed, they did not weaken the hypotheses of methodological individualism, and maximising rationality, even if this last seems to be unsuitable for the analysis of organisational phenomena. 

H. Simon explains that “the attempts of the new institutional economy to give account of the behaviour within organisations, only in terms of agency, asymmetric information, transaction costs, opportunism…are seriously insufficient as they ignore key organisational mechanisms such as authority, identification to the organisation, and coordination rules”. 

12- Contribution of the theory of conventions.

The theory of conventions tries to take into account, more completely and globally, the organisational issues of the economy, integrating them into social logic. 

A convention can be defined as a mechanism of coordination, which emerges beyond the sole interpersonal arrangements, in order to solve collectively a situation that could not be so, by a simple mechanism of automatic coordination of individual decisions. It is a “regulation system, that recommends specific behaviours related to particular circumstances” (Brousseau, 1993). 

The starting point of the theory of convention is to show how relationships and coordination between firms, and more generally between economic actors, can be based upon decision-making mechanisms adding to the market system. However, unlike different other approaches, this theory has a wider approach, since it sets down as postulate the absolute sovereignty of the individual. This is one of the basic concepts of the standard theory, even in its extended version. Yet, supremacy does not mean abrogation, but rather an extension of what existed before. The hypothesis of the existence of socially determined conventions, fits in with rather than replaces, the hypothesis of methodological individualism. 

The theory of conventions aims at integrating interaction mechanisms between actors, and assessing the effects on the economy. It aims at bringing together social and economic behaviours, so as to guide reciprocally the individual and social logic.

This theory takes into account the formation of diverse contracts, built socially in both time and space. They may be operational even before the real execution of a transaction. Emphasis is placed on the origin of the conventions that are useful for the better functioning of interpersonal relationships. More particularly, the role of the organisation of transactions, necessary for market functioning, is deepened. 

A market agreement is not always possible without a prior common agreement, or without the setting up of a convention. Thus, the convention emerges within the context of an uncertain decision making process. 

13- Product quality: a social construction

The economic theory fosters a certain ambiguity about the place where quality is defined. In the original classical theory, the qualities are exogenous to the model. Yet, in parallel, we assume that market functioning leads to an assessment of the qualities (Sylvander, 1995). They result from the judgment of buyers, who confront the different available supplies. The quality of a given good, sold by a seller, will be assessed by the market, and will probably fluctuate if competing supplies change, or if demand evolves. This unstable character of the merchant quality (meaning that it is not only integrated within the price) doesn’t mean that transactions are uncertain if the market is properly constituted. Quality will be assessed in a given state of the market, in a perfectly determined way, with no ambiguity. In the end, it will be approved or not through the selling price, which constitutes the sole global recording of quality (Eymard – Duverney, 1989). 

In relation to this ambiguity, quality, as well as its economic interpretation, started to be considered with Chamberlin, who integrated the differentiation between goods on the market. It has been amplified by the institution of imperfect information (Akerlof, 1970 and Stiglitz, 1987). The theory of conventions treats it as endogenous (Eymard – Duvernay, 1993, Gomez, 1994). In this approach, particular attention is paid to the quality definition process of exchanged products. Quality is considered as an endogenous social construction that contributes to coordinate actors and activities, with the same importance as other types of conventions, just like prices. 

Quality emerges from a process of negotiation between actors, and becomes a reference, a common principle, that justifies and explains their actions. 

An endogenous construction of quality allows for understanding the launching of collective institutions, which set up rules of quality, and give themselves the means to respect these rules. The recognition of forms of local links between actors (proximity allowing communication, expression of disagreement, type of negotiation) constitutes one of the foundations. 

In addition to the competitive environment of the market, this supposes a certain degree of coordination between actors. The setting up of generic institutions resulting in the definition (or redefinition) of standards on products, or the creation of specific institutions, the impulse of which is given by sub-systems of actors, plays a fundamental role (Boltanski and Thévenot, 1987, 1991, Sylvander, 1995).

A typology concerning conventions of quality was thus brought out, notably in the context of the food industry products, by Eymard-Duvernay. It makes possible the definition quality in four different ways, and refers to:

· Standards and objective rules. There exists external standards, as well as a process through which actors can check the ability of others to respect the rules. This is industrial coordination. 

· Sustainable links between actors. These are relationships based upon confidence in people and brands, resulting from past transactions. This is domestic coordination. 

· The support of a number of actors for a body of collective principles that leads to organise their economic relations. This is civic coordination. 

· The market functioning. Actors are able to assess directly the quality of the various goods exchanged. This is merchant coordination, and it is exclusively based upon merchant relations and price. 

The interplay of interactions between actors may progressively lead to the setting up of an institutional definition of quality, imposing itself upon actors in their economic activity of defining and identifying the products. 

In order to determine the quality of the goods, with no a priori hierarchy, each kind of coordination refers to different principles of assessment. 

The specificity of the products results from the variety of conventions of coordination between actors. A chain of market conventions is set up from the moment that a group of actors refers to the same convention of quality. The most advanced level of interaction leads to legislation of food quality, which aims at defining the technical dimensions of quality. Within a given sector, different conventions of quality may exist between different actors. In the same way, a product may be exchanged between actors under different conventions of quality. However, a given actor can use different conventions of quality according to specific conditions of exchange…

14- Specific quality products in the theory of conventions

The economic theory of conventions allows the analysis of the different organisational systems in terms of relational spaces, involving both isolated and collective actors. Within these spaces, specific quality agreements (conventions) are applied, and contribute to favour coordination between actors. 

The domination of a particular convention is determined by the typology of the actors present in a specific sector, by their strategy, by the specific context in which they operate, and by the relations of cooperation and conflict established within the sector itself (Van der Meulen & Vantura, 1994). 

According to the convention of quality in application, a single characteristic of the quality of the product (whether material or immaterial) might be of significant importance. Throughout time, the agreement on the product’s quality may cause the creation of various products according to the different conventional modes, referring to a specific characteristic that one wishes to underline. 

Particular attention is thus paid to the specificity of the product’s quality. The typicality of a product, or a specific quality product, results from the evolution of a traditional local product, when it starts to be known and enjoyed by consumers, outside its location of origin (this seems to be the current stage of evolution of the label “Breton Anglers” (Ligneurs de la pointe de Bretagne)). 

The increase in the physical and cultural distance between the producer and the consumer creates new links, and new quality-based mechanisms of coordination different from those previously initiated at the local level. 

It is the same, even in the case of direct sales, when the coordination producer-seller varies according to the final destination, the motivation of purchase, and also the expectation of the consumer (local or not) regarding the product. 

Theoretically, merchant coordination prevails from the moment that the buyer is a well-informed consumer. Thanks to his own knowledge of the product, its local nature allows the consumer to have his own opinion about the decision to buy, according to the proposed selling prices. Conversely, domestic coordination generally occurs from the moment that the buyer does not live in the area of production, or buys that kind of product occasionally, or if he doesn’t have sufficient information to make his own choice. In this case, in the absence of official or institutional known signs concerning the quality of the product, the consumer will rely on his experience of guarantees of quality. 

However, in the light of empirical studies, it appears that the range of classic consumers and motivations for purchase can be transversal, according to the origin of the consumer.

Though aware of the necessity to save tradition, and develop or preserve his “rural” region, even the local consumer may give up the market convention, and support a civic convention. In this context, the purchase and consumption of the traditional good by a local consumer becomes a symbolic act, reflecting a will to claim publicly his belonging to a certain geographical area. 

In the same way, a non-local consumer may buy directly from a producer (through a market convention), just in order to save money. He may also wish to save the traditions, and the good health of a geographical area through a civic convention. 

Therefore, the coexistence of different models of coordination and agreements on quality is quite frequent for a typical or specific product. This is true in the food industry, but also in the domain of the seafood products industry. 

The economy of conventions gives the opportunity to analyse the quality of a product as the result of a social negotiation between actors. In this context, it is thus possible to justify the adoption of a particular mechanism of coordination, and a type of support in the light of an appropriate convention of quality. 

The various studies carried out, notably in the field of the food industry, revealed that it is possible to improve the position of a traditional or typical product. Without such a process, and because of modernisation in an environment where quality agreements are based solely upon industrial factors, or market conventions, the product would be shortly marginalized, and might even disappear. Due to the creation, or renovation, of different types of conventions of quality, the evolutions in the customer behaviours, as well as social transformations, allow for the restoration of the situation. In the food industry, such a result suggests that this tool may also be used in the sector of artisanal fishing. In certain cases, and for certain jobs (traditional fisheries), there is a similar problem to face, due to the competition of industrial or semi-industrial fishing, aquaculture, and other artisanal jobs. 

The signs of quality can be interpreted as the supports for the identification of a specific convention of quality of exploitation according to the conditions of coordination of the market’s actors.

In this paper, this approach is favoured in order to understand the programmes of enhancement and construction concerning the quality of the production of seafood products. Two programmes are analysed: “Ligneurs de la Pointe de Bretagne » and « Bretagne Qualité Mer (BQM)».

II- Two enhancement programmes in artisanal fishing at the alder of the theory of conventions. 

21- The line sea bass of the western head of Brittany

211- Origin and motivations of a quality enhancement programme.

The association “Ligneurs de la Pointe de Bretagne » was created in 1993, during the French crisis in the fishing industry. At that time, producers of “wild” sea bass became aware of the necessity to structure their activity in order to highlight the exceptional quality of their traditional product. The aim of this action was also to help consumers see the difference between this high quality product, and the aquaculture sea bass produced in quite significant quantities, at a low price. The effect was a quick decrease in the price of the line sea bass. Indeed, before 1992, its price was around 100 F/kg. Then, it dropped at 55-60 F/kg, whereas the selling price of the aquaculture fish was 45 F/kg. 

In order to differentiate their production, fishermen retained a collective brand named “Bar de ligne de la Pointe de Bretagne » (Line sea bass from the western head of Brittany), referring to a production area that extends from Saint Brieuc to Le Croisic. The main purpose of this step consists in differentiating their production from the aquaculture production, thus promoting through a label, the location and quality of the fish. The fact that they specify the way the fish is caught (line) underlines a real savoir-faire, that generates multiple consequences. It particularly highlights the freshness and specificity of the product. 

Though at the beginning of the programme, the different actors of the sector seemed to be somewhat sceptical and little interested, its implementation finally convinced most of them. Today, the association groups 100 to 120 members, which represents 80% of the total number of line sea bass producers in Brittany. The association produces about 450 to 500 tons of that fish per year. However, this figure must be put in parallel with the annual production of aquaculture sea bass, which is around 3,000 tons. 

In order to better analyse the implementation of the programme, as well as their opinion about its results and effects, a survey was carried out with boat skippers. The analysis of the results revealed that there was a real impact at the level of prices. In addition, the increase obtained in prices induced quite significant effects concerning the strategy of exploitation of the resource, and the fishing behaviour (Boude and Charles, 2000). 

The action initiated by Brittany headland anglers is original for various reasons:

· Its origin: it has been entirely initiated by the producers themselves, that is to say skippers willing to react to the global decrease observed in market conditions, and to the arrival of new competitors. 

· Its nature: it remains apart from all the official signs of production enhancement (seals of quality, etc…). It targets the enhancement of a specific profession and type of fishing (lines and longlines), that focuses upon a particular species: the sea bass.

· The way it works: the members are grouped in associations. They enhance their production by labelling the fish which corresponds a number of pre-established requirements. 

· Its mode of coordination and promotion: because the sea bass is a noble species, the outlets are particular about quality, as are the partners (the buyers) also. By developing relationships with important and famous restaurants, sea bass anglers gave this fish an image of a “gastronomy product”. 

· Its market: first it is local. However, at the occasion of special events (international film festival, in Cannes), or in order to supply certain restaurants, the production may be available beyond the limits of Brittany. 

· Its results and effects. 

The “quality” programme of these anglers can be interpreted as an endogenous social construction, which as with prices, plays a role in the coordination of the actors’ activity (Boltansky & Thévenot, 1987, Eymard-Duvernay, 1989). In addition, instead of being a simple consequence of commercial relationships (quality imposes itself because the customer makes the choice), it pre-exists before the exchange, or even before production. 

212- The aquaculture sea bass: a threat to line sea bass prices and markets.

The main mode of production, and the nature of sea bass supply have evolved considerably since the late 1980s, notably due to the significant increase in the production of aquaculture sea bass. This production rapidly reached, and surpassed, that of the line sea bass. This “aquaculture” fish adapted and took advantage of the constantly increasing demand of hypermarkets and supermarkets for seafood products (about 65 % of the sales). This “intensive” aquaculture production rapidly became a threat to producers of fished sea bass, and more particularly those who practise their job with fishing lines. 

In the context of the sea bass, the uncertainty about the definition of typicality is quite strong for all operators, including distributors and consumers, inasmuch as their sole aspect does not really differ between various modes of production. 

As a result, competition was basically a matter of price, and did not concern the quality of the products. Actually, this last parameter was rather defined according to standards of production (in accordance with the standards in vigour). The relationships between producers and final consumers were rare, and even non-existent. Coordination was rather based upon the price and a series of requirements, meeting the demands of health and food safety, or those of hypermarkets. 

There existed a quasi-generalised merchant coordination. Fish farmers were able to supply significant and regular quantities of standardised products, at low prices…The effect was a dramatic decrease in all the prices of the other modes of production. At medium term, the entrance of aquaculture products onto the market represented a threat to the sustainability of small scale fishing activities, among which are Breton anglers. 

Faced in with “transformation” and this possible danger, anglers decided to react before it was too late.

213- Adaptation to the new conditions of the market: economic convention and collective brand.

a- An economic community

Anglers use quite small fleets. They are basically grouped within restricted geographical areas (at the western and southern heads of Brittany). Most of these fishermen are alone aboard their boats. Their job is very specific, as it requires particular fishing techniques. Finally, they mainly focus on a target species, which is itself very specific. Due to the nature of their activity (fishing lines), and the direct contact they have with each “output” of their fishing activity, the way they “approach” the resource and the fish is not common. The fisherman is a unique person responsible for his production, both quantitatively and qualitatively. 

They form a kind of community around a specific activity, and take part to a system of traditional production. 

Generally speaking, their clientele is comprised of local buyers, which have certain knowledge of the product. Whether wholesale fish merchants, fishmongers, or restaurant owners, they wish to buy a quality product. They are able to assess the production through the different signs that they may perceive, thanks to their knowledge of the local conditions in which fishermen carry out their activities.

The coordination between actors, which can be judged at every level of the sector (sometimes directly from producer to consumers), can be considered as a mixed market-domestic coordination. Indeed, though most of the time, negotiations are based upon prices, and take place in auction rooms, in the reality, the knowledge of the product, as well as the reputation of the producer have a significant influence on the transaction, even in the absence of brand or signs of quality. 

The process of definition and construction of quality appeared, based upon these various characteristics, that were already pre-existing, or were enhanced for a few others. 

Though quality in itself pre-existed before exchange, and even before production (Gomez, 1994), due to a number of relations and interactions, the different agents involved were in a situation of relative uncertainty.

The appearance of aquaculture production with no clear identification of its products, and with no differentiation, has considerably affected the phenomenon. 

Because of this, anglers adapted to this new situation, and finally integrated a more “modern” coordination system. Fishermen had to find the best possible correlation of the traditional method of production and distribution with a more efficient system. 

b- Coordinated action and local networks

As studied by M.L. Letablier and C. Delfosse in the genesis of a convention of quality, the initial impulse of enhancement of the savoir-faire combined with a location of production, was born from the “meeting” of a person, or of a group of persons, with a local challenge. At the beginning, there is  an operation of identification between a person or a group, and a product, according to what it represents. 

Thus, in order to meet the new requirements of representativeness, coordination and readability, anglers who constitute a different community and a well-defined entity in the fishing sector, grouped together into associations in order to ensure the management of their interests, and to develop their public image. They formed a group having a common specific geographical entity. Regarding the usually individualistic behaviour of skippers in this sector, this evolution is undoubtedly significant. 

They created their own collective brand: Ligneurs de la pointe de Bretagne, which only makes official a specific and usual fishing activity, offering the non-contractual guarantees of a traditional quality.

The different elements they underline are basically the fishing technique (coastal, lines…), the intrinsic quality of the fish (noble fish, its “natural” character), and the reference to a location of production (Brittany, a strong affective connotation, and a significant public image of tradition and quality). 

Within the economic theory, a collective brand is considered as an instrument able to reduce the informational gap that may exist between supply and demand. This is all the more true since there exists a vast circulation of goods, a situation of incomplete and asymmetric information, and therefore of uncertainty (qualitative, safety, mode of production, etc.). 

In this context, a collective brand can be very important, as for the consumer it presents itself as an “informational summary”. It facilitates both the readability and credibility of a product, and thus the transaction process between the different operators. This is particularly relevant in the case of food products for which the customer’s confidence in quality plays a fundamental role in the final choice, and in the act of purchase. 

Considering the theory of conventions, the approach of the meaning and reality of the collective brand is somewhat different.

The brand is considered as a sign of a guarantee of quality, approved and checked by the client. The product he buys perfectly conforms to what he hopes and wishes to get, through the act of purchase. The development of a collective brand can be interpreted as the will to reinforce, and make more clear the different forms of coordination that exist (Pivot, 1999). 

Therefore, the characteristics of brands and their use, can be helpful to understand the different types of conventions that correspond to a given product, the conventional type of the category of the customer concerned, as well as the mechanism of coordination between actors, at the different stages of production, in space and time (Marescotti, 1999). Collective brands reinforce the existing convention of quality, by indicating their presence to the different actors. 

Thus, each type of convention may be analysed as the support of a specific type of convention, as a marker of convention (Valceschini & Nicolas, 1995), and also as a form of investment, in order to make more explicit the coordination that actors intend to use and set up.

In other words, the brands are the fruit of a global effort of constitution of common references, and transmission of information in a specific economic context. As a result, the “informational format”, which is conveyed by the collective brand, must be coherent and related to the mechanism of coordination (Marescotti, 1999). 

By creating this collective brand “Ligneurs de la pointe de Bretagne », local anglers have underlined a number of coordinations, due to a traditional mode of production and a qualitative approach to the product.

All these conventions also appeared at different levels, and with different actors of the sector. 

c- Conventions of quality and logic of coordination.

The initiative of anglers (grouping in associations, creation of a brand, agreement on the procedures to follow, etc.) can be interpreted as a convention of quality. It results from an “internal regulation”, stemming from a strategic compromise between collective and individual interests. It enhances a traditional job, a quality product, and a “region”. In order to guarantee and make the convention durable, these professionals imposed on themselves their code of behaviour. This last is auto-controlled: there is no official certification, or intervention from a certification agency. There only exists a control made by the profession. 

As with any other sign of quality, the brand “Bar de ligne de la pointe de Bretagne », stamped on each sea bass, is a support of identification that proves the existence of a convention. 

This convention corresponds to a will of coordination between economic actors (here, mainly skippers, then wholesale merchants, or other sectors that have become buyers of a standardised fish). They are aware of the necessity to underline the existence of a savoir-faire, and thus they adapt to the new demands of the market, in order to increase the efficiency and cost profitability of their production tool.  Indeed, these skippers must coordinate their action to defend and promote their job (its typicality and quality of the production), in front of new competitors, by implementing a sign of identification through the intermediary of a quality brand. 

Being the first level of coordination between actors, this convention is based upon the support of the skippers to a body of collective principles, that leads to structure their economic relationships. It is thus a civic coordination. 

However, the fact that the initiative is based upon the auto-control of the profession, also suggests the confidence that exists between producers. As underlined by M.T. Letablier and C. Delfosse (1995), local links characterise a specific way of production, for which confidence plays a major role in the coordination of the activities. The model of domestic production is based on this link. The logic of quality congruent with this model suggests some notions of location, soil, and local identity. 

For its elaboration, this logic activates networks. The initiative of anglers integrates quite well in such a model. 

Regarding the relationships with the consumer, the new distribution networks do not allow anymore direct contact between the producer and the consumer. This results in a qualitative uncertainty: where do the sea bass displayed on the stall come from? Does it come from aquaculture? Was it trawled? Is it a line-caught fish? By stamping the brand on each sea bass, producers remove the obstacle of uncertainty. They recreate a relationship of direct confidence, thanks to retailers, both links and guarantors for this convention of quality. This last, the savoir-faire, and these relations between actors in this specific fishing sector, is illustrated through the stamping of the brand. Because the stamp displays the name of the boat as well as the telephone number of the fisherman, it may even result in a new direct relationship between the producer and the consumer
. 

In this case, there exists a domestic coordination, a relationship that used to exist before the “globalisation” of the market. Differently, for a quality product such as the line sea bass, we may think that the main coordination is a compromise between the domestic and civic coordination.

This “collective step” also allowed the creation of a specific referencing for this fish at the national market in Rungis. Thus, this situation lies somewhere between the setting up of regulations and the establishing of standards. The support of a number of actors for a body of collective principles leads to the structuring of their economic relationships. This is an industrial-civic coordination (similar to what may exist in the sector of organic agriculture, Sylnader, 1991). 

In parallel, the anglers developed a specific convention with famous chefs and restaurant owners, and notably with the Culinary Union of Brittany. It serves as a guarantee as it is based on the confidence,  and direct accreditation of the product’s quality by references and qualified persons. This relation of partnership lies within the scope of a model of domestic coordination. 

214- Differentiated product of specific quality, Label Rouge and convention

The coexistence of different models of coordination and quality agreements is normal for a typical or specific product such as line sea bass. This is justified by the product’s typicality which suggests different motivations and varied types of purchase. The expectancies of the consumers, or more generally of the “contractors”, are more easily satisfied. 

All these coordinations induced by this convention of quality reinforce the specific nature of the initiative, and also that of the product’s quality. It appears that all these agreements highlight a specificity of the product’s quality that could be compared to a logic of differentiation of production, in more “classic” words. 

It is clear that this differentiation generates a price differential compared to other types of sea bass production. Various studies and surveys have demonstrated this (Charles, 2000). The result is a significant increase in the fishermen’s income, which for many of them, suggests a decrease in the time spent at sea, as well as in the fishing effort.

Today, the Ligneurs de la pointe de Bretagne are interested in the official standardisation of their production through a “Label Rouge”. Following a climate of uncertainty and threat, notably for products from the food industry, this initiative arises from the more and more frequent demands for official certifications of quality, at the level of consumers, hypermarkets, and the whole sector. 

In this context, except for the problem of adaptation of the specific signs of quality of the food industry to the fishing industry, a strict quality referential should be progressively set up. It has to be based upon the fishing technique, but also on practices of fish processing, preservation techniques, and respect of time limits. All these references concerning a product caught differently, allows to propose a qualitatively different product, compared to a standard product. This referential is also the result of a social construction of quality, that leads to a conventional form different from that of agricultural products. As with other sectors, we may think that conventions, agreements, and modes of coordination would evolve. They would tend to generate a definition of quality based upon an industrial-domestic composite convention (Sylvander, 1994 & 1995). It suggests a complex and complete technology. It must differentiate the product, at all levels, in a technically objectivised way
. 

Though in the sector of agricultural products, at the level of the market, we observe the recognition of quality by consumers, as well as the maintenance of a gap in prices between basic and quality products (notably for chicken), it has not yet been proved that a Label Rouge standard would be “psychologically” and “legibly” adaptable to line sea bass. 

In order to adapt such a standard of quality, the different actors of the sector coordinated their activities through institutional plans of action: registration of technical regulations by certifying agencies, emanation of professionals, monitoring at all levels by the professionals, approval by the national commission of standards, under the aegis of the Ministry of Agriculture, and “super-monitoring” by Qualité France.

If the Label Rouge standard is adopted in the sector of fishing products, the domestic coordination, which was the majority at the beginning, may evolve at long term, as it happened in poultry breeding. This initiative may institutionalise and standardise itself. The contact of the merchant logic may thus generate frictions between the modes of coordination, evolving towards an industrial-merchant composite convention (Thévenot). 

It is thus clear that such an initiative of official standardisation of higher quality will impact the mode of coordination and the global organisation of the “sea bass industry”. 

215- Logics of coordination.

Anyhow, today, the differentiation of the line sea bass of Brittany is both efficient and coherent. The market convention does not seem to be adapted to the evaluation and enhancement of such a typical and specific product (Letablier and Nicolas, 1994). The most appropriate convention of quality for a specific product seems to be a compromise between a civic and a domestic logic. 

In domestic logic, coordination between individuals is developed by contiguity of an original source, made of the “quality sign” on the market. It refers to the location of the product, and to a traditional job. It attempts to recreate the connexion between the geographical and cultural proximity and the consumer (Eymard-Duvernay, 1989). Then, the quality of the good, established by relations between areas of production, circulation, and consumption, as well as the agreement on quality, tend to extend making the product a common good able to support a particular convention (Letablier and Delfosse, 1995). 

The re-evaluation of such a product mainly supposes the reconstruction of relationships with the final consumer, in which the personal relation plays a significant role. 

Thus, for anglers, the collective brand allows a personal identification, and an implicit contractual process between the producer and the consumer. 

The civic logic appears strongly within such an initiative: the interest of a local community to keep the “soil link” alive often suggests the need to protect an activity. As a result, it uses economically a collective cultural heritage, socially built in time by a group a actors, who contribute through different ways to this evolution. 

Sometimes, for this reason, some initiatives of protection may even be undertaken by local public institutions, especially if the product concerned faces the risk of disappearance, radical change, or alteration.

22- The enhancement initiative « Bretagne Qualité Mer » (BQM).

221- Origin and organisation of the quality enhancement programme.

In 1993 again, following the fishing crisis, Breton artisanal fishing producers created an organisation in order to enhance their production, and adapt their activity to the market demand. It aimed at grouping together both fishermen and wholesale merchants, referenced by a “quality service”, depending on their professional practices. The members, whether fishermen or wholesale merchants, would commit themselves to respect a number of regulations specific to their jobs.

For several months, prior to joining and referencing procedures, they have to undergo an inspection of the landed products. Quality technicians make observations aboard the ship, and at landing. 

In order to be referenced, a ship must respect a variety of commitments, in terms of time spent at sea, hygiene in the products handling, conditioning onboard, and selection of the products according to a scale of freshness and total catches. 

As far as wholesale merchants are concerned, they have to respect a number of conditions regarding purchasing from the referenced ships, systematic icing before delivery, working in straight flow and product packaging, respect for the refrigeration procedure, and application of the regulations in terms of hygiene. They also have to select products according to a predetermined scale of freshness. Finally, the shipment of BQM products must be done the day of purchase. 

If these conditions are respected, a label of the collective brand BQM is stamped on the box of the products selected. BQM products have their specific barcode in salesrooms, thus allowing constant follow up of the production. The complete programme is normally controlled by an official certification agency (Véritas). 

The first species integrated in the BQM programme were the sardine, living crayfish, and the anglerfish. The line sea bass, the hake, the edible crab, and the spiny spider crab have been progressively integrated to the BQM production. 

A survey was carried out with the members, in collaboration with the association, in order to analyse the BQM initiative, to have the opinion of the actors concerned, and understand the possible effects of this innovation, at the organisational, economic and social levels. This allowed to complete the information received from the persons in charge of the BQM programme, as well as the results obtained from the different interviews in which they, and a few members, took part.

At the origin, in 1995, 47 ships were referenced. Today, BQM groups more than 600 units. 15 wholesale merchants were concerned with the operation. The maximum number was obtained in 1996, with 35 participants. Today, there are 25 members. 

222- Evolution of the programme in relation to the mode of coordination.

At the beginning, there was a convention in which the mode of coordination could be compared to a civic and domestic composite logic, though the civic element prevailed. When the brand was set up, actors had relationships of sustainable confidence. They elaborated a “body of collective principles”, in the form of requirements, resulting in the structuring of their economic relations. 

All these principles applied to a limited number of actors, either wholesale merchants or fishermen, usually grouped according to the type of fishing, and also concerned the products exchanged. The original understanding of confidence between the above parties had crystallised around technical agreements, notably qualitative, in order to adapt the programme for the whole sector, including super/hypermarkets and consumers, and to make it more clear. The result, especially for species such as the sardine or the living crayfish, was a rise in prices. A “quality annuity” was thus created. 

However, as shown by Granovetter (1994), from the moment that there exists strong social claiming and pressures, the risk of embezzlement or improper appropriation of the annuity is quite significant. The author highlights three postulates that rule the economic activity:

1. Normally, the pursuit of economic objectives suggest that of other non-economic objectives, such as sociability, approbation, social status, and power. 

2. As with any type of action, the economic action is socially located. It cannot be explained by sole individual reasons. It is integrated in the network of personal relations, and does not result from atomised groups of actors. 

3. As with all institutions, economic institutions do not necessarily emerge in a form determined by external circumstances. They are “socially built”. 

Based on these postulates, and referring to Geertz’s research work (1963), Granovetter explains that in some cases, in an “over-socialised
” model, the “firms” may be put down by claiming from people of the same community, who also wish to have a part of the activity’s profits. In this context, the firm becomes more of a “charitable organisation” than a business centre. 

Unlike the Chinese community expatriated in South East Asia, taken in example by Granovetter (1994), and that of the Ligneurs de la Pointe de Bretagne studied above, which remains well defined and limited within a specific community, there may exist overlapping social groups and economic activities. 

It is the case of the communities concerned by the BQM programme. Rapidly, a strong will to extend the programme appeared. It concerned both fishermen practising artisanal and varied jobs, as well as the whole list of the species concerned. Beyond the activity of artisanal fishing, we could observe the arrival of semi-industrial ships. The actors working upstream felt more and more concerned. 

For the most part, the original initiative has been diverted. The results of the survey are symptomatic. Currently, all the species caught by the Breton fleet can be “referenced BQM” without the distinction of the fishing technique (inshore, net, trawl…). In addition, more than 50% of the skippers of BQM-referenced ships do not even know if they still belong to the programme. Therefore, a priori, their situation does not correlate with the initial definition of quality. In fact, it appears that the programme has been somewhat monopolised by the “larger vessels”, wholesale merchants, and the other levels of the upstream. 

Due to the multiplication of actors, it is clear that the initial coordination has been faced with a multitude of particular interests, which generated the alteration of the initial logic. This logic of differentiation of quality has been replaced by a logic consisting in seeking a (smaller?) common denominator of quality. There is no certainty of a real higher quality, or any logic of differentiation. It is rather a seeking of referencing of more or less homogenous products. The initiative has transformed in logic of standardisation. Besides, it is interesting to note that this first evolution came with a second change, as symptomatic: the wholesale merchants decide whether or not to qualify the different stocks of fish, and then manage the promotion of the brand, being free to display it or not. 

The first link of confidence, habits, and sustainable work relationships has been replaced by the logic of standard control. 

All along the production, aboard and ashore, and according to the criteria selected by the artisanal community, the logic of control has been replaced by an ex-post logic of control, which follows the habits of the semi-industrial and industrial fishing. This is the official classification (which gives right to State subsidies) Quality E extra, A or B. All fishing products are reduced to three ex-post quality standards.

Currently, the actors of the sector are closer to a logic of industrial coordination, which is perhaps becoming a mixed industrial-merchant coordination. The logic coordination combining domestic with civic seems to be given up. 

Due to social embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985), an initiative of enhancement by differentiation evolved towards a step of seeking standardisation.

The result for fishermen, notably in terms of income, is not that obtained by the Ligneurs de la Pointe de Bretagne, or that initially aimed at by the BQM programme. 

Indeed, though at the beginning, for certain species and certain jobs, the impact on prices was evident, today, things are much different. Moreover, wholesale merchants are the only ones who benefit from the quasi totality of the quality annuity. The net gain of the programme remains quite limited, and even non-existent. 

Conclusion

The game of interactions between actors can thus lead progressively to the construction of an “institutional” definition of quality, imposing itself on their economic activity of definition and identification of the products. The most advanced level of interaction leads to legislations and regulations on food quality, as they exist in the food industry, where regulations aim at defining the technical dimensions of the quality. Artisanal fishing has not yet reached this level. In many cases, both enhancement and quality steps are still at the launching stages, or even just projects. The objective and logic of association such as that proposed by the Ligneurs de la Pointe de Bretagne refers to the seeking of product differentiation, and not to standardisation. However, this last seems to be the direction to which the BQM programme is currently heading. 

For the whole fishing sector, it is difficult to envision the making of generalised enhancement steps based upon signs of quality, or on the identification of the typicality or specificity of the products. In some particular cases, differentiation steps can really be successful. In such cases, convincing results are obtained, either economically, in terms of prices, margins, cost efficiency, and organisation (Boude and Charles, 2000). 

The economic theory of conventions gives the possibility to analyse the setting up of signs of quality as a social construction.  Thus, it is possible to explain the adoption of coordination mechanisms and specific supports, in the light of one or several appropriate conventions of quality. 

Yet, as shown by the steps of Ligneurs de la Pointe de Bretagne, and BQM, the selected methods of enhancement vary considerably. They constitute two different strategies, first in terms of differentiation, and second in terms of standardisation. In addition, the conventional analysis reveals which economic and social interactions are the foundation of the construction of demand.  Finally, enhancement steps can evolve considerably in time, and may even be diverted from their initial objective due to social embeddedness (Granovetter, 1995), as shown with the example of BQM. 

The market convention does not seem to be adapted to the assessment and enhancement of a typical or specific product (Letablier and Nicolas, 1994). The most relevant quality convention for a specific product seems to be a compromise between civic and domestic logic. 

Considering either the differentiation step of the Ligneurs de la Pointe de Bretagne, or the initiative of standardisation of the association Bretagne Qualité Mer, they both show the social construction of quality and conventions that rule this construction. 
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� As confirmed by certain producers, a fishermen may be at sea, and receive a call on his cell phone from a consumer living in Paris, just to congratulate him for the quality of his product, and ask him to be kind enough to send fish to Paris!


� This is one of the major problems concerning the adaptability of the Label Rouge standard to fishing products. Indeed, by definition, the “product” is controlled after the production (fishing) and never before, which means that there is no possibility of control for the preceding stages. 


� Over-socialised conception : in this context, the actors are so sensitive to the opinions and claiming of others that they obey automatically to the generally accepted standards of behaviour. Conversely, the “under-socialised” conception, refers to an utilitarian tradition, atomisation, and a selfish quest of the personal interest. 
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