
Research Question:
How has the closure of black 

abalone fisheries affected different 
communities in California?

@BehnkenBeth

• Data was obtained from oral history interviews conducted 
via Zoom

• Participants volunteered, or were suggested to me by my 
site supervisor 

• Participants were primarily fishermen and biologists, or
otherwise possessed some relationship to black abalone

• 18 interviews total

Figure 2. This figure represents the complex relationships between black abalone, human 
stakeholders, ecological stakeholders, and the disaster events that may affect their recovery.  
These observations are supported by recorded interview responses, as well as through 
scientific secondary research. 
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• Black abalone are an endangered species 
throughout California, but the area of focus for
this project was in the Channel Islands (See Fig. 
3). 

• The species was threatened by the introduction 
of withering syndrome: a disease which 
decimated the intertidal populations in the early 
1980s. 

• The decline of black abalone resulted in the 
closure of commercial and recreational fishery. 

• The loss of black abalone and the closure of the 
fisheries has affected different communities 
within California who once had strong 
relationships with these animals.

• This focus of this internship was to preserve the 
experiences and insight of stakeholders, and to 
utilize this knowledge to better inform 
conservation efforts. Significance

• Archiving the experiences, knowledge, and the interests 
of stakeholders provides a platform for voices which are 
often marginalized or silenced. 

• The knowledge shared during the interviews can inform 
the monitoring and protection of black abalone by 
providing an intimate perspective sourced from local 
people. 

• The interviews can be accessed and reevaluated to 
support other black abalone related projects. 

• This project encourages the idea that species recovery 
efforts contribute to the preservation of culture and 
tradition. 

Figure 3. Map image from NOAA Fisheries depicting the Channel Islands and 
highlighting the coastlines to indicate the habitat of black abalone. 

The primary communities which were focused on during this project 
included biologists, commercial fishermen, and Indigenous persons. In 
the graph above (See Fig. 2), the relationships of other stakeholders 
are represented. These relationships were indicated through interview 
responses and research. 

Fishermen – Closure of the fisheries led to the loss of their 
livelihoods and the disbanding of close-knit communities.

Biologists – Black abalone and disease became a major 
area of research. Biologists dedicated 10+ years to 
managing and protecting this species.

Indigenous Persons – Loss of tradition, including, but not 
limited to harvesting practices, subsistence food sources, 
and regalia usage.

Results

Special thank you to Susan Wang, Amilee Wilson, and to all 
the wonderful participants who graciously offered their 
knowledge and time to make this project happen. 
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Fig 1. Image of an open black abalone. The animal is displaying symptoms of withering 
syndrome with a visible shrunken foot. Image credits to John Steinbeck, NOAA Fisheries.

“An economically, culturally, and 
aesthetically valuable species.” 

Chris Voss (former abalone fisherman) 


