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Abstract 

This study attempts to find out the profitability of new fish catching technology as 
against traditional, in terms of gross profits, net profits, resource rents, return to labor 
and capital. Data on costs and returns associated with fishing craft operations were 
col­lected daily from 24 randomly selected craft owners in Dondra, Sri Lanka, over a 
period of one year. The sample fishermen belonged to five strata in respect of 
degree of mechanisation and sophistication of craft. Results indicated positive net profits 
for all craft operations indicating their long-term viability. All fishing units enjoyed 
positive resource rents. The multiday mechanized craft, which is engaged in explioting 
the under-exploited deep sea resources of Sri Lanka, enjoyed the highest resource rents. 
This craft also en­joyed the highest return to labor, while the mechanized traditional craft 
enjoyed the high­est return to capital. It appeared that labor was overpaid and capital 
was underpaid in mechanized fishing due to the persistence of traditional catch-sharing 
systems. Yet, the mechanized traditional craft and the small mechanized craft with 
outboard motor appear to be best suited to the needs of Sri Lanka. Results also indicated 
that owners of mechanized crafts enjoyed a higher apparent wealth position than owners 
of traditional crafts and that mechanization of fishing crafts has definitely improved the 
living standards of fishermen. 



Introduction 

Post-war development efforts in Sri Lanka saw almost all the successive 
governments placing a high priority on food self-sufficiency and generating 
emplayment. The fisheries sector was considered as one that had good potential 
for providing employment to rural youth as well as for providing animal pro­
tein to the population. Demand for fish was on the rise due to population 
growth, increasing incomes, and the growing demand for tropical fish species 
by consumers in Western countries. Due to the preference for fish by Sri 
Lanka's predominantly Buddhist population, demand for fish remained high 
compared to other sources of animal prot.ein. 

In Sri Lanka, 111,335 people are directly engaged in fishing with small­
scale fishing units, operating up to a distanre of 2().25 miles off the coast using 
small crafts less than 32 feet long. Of the total landings, 80% comes from 
these small-scale fishing activities. In 1993, out of the t.otal marine landings of 
202,900 tons, nearly 84% came from coastal fishery. Total fish production in 
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the same year was 200,000 tons, including 18,000 tons of inland fish, which 
contributed 1.9% to the Gross National Product in 1993 (Ministry of Fisheries 

1994). 
The term fish-catching technowgy is used in this paper to denote fishing 

operations carried out by various types of crafts which fall under two broad 

categories: 1) traditional craft-gear combinations, and 2) new craft-gear combi­
nations. 

Traditional Craft-Gear Combinations 

Traditionally, Sri Lankan fishers employed a wide range of craft and gear 

which fall into two general categories: 1) those used for harvesting pelagic fish 

species, and 2) those used for harvesting demersal species. Adoption of a par­

ticular type of craft appears to be a matter of its popularity among segments 

of the population who differ in geographical location, race and religion. The 
indigenous crafts of Sri Lanka are: the planked beach seine craft or paru, the 
outrigger canoe or oruwa, and the log raft or vallam (Fig. 1). Of all traditional 

crafts, the outrigger canoe is the most popular among fishers in the south of 
Sri Lanka. 

The outrigger canoe is a dugout driven by oars and/or a sail. It comes in 

different sizes, ranging from 3 m (used for bait or cast net fishing close to 

inshore or lagoons) to 10 m (used for prawn fishing with a drag net, trolling, 

handlining and drift net fishing). 

New Craft-Gear Combinations 

New fishing crafts introduced to small-scale fisheries in the south of Sri 
Lanka consist of 5.2-7.0-m fiberglass boats with outboard engines (FRP boats), 
3.5-ton crafts with inboard engines, and mechanized traditional crafts (Fig. 1). 

FRP boats are undecked, open boats made of fiberglass. They are used for 

gillnetting (mainly using small-meshed gillnets). Most of the boats have plan­

ing hulls adapted from a speed boat design. The mechanized traditional craft 

(MTC) is simply any type of traditional craft powered by an outboard motor 

a. Planked Beachseine craft b. Outrigger canoe
































