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Definition: Information about the past that is transmitted 

by word of mouth rather than in written form, usually 

recorded on audio and/or video tape, and as the result of 

a planned interview.

*****************************************************************

Sometimes this kind of interview is focused on eliciting 

specialized knowledge about aspects of the natural 

environment that are…

 Gained over a lifetime, e.g., commercial  

fisherman, Local Fisheries Knowledge (LFK) 

 Multiple generations in the case of traditional 

communities, e.g., Alaskan Inuit, Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge (TEK)    

What is an oral history?
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The VFF Database is…

A new national database that is a central 
repository for consolidating and disseminating 
oral history interviews related to marine and 
Great Lakes commercial, recreational, and 
subsistence fishing in the U.S. and its territories. 

The VFF Project goal is…

To make available to the public existing marine 
and Great Lakes focused oral histories and to 
inspire new collections
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VFF Project Origins

• Began in 2007 with NOAA Preserve America 

award, and NMFS/ST funds and IT expertise

• Partly outgrowth of Local Fisheries Knowledge 

(LFK) 2003-2006 Pilot Project
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The LFK Project: Maine,  2003-2006

• Combined fishing community outreach, 

introducing youth to marine-based careers with 

preservation of local fisheries knowledge

• Rural School and Community Trust

partnered to provide                               

expertise in place-based learning 

in K-12 schools
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Jonesport-Beals H.S., 

Washington County

Ellsworth H.S., 

Hancock County



Scenes from April, 2003

Community Meeting

Jonesport/Beals High 

School



8www.voices.nmfs.noaa.gov

The VFF 

Project 

Details
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Project  Partners

– NMFS:  Patricia Pinto da Silva (NEFSC), 

Susan Abbott-Jamieson (HQ-ST) 

– Non-NMFS:  Madeleine Hall-Arber, MIT Sea 

Grant; Bonnie McCay, Rutgers Univ. Human 

Ecology;  Laura Orleans, New Bedford, MA,  

Working Waterfront Project; Commercial 

Fishermen of America



Some Current Participants

– Southern Foodways Alliance, Long Island 

Traditions, Florida Institute for Salt Water 

Heritage, Delaware Bay Museum

– NOAA projects: NOS Monterey Bay Marine 

Sanctuary; PIFSC (Samoa TEK project); 

AFSC (Inuit TEK project); SEFSC/Beaufort 

Lab (NC fishermen); NEFSC, New England 

fishermen and wives oral history project
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 Launched VFF web site and database, & completed 
Phase 2 updates 

 Located dozens of collections throughout the USA with  
>4000 interviews

 Added >250 interviews to VFF DB for public use

 Added a Project Manager, Jessica Bailey

 Contracted for  30-40  2 min. themed podcasts for the 
next upgrade of the web site

We have…



A Walk through the Process for 

Establishing New Projects for Inclusion 

on the VFF Database



VFF Flow of Oral 

History Data

contact
digital audio/visual 

files 

and/or transcripts

available

willing/able 

to share files

Owner to add key 

words/abstract and 

load mp3 digital OH 

onto 

www.noaa.voices.gov

collection

identification

prioritize analog

collections

raise 

funds

digital files 

unavailable

not willing/able

to share files

Add collection info/link 

to online resource list

send to be 

converted
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VFF Web Site Home Page

www.voices.nmfs.noaa.gov
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We Provide a 

How-to-do-it 

Handbook



17

VFF Handbook

• Audience: Individuals, community groups, 

teachers, other educators   

• Some topics covered: Getting started; Building 

partnerships; Ethical and legal issues; 

Recording technologies; Interviewing skills; 

Archiving; Assessing outcomes; Curriculum 

integration
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We provide a 

VFF Users Guide

to help those who 

are setting up new 

collections and 

uploading 

interviews.
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Some Types of People to Interview

• Fisheries managers 

• Fisheries scientists

• People involved in all aspects of the Nation’s marine and 

Great Lakes commercial and recreational fishing industry

• Subsistence fishermen and marine resource harvesters 

• Families of fishermen and marine resource harvesters 
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Some Topics for Interviews

• interviewee’s role 

• fisheries management 

• habitat & other environmental characteristics

• species types & characteristics 

• business & economics of fishing

• gear & fishing technology

• social & cultural characteristics of fishing

• general social & cultural characteristics
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Accessing the VFF Oral History Collections

www.voices.nmfs.noaa.gov



22First selection screen



Second selection screen
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Third selection screen 



Working in Partnership with the NOAA 

Preserve America Program we have…

Participated in creation of a NOAA Oral History 
Interest Group (NOHIG), and

Helped with…

NOAA Oral History Workshop, May 2009

Are planning…

NOAA Oral History Boot Camp, June 2010
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Challenges

• Time and money – of course!

– Identification of additional collections – particularly in 

regions beyond the NE.

– Assistance for collection holders

– Funds for conversion where especially relevant 

collections are found.

• Long term sustainability

– Who will continue this effort over time?
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Wouldn’t you like to save a 

Voice from the Fisheries for 

the next generation?



Contact information

Susan.Abbott-Jamieson@noaa.gov

NMFS/HQ/ST5, Silver Spring, MD

Patricia.Pinto.da.Silva@noaa.gov

NMFS/NEFSC, Woods Hole, MA

Jessica Bailey

Voices@noaa.gov

New Bedford, MA
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Jonesport-Beals

High School. ME

students after 

an interview in 

Jonesport, ME.

Photo: Linda Church

Thanks for Listening


