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FISHING

Baiting the bottom line

Only the ups and downs are pmd.\‘cl'able In commercial fishing.

THOSE WHO have any tendency at all
toward modion sickness should stay oud
of the commercial fishing hsiness. Never
mind ihe fact thai the seas are often
rough. It's the radically up-and-down
mation af the bottom line that's enowgh
to make n shors-bound businessman
rck.

Faor example, take Alka Cooper &
Sons, a commercial fishing and fish pro-
cessing cnterprise in Hike, Last vear was
the best year Hawali's fishermen had seen
gince [975, says Cooper, with his com-
pany alone processing close to 1% million
pounds of fish, But this year is the worst
in years. What are his end-of-theopear
projections? "Projections?™ he spits out.
“Haut™

Unprediciable Tectors. The fact s, s
impossihle 1o make realistic projections
in the fishing business, There are far too
many changeable factors involved, First
and foremost is whether or not the fish
are biting, and that factor is what's mak-
ing this such a down year, *The fish just
aren’t coming back,“says Cooper, noting
that, whereas the Tishing season usually
siarts in May, by Seplember they wers
gtill “just dribbling in,"

Auction price is anather unprediciable
factor—one that depends on time of year,
demand versus supply and the condition
of the fish. At a recent auction, says
Cooper, the prce for a pound of ahi
ranged from 51.13 to 5177, depending
an the quality of the fish. Amd because of
supply amd demand, Cooper recently saw
ahi drop from an average of 33,50 per
pound to $1.50 per pound within 1wo
weeks.

The appeal of commercial fishing is
the potential profit. Cooper says that a
fisherman can gross up to 51,500 a
auction for one sight's work., Yet out of
that comes around $200 lor fwel, bait and
ice, plus payments 1o the processor, ship-
per and guctioneer. And, Cooper noles,
“he may not have caughi anything at all
the night before.”

Thoze big margins also dont accouwnt
for the cost amd repaie of equipmeni.
While repair costs, for instance, are dif-
ficult to forecast, Cooper says he can
count on spending around §5.5000 per
engine each year lor overhaul work. But
there's just no way o know whether a
trapemission is going to fail, or a rodder
i5 going to break, or the radar equipment

Alke feember) amd ks fwo sons, Koohy and Maki, kave builf up a fomily burlaess whelch
haredles every step of commercinl fivhing frow sellimg dee ball to getting the cofch fo aucticn.

15 going Lo give oul, of lraps are going to
be swept away by storms, or long lioes
are going to be cut by a passing freiphter-
the possibilities are endless,

There's one oiher cost that Cooper can
coinl on each year, and it's “the thing

_that practically kills vou,” he says. That

ot 1% insurance. Cooper spends at least
S40,000 a year in coverage for the com-
pany% boats, trucks, property, tempo-
rary disability inswrance for hi six em-
ployees and healih insurance for the
fishermen,

Why bother? 5o if the business is thai un-
predictable, why be in g at all? Because
admats Cooper, alihough when it's bad,
it's horrid—when it’s good, 19% very, very
pood, Last vear, for example, Cooper &
Sons handled around §1.3 million worth
of fish, And for Alika Cooper, there'’s
also the fact thai fishing is a family tredi-
tion. Cooper god into commercial [ishing
in 1946, then ook a [0-venr leave from
the indusiry in 1955 when le married,

moved to Voleano and tried farming for
awhile.

But in 1965 Cooper moved his family
1o Hilo, and he got back into long line
commercial fishing using a 6&3-foot
EAMPAR, Shorily alter, he bought a
couple of skiffs and started net fishing
Then, in 1975, he formed Alika Cooper &
Sons wilth his wife and three children,
Alika, Jr, has since left the company o
run a nursery; Kaohu is in charge of the
company’s captaing and feet and Mahi
handles mechanics and repairs.

Ower the ast seven years, the family
members have buill the business up bit
by hat. They started with two baats pur-
chased with sx percent Small Business
Adminkstration loans. Now the company
has seven boats (plus one under con-
strisction), six of them 27-fosters worth
around 530,000 each and ome 36-footer
waorth about 500,00, The company also
has two cold storage lockers, cach with
26,000-pound capacity, 0 shipping con-
{ainers, an ioe block plant and three ice



machites, each of which can churn out
up ta 7.000 pounds of ice o day.
Cooper & Sons contracts oul i1s baals
i a capiain and his crew member. The
company also services around X0 other
fishermen on a daily basis, providing
them with bait and ice. and procesing,
packaping anc ir-shippong their catch
o Honolulu For auction. After the aue-
tioneer and the air shipper are paid,
Cooper takes 10 percent Irom the inde-
pendent fishermen for processing and
:hipping services. For o ats own boars”

Thiv ahl may sell for SILT to £F & powried,
deperding o supply, dervand and quolity.

cateles, the company takes 44 percent,
with 24 percent going to the crew member
and 32 percent poing Lo the capiain,

Other than a few small local sales,
Cooper usually sends all the fish his com-
pany handles w United Fishing Ageney
in Honlulu for auction. Within a matter
of days, Cooper & Sons is sent a check
[or each lisherman plus a computer print-
oul which detatls which Tish sold Tor how
much, 1o what bidder amd miscellaneous
comments o s condiiion. A1 times,
when the price s paricularly good, the
campany will send fsh 1o Japon, says
Cooper. But payment can often be de-
byed for as much as three wecks when
dealing with the Japaness marken

Even in the good years, Cooper suys.
b may make money on pper but it rare-
Iy genes in his pocket. “Practically every
cent we make goes into expanding the
business,” Cooper save with a node of
pridi.

Some of that money is now staring to
trickle into farming. “Fishing 5 gond,*
says Cooper, “but vou can't fish for 1o
tong. I takes a young man’s enduranee,”
Cooper now has three small lots, two in
state apgneulural parks, where he is
grawing fruit trees and Mowers. “That,™
Copper muses, "is what happens to old
fishermen.” @@
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