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The globalization of the seafood industry has prompted the creation of alternative
business models that seek to resist the industrialization of the industry, while promoting
a specific set of core social and environmental values that ostensibly deviate from the
global mainstream. Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, actors in this “alternative”
space emerged as a visible feature of the global seafood distribution system. By
restructuring and shortening seafood supply chains, alternative seafood networks
(ASNs) are reasserting the importance of a specific set of values in food systems for
both environmental and socio-cultural reasons. This thesis explores the diversity of
businesses within the alternative seafood space and how this diversity has emerged
and changed over time. It also draws comparisons from food systems literature to
understand the implications of too much diversity within the alternative seafood space.
Finally, this thesis also explores the challenges ASN operators face and opportunities to
address them. This work is an opportunity to explore the current and future role of ASNs
in the broader seafood economy.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Practical Context
Wild capture fisheries have been, and continue to be, a significant source of nutrition
and employment, as well as a cultural value for communities all around the world (FAO,
2018). Currently, 3.2 billion people rely on fish for 20% of their average intake of animal
protein and 40.3 million people are employed by the seafood industry, the majority of
which are in the Global South. These factors, combined with increasing demand from
the Global North, has led to seafood becoming the highest traded commodity in the
world while simultaneously setting in motion a global overfishing crisis. It’s currently
estimated the at least 28% of fish stocks continue to be fished at biologically
unsustainable levels (FAO, 2018).
Several different management and governance approaches have been implemented
over the years in response to the globalization of the industry and its respective
economic and environmental implications. In North America specifically, the governing
of fisheries is shared between state and federal governments and increasingly taken the
form of privatization through quotas, which has disproportionately marginalized smallscale fishing operators (Acheson et al., 2015; Carothers, 2015; Carothers & Chambers,
2012; Cashore, 2002). In response, small-scale operators have been forced to seek out
new ways of doing business to remain operational (Witter and Stoll 2017). Among these
strategies has been an emerging emphasis on alternative seafood networks (ASNs) that
research suggests may enable small-scale fishermen to remain viable in fisheries
dominated by market governance while simultaneously promoting values that aim to
address ecological sustainability and sociocultural concerns.
Alternative seafood networks (ASNs) are seafood distribution models that aim to
shorten or restructure seafood supply chains in order to promote a variety of economic,
environmental, and social values (Bolton et al., 2016; Brinson et al., 2011; Campbell et
al., 2014; McClenachan et al., 2014; Stoll et al., 2015; A. L. Witter, 2020). According to
Knutson (2017), the transition of many of these operators away from the dominant
system and toward alternatives happens not as a matter of innovation or desire to be
different, per se, but out of economic necessity (Knutson, 2017, p.128).
Though there is existing literature on ASNs, it primarily focusses on one specific type of
ASN: community supported fisheries (CSFs). While existing research has
acknowledged that alternative seafood arrangements can take on a diverse range of
structures and distribution methods (Bolton, 2016) few have explored this diversity in
depth. The evolution of “alternatives” in the seafood space beyond the widely studied
community supported fishery model, is documented further in Chapter 2.
The increased movement in the seafood industry towards alternatives parallels a similar
social movement in agriculture and food systems more generally, namely the
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emergence of alternative food networks (AFNs) and food sovereignty movements
(Levkoe et al., 2019; Trivette, 2012, 2015). Resistance to consolidation and privatization
through the creation of alternatives has been widely recorded in food systems literature.
(C. C. Hinrichs, 2000; Marsden & Franklin, 2013; Pratt, 2009). For example, Pratt
(2009) explains how organic agriculture was “born out of a movement attempting to
realize an alternative set of values in relation to both industrialized food chains and
capitalist organization” (Pratt, 2009, pg. 166). The values referred to by Pratt (2009)
relate to sustainability and socioeconomic issues that were being negatively impacted
by large-scale industrial agriculture. Similarly, ASNs aim to promote a similar set of
values that are often lost within large, globalized seafood supply chains.
This thesis explores the values driving and challenges facing actors pursuing these
diverse, alternative models as well as the wider implications of this growing sector for
the global seafood industry. Given the growing diversity of the ASN model, there is a
critical need to understand the goals and challenges of people working in this space,
their wider implications on the global seafood industry, and how ASN operators
themselves identify their businesses within the broader seafood industry. Understanding
diverse values in ASNs can help build trust within the movement by building a clear,
cohesive understanding of shared values and the shared ethical space where ASNs
operate. Building trust ensures that progress isn’t being lost by arguing over who
“deserves” to be part of the movement. More practically speaking, understanding the
diversity of values will help the Local Catch Network develop an onboarding process to
help people see where they fit in this ethical space, depending on which values they
prioritize, allowing the network to better serve its members and support the alternative
seafood movement.
Additionally, as trends such as global aquaculture development and blue economic
development seem poised to make the seafood industry even more globalized, the
need to understand emerging models that foreground social justice and environmental
sustainability is critical. Understanding what values operators perceive as being
produced through these models and how they define their business in the context of the
broader seafood economy is critical to understanding the role of diversity and multiscale businesses in the global seafood industry. The value of understanding the
diversity of values can also be translated to policy to support these businesses.
Evidence-based policy would benefit from an understanding of the values that drive the
businesses practices of ASNs.
Additionally, the recent COVID-19 pandemic has made this work even more timely and
relevant. The COVID-19 pandemic only increased the relevance of these alternative
models by ASNs showing that they were resilience to global disruption by keeping fish
moving and supporting livelihood security for fishers around the world (cite). In North
America, the success and growth of ASNs was noteworthy during the pandemic. Prior
to March 2020, Local Catch, a network of community supported fisheries and other
2

alternative seafood business, had a membership of 125. As of July 2021, they have 200
members (Local Catch, 2021).

1.2 Research Questions and Thesis Objectives
In light of the gaps and opportunities presented by the practical and scholarly contexts
described above, this thesis answers the broad question: What makes an alternative
seafood network (ASN) “alternative” and how have these distinguishing features of
alterity changed or diversified over time?
To answer this question, this research employed a mix of qualitative methods and other
research activities that pursue three specific objectives:
1) To understand the diversity of values and motivations driving actors within the
ASN space
2) To understand how ASN businesses have evolved ASN over time alongside
definitions of “alternative” and how this evolution has created tensions in the
movement
3) To identify regulatory, social, or other barriers that individuals face when
participating in ASNs, and subsequently, the opportunities that exist to address
them
The plurality within the alternative seafood space was not initially an intended aim of this
study, but rather a result of the focus of participants themselves, most of whom
frequently expressed tensions within the alternative seafood space as a result of
minimal standardization and an increase of members entering the space.

1.3 Scholarly Context
There are gaps in knowledge related to the broader impact of alternative seafood networks,
including their philosophical differences, scalability, and long-term viability. This work will
contribute to existing research on global fisheries management and alternative seafood
networks, while highlighting opportunities for alternative seafood networks to build
resilience in seafood supply chains.

Existing literature on alternative seafood businesses has called for further research into
a variety of topics. These include: how ASN operators conceptualize terms like “local”
and “alternative”; to what extent these values influence their beliefs about what
alternative food movements accomplish (Campbell et al., 2014); and finally, how
flexibility and plurality within alternative food movements influences the space (Bolton et
al., 2016). Understanding value diversity in ASNs will address these knowledge gaps
and also contribute to literature on alternative food movements more generally, which
are often criticized for not having a singular definition.
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Specifically, chapter 2 of this thesis expands on the contributions of critical voices in the
alternative seafood space including Witter (2020), Bolton (2016), and Stoll et al. (2015).
Witter (2020) formally introduced the term “alternative seafood networks” into academic
scholarship, indicating the first evidence that alternative business models in the seafood
industry had moved beyond the original CSF model. This thesis builds on the findings
from Witter (2020) regarding the values of CSF businesses, while expanding to include
the diversity of ASN models that exist today.
Exploring the diversity of models within the alternative food space also builds on the
contributions of Bolton (2016) which characterizes the diversity of business models
under the CSF umbrella. Chapter 2 of this thesis expands on the findings of Bolton
(2016), supporting their claims that alternatives in the seafood industry are diverse and
evolving, which has since contributed to tensions in the space. This chapter builds on
past literature, examining the evolution of the ASN model and where the alternative
seafood movement may be headed based on similar trends in food systems literature.
Witter (2020) and Bolton (2016) likewise indicate that further documentation of the values
generated by different types of alternative seafood networks is warranted, given that the
growing diversity of businesses emerging in the space. Chapter 2 directly fulfills this need
for deeper understanding of the values associated with ASNs through interviews with
operators, directly aimed at understanding business values and goals. The diversity in
values across literature provides the basis for comparison and provokes a deeper
conversation about the true objectives of being an “alternative”.
This thesis also makes contributions to broader scholarship on alternative food
movements. While interest in alternative food movements has been growing, the space
largely remains undefined in academic literature. Generally, these alternative models
have only been defined in comparison to their larger, industrial counterparts (Campbell
et al., 2014; DesRivières et al., 2017; Marsden & Franklin, 2013; Pratt, 2009; A. Witter &
Stoll, 2017). Scholarship on alternative food movements has also rarely included
seafood, though there have been several approaches from food systems literature that
have been adapted to assess the role of seafood in alternative and local food
movements (DesRivières et al., 2017; Loring et al., 2013; Lowitt, 2013).
Building on these works, this thesis contributes to broader discussions of what makes
an alternative food business “alternative” and how this alternativeness is presented
through business values within the seafood industry. While there have been previous
attempts to understand the values of alternative seafood businesses (Witter, 2020), this
thesis will be the first work to analyze how those values have contributed to identities
and tensions related to identity within the alternative food space. Understanding value
diversity in ASNs will also contribute to literature on alternative food movements more
generally, which are often criticized for not having a singular definition.
4

In addition to contributing to literature regarding values and identity in the alternative
seafood space, this thesis also directly contributes to a large body of existing research
on the experiences and challenges facing small-scale fishers in North America. Chapter
3 focusses more on the day-to-day challenges that CSFs and other ASNs face in regard
to policy and regulations and offers solutions to address them. This work builds on
some of the early analysis from scholars in the alternative seafood space including Stoll
et al. (2015), Campbell et al. (2014), Brinson et al. (2011), and Bolton et al. (2016).
The authors above are some of the first to examine the diversity of businesses models
under the CSF umbrella, how models from agri-food businesses like CSAs translate into
seafood, and how these alternative models contribute to sustainability and overall food
systems resilience. While much of this work evaluated some of the challenges during
the early years of CSFs, or “growing pains”, Chapter 3 of this thesis builds on these
findings to identify current challenges faced by the diverse models we see today. This
chapter also contributes to literature on the resilience of alternative seafood models and
the opportunities associated with ASNs.

1.4 Thesis Structure
This thesis is written in three further chapters: The remainder of this chapter explains
the methodology used to conduct this research. Chapters two and three present
research findings in the form of two distinct manuscripts. The first, (Chapter 2) explore
the values of ASN operators, how they differ across operators, and how these values
have evolved over time. This manuscript is expected to be submitted for publication with
co-authors, Dr. Philip Loring, Dr. Joshua Stoll, and Dr. Hannah Harrison. The second
manuscript, (Chapter 3) explores the challenges that ASN operators face in operating
their business and opportunities to shift policy to better support these alternative
models. This chapter is adapted from a manuscript submitted to the e-book, Thinking
BIG about Small-Scale Fisheries in Canada, by Too Big To Ignore. I conducted all semistructured interviews myself, analyzed the results, and wrote the manuscript. Dr. Philip
Loring and Dr. Hannah Harrison participated in the collection of the podcast interviews
and contributed to the review of the manuscript. Dr. Joshua Stoll also contributed to the
review of the manuscript. the Chapter 2 provides a deep exploration of the plurality
within local food movements and the implications of gatekeeping access to local
markets, Chapter 3 provides a more practical context of some of the day-to-day
operational challenges faced within alternative food businesses and opportunities to
alleviate some of this pressure. A fourth and final chapter summarizes the findings of
this work and describes its contributions and limitations.

1.5 Research Methods
1.5.1 Research Orientation and Scope
The research presented in this thesis was designed to contribute to the growing
scholarship on alternative seafood networks. Work in this field typically draws from a
5

wide range of literature including global food systems, fisheries management, and
marine policy (Bolton et al., 2016; Campbell et al., 2014; Carothers & Chambers, 2012;
Cashore, 2002; Fazzino et al., 2013; C. C. Hinrichs, 2000; Loring et al., 2013; Marsden
& Franklin, 2013; Stoll et al., 2015). The scope of this work is limited to the geographic
region of North America. All participants in this research work for or operate alternative
seafood networks which catch and distribute seafood in Canada or the United States
(including Hawaii).
Importantly, I approached this research not with the intent of quantifying values or
attributes about the community at large, but to identify key issues emerging among a
community of practice. As such, it is not intended to present a representative picture of
the entire alternative seafood space, but relied on a purposive selection of participants
from the Local Catch Network that emphasized representative diversity of the network’s
members at the time of the research. Participants were recruited until a point of
saturation was observed by the researcher (Weiss, 1995), referring to the point in which
interview responses became similar and no new themes were occurring in interviews.
Accordingly, while the research does not aim to provide findings that are quantitatively
representative of the full diversity of ideas and values in the network, it does provide
important and revelatory information about major themes, discourses and challenges
actively faced by its membership.
1.5.2 Methods Used to Address Objectives
This research employed a qualitative approach which included a literature review, semistructured interviews, content analysis, and thematic coding based on the thematic
coding process developed by Astride and Stirling (2001). The overall approach is
interpretivist in nature, seeking not to obtain generalizable findings about all people who
participate in ASNs but to glean insights into common discourses, values, motivations,
and experiences.
To meet the first research objective, to understand the diversity of values and
motivations driving actors within the ASN space, I conducted a narrative literature
review was conducted, as well as semi-structured interviews with each participant. The
narrative literature review was non-systematic, intended to provide a summary for the
reader on such relevant topics as community supported fisheries (CSFs), consolidation,
privatization, and ownership within the North American seafood industry, and analysis
on the importance of seafood in coastal communities. For the interviews, an interview
guide was created with input from organizational leaders of the Local Catch Network
and primarily drew from concepts within the network philosophy, as well as the websites
of members within the network. I then conducted a coded content analysis of websites
of members within the Local Catch Network in order to determine prominent themes
and values of each business models. This analysis was used in combination with the
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Local Catch Network core values (Figure 1) to craft questions related to individual
business goals and values.
From this point, a list of ASN operators from the Local Catch Network was populated
with assistance from the network coordinator to identify a recruitment strategy that
would capture both diversity of business models as well as diversity in geographic
location. After the initial group was interviewed, the Local Catch Network was asked to
identify a second group of actors whose insights would be also valuable to the research.
A total of 22 qualitative interviews were conducted virtually via online conferencing
software. Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed in full, and then thematically
coded using NVIVO software. Thematic networks are used to organize salient themes
and provide structure in the depiction of those themes and how they were derived
(Attride-Stirling, 2001). Thematic networks are constructed using three “levels” of data
organization: basic themes, organizing themes, and global themes, in order to “discover
the beginning of arguments or the end of rationalization” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 388).
In order to identify basic themes in the data, the analytical steps laid out by AttrideStirling (2001) were followed, along with a mixed inductive and deductive coding
approach centered around the Local Catch Network’s core values. Codes were
organized both around the existing 9 core values and emerging themes related to how
ASNs self-identified in relation to the broader seafood economy, their business goals
and challenges, and how they defined terms like “CSF”, “local” and “sustainable”. These
themes were organized into coherent groupings, resulting in the organizational
framework depicted in Appendix 2.
To meet the second objective—understanding how ASN businesses have evolved ASN
over time alongside definitions of “alternative”—the semi-structured interview data was
analyzed with food systems literature to identify information on stages of development in
existing literature and draw comparisons to explore if ASNs fit into the same stages.
The literature review focused primarily on scholarship about CSAs and other alternative
food businesses, while also including some literature on the principles of social
organization. The goal of this review was to identify patterns in alternative food
movements and other similar organizations to better understand where the ASN model
may currently be in its evolution. The findings of the literature review were compared to
the responses to semi-structured interviews to identify similarities within the ASN
evolution and evolutions that have already occurred in food systems.
As noted above, interviews also asked operators to reflect on the various challenges
they currently face. Too, additional interviews for a podcast were held with a subset of
60 interviewees related specifically to the challenges presented by COVID19 (see also
section 1.5.4). This thesis work was being completed at the same time that the COVID19 pandemic was gripping the world and impacting the seafood industry. In order to
better understand how the pandemic was impacting fisheries and seafood, the author of
this thesis was conducting a separate project that took the form of an audio podcast.
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The podcast sought stories from ASN operators and others involved in the seafood
industry to understand how they were being impacted by the pandemic and the ways in
which they were responding. Several of the podcast participants also agreed to
participate in this research project and so some of the podcast interviews were also
analyzed in this work. While the semi-structured interviews also sought to understand
the challenges of operating an ASN in North America, the podcast interviews brought to
light a set of new challenges and existing challenges that were exacerbated by the
pandemic.
All research activities were evaluated and approved by the University of Guelph
Research Ethics Board. Participants who agreed to participate in both the podcast
interviews and the thesis interviews, were double-consented into this work and
acknowledged the fact that they may be waiving their anonymity as a result of
participating in both projects.
1.5.3 Collaboration with Local Catch Network
The Local Catch Network is a community of practice that comprises fishermen,
organizers, researchers, and consumers from across North America that are committed
to providing local, healthful, low-impact, and economically sustainable seafood via
community supported fisheries (CSFs) and other ASNs. Local Catch acts as a support
network for small-scale fisheries and provides assistance to individuals and organizations
who need support with their direct marketing model (Local Catch Network, 2021).
I was first introduced to the Local Catch Network during their bi-annual meeting in
October 2019. Since then, several informal scoping conversations have helped to shape
this research project, including with direct input into methods and recruitment strategies,
to ensure it produces both meaningful academic contributions and deliverables that will
directly support the mandate of the network and the individuals it supports.
1.5.4 Response to COVID-19
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent travel and lockdown restrictions, this
research was conducted in an entirely virtual format. Participants were recruited via
email exchanges, consent forms were securely signed and returned online, and semistructured interviews were conducted via Zoom or other online conferencing software.
At this time, I was also co-hosting a podcast series titled, Social FISHtancing. This
project was a product of the Coastal Routes lab and aimed to track the impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the seafood industry while sharing the stories of the people
who were adapting and responding to the crisis. In the interviews conducted for the
podcast, participants described the challenges they were facing as a result of this global
shock and the ways in which they were responding. The goal of the podcast was share
stories from a notoriously misunderstood industry in a time of rapid change. However, it
quickly evolved into a qualitative research project in which clear themes related to
8

resilience and other topics relevant to this thesis emerged. Several of the podcast
participants also agreed to participate in this research project and so some of the
podcast interviews were also analyzed in this work. These podcast interviews primarily
contributed to chapter 3, which focusses on the challenges faced by ASN operators.
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2 Manuscript 1: Defined by Difference? Navigating the
Alternative in Alternative Seafood Networks
2.1 Abstract
The globalization of the seafood industry has prompted the emergence of alternative
business models through which fishers seek to resist the industrialization and
globalization of the industry, while also promoting a specific set of core social and
environmental values. Through restructuring of value chains, alternative seafood
networks (ASNs) are reasserting the importance of a specific set of values in food
systems for both environmental and socio-cultural reasons. Notably, these types of
alternative food movements have been largely defined in food systems discourses by
what they are not: part of the mainstream industrial food system. This paper seeks to
understand what values those in the alternative seafood space uphold and how they
define themselves not by what they are not, but rather by what they are. This paper
focuses on examining the dynamic nature of alternative food models. Specifically, this
research examines the philosophical diversity within alternative seafood networks
(ASNs) and the challenges such diversity presents.

2.2 Introduction
The dominance and many pitfalls of global food systems has prompted people to
experiment with values-based business models like alternative seafood networks
(ASNs) by individuals involved in small-scale fisheries. Actors in these ASNs seek to
reassert the importance of place and connection in food systems for both environmental
and socio-cultural reasons (Campbell et al., 2014; Feagan, 2007). Within the last
decade there has been a proliferation of ASNs that, research suggests, enable smallscale fishermen to participate in fisheries dominated by market governance through the
promotion of values along their diverse value chains while addressing ecological
sustainability, sociocultural concerns, and small-scale fishermen livelihoods (A. Bolton,
2015; Cumming et al., 2020; McClenachan et al., 2014; A. Witter & Stoll, 2017).
Similar to alternative food networks (AFNs) in agriculture, ASNs represent a
restructuring of value chains to achieve improved ecological and socio-economic
outcomes in food systems (C. Hinrichs, 2016; Lapping, 2004; A. L. Witter, 2020). They
were created in response to perceived issues within the global seafood industry related
to international trade and consolidation, including welfare issues for harvesters,
environmental degradation, and product mislabeling (Bush & Oosterveer, 2019;
McClenachan et al., 2014; A. Witter & Stoll, 2017).
According to the Local Catch Network, a community-of-practices of community
supported fisheries (CSFs) and other alternative seafood business across North
America, ASNs address these concerns through the promotion of core social and
ecological values across their value chains. The values include things like fair access
10

and wages to fishermen, traceable supply chains, and sustainable fishing practices
(Local Catch, 2021).

Figure 1 - Core Values of CSFs as determined by the Local Catch Network (Local Catch, 2021)

These values represent a starting point by which members within the alternative
seafood movement define themselves in the alternative food space. Importantly,
alternative food movements have largely been defined by what they are not, rather than
by what they are as outlined by Picardy (2001):
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“…dissimilarities include shore versus long distance transportation, profits for
farmer versus middle operations, small versus large scale, organic practices
versus energy and chemical intensive practices, local knowledge versus
standardized production techniques, biodiversity versus monoculture, and selfreliance versus corporate dependence…”
From the outside, alternative food networks are different simply because they are not
part of the industrial food system, however as discussed below, there is a growing
movement of alternative seafood business that are trying to take ownership over the
definition of “alternative” and define themselves by what they are, rather than what they
are not. The values can be upheld by a variety of operations and business models,
helping to create come consistency in the alternative seafood space.
The tendency to describe alternatives in relation to their larger counterparts is not
unique to the seafood industry (DesRivières et al., 2017; Kray, 2006; Palmer et al.,
2017). In agri-food business, alternative food networks are often only described in
relation to their larger, industrial counterparts and as solutions to the problems within
those systems (DesRivières et al., 2017; Feagan & Henderson, 2009; C. Hinrichs,
2016). For the most part, consumers and retailers are creating their own definitions of
“alternative”. This work explores the plurality of alternative food movements to
understand the implications of non-conformity and plurality within local seafood
movements.
Much of the existing literature on ASNs has focused on the environmental
(McClenachan et al., 2014) and socioeconomic (Brinson et al., 2011) impacts of one
type of ASN: community supported fisheries (CSFs). Community supported fisheries
originated from the community supported agriculture model, which Hinrichs (2000)
concludes provide an alternative to the industrial market because it de-commodifies
food through the CSA share and pre-purchase arrangement. However, ASNs have
grown in numbers and expanded beyond their original CSF model. ASNs now comprise
a variety of business forms including off the dock sales, farmer’s market sales, a la carte
ordering, online and on demand ordering, and seafood buying clubs. Different business
models are often used in combination with one another as well. For example, a seafood
business may operate a CSF, as well as offering farmer’s market sales and online sales
(Bolton et al., 2016; A. L. Witter, 2020; A. Witter & Stoll, 2017).This trend is also seen in
agriculture. Feagen and Henderson (2009) observed that as CSAs increased in
popularity and farmers made adjustments to ensure long-term viability, the founding
concepts of the CSA movement have evolved and their interpretation by new CSA
operators is reflective of this.
Given the growing diversity of the ASN model, there is a critical need to understand the
goals and challenges of people pursuing these models, their wider implications on the
global seafood industry, and how ASN operators themselves identify their businesses
within the broader seafood industry. Understanding the values of ASN operators and
how they identify their business within the broader seafood economy will help build a
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cohesive understanding the shared ethical space where ASNs operate, facilitating
greater trust amongst those is the network. Building trust ensures that progress isn’t
being lost attempts to “gatekeep” the movement and will contribute to broader concerns
within alternative food movements regarding the lack of a single definition for these
types of businesses. It is clear from this work at the alternative seafood space is
following a similar path to the alternative food space that predates it by only a few
decades. By understanding where the ASN movement is currently and where the
movements mirror each other in regard to value diversity and self-identity, we can
anticipate the challenges that lie ahead and identify the solutions to addressing them.

2.3 Research Methods
This work employed a qualitative methods approach, relying on semi-structured
interviews analyzed with thematic coding to achieve its objectives.
The first step towards meeting this paper’s aim, which is to understand how alternative
seafood network (ASN) operators are defining themselves within the alternative food
space, was to conduct a thematic analysis of websites of members within the Local
Catch Network in order to determine prominent themes and values of each business
models. This analysis was used in combination with the Local Catch Network core
values (Figure 1) to craft questions related to individual business goals and values.
From this point, a list of ASN operators from the Local Catch Network was populated
with assistance from the network to identify participants with diversity in their business
models as well as diversity in geographic location. After the initial group was
interviewed, the Local Catch Network was asked to identify a second group of actors
whose insights would be valuable to the research.
The findings presented in this paper are primarily drawn from semi-structured interviews
conducted with ASN operators from the Local Catch Network. A total of 22 in-depth
interviews were conducted virtually via online conferencing software. All interviews were
semi-structured, based on an interview guide that included closed and open-ended
questions (see Appendix 1). These interviews were designed to yield descriptions and
explanations of each participants unique business model, the values that shaped their
operation, and how participants situated their business within the broader seafood
industry.
Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed in full, and then thematically coded using
NVIVO software. Thematic networks are used to organize salient themes and provide
structure in the depiction of those themes and how they were derived (Attride-Stirling,
2001). Thematic networks are constructed using three “levels” of data organization:
basic themes, organizing themes, and global themes, in order to “discover the
beginning of arguments or the end of rationalization” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 388).
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In order to identify basic themes in the data, the analytical steps laid out by AttrideStirling (2001) were followed, along with a mixed inductive and deductive coding
approach centered around the Local Catch Network’s core values. Codes were
organized both around the existing 9 core values and emerging themes related to how
ASNs self-identified in relation to the broader seafood economy, their business goals
and challenges, and how they defined terms like “CSF”, “local” and “sustainable”. These
themes were organized into coherent groupings, resulting in the organizational
framework depicted in the figure below, as well as Appendix 2.

Figure 2 - Thematic Coding Network

2.4 Results and Discussion
Research findings and a discussion of the results are presented below in three
subsections. The first describes the plurality of values held by ASN operators and the
variety of goals held by the individuals operating these alternative business models. The
next subsection describes the trajectory of change seen in the alternative seafood
space and its parallels to the alternative food space. The final section describes the
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tension that has arisen within this community around the diversity of possible
interpretations and implementations of “alternative” fishing and the core values. This
section also explores the different attitudes of participants towards the inclusion in the
alternative food space and some desires guard alternative seafood networks more
closely.
2.4.1 Defining alternative seafood movements by values
“Alternative” is often used as a unifying term in food systems literature, implying a group
of businesses with similar philosophies and operations which share one thing in
common: that they are different from the dominant, largely industrial, regimes of food
production. According to prominent scholars in alternative food systems literature, the
“alternative” in alternative food systems is loosely defined as opposition to the industrial
food system through establishing different methods of exchange between food
producers and consumers (Cox et al., 2008; Hendrickson & Heffernan, 2002;
Kloppenburg et al., 2000)
However, the results of this work reveal that the “alternative” in alternative seafood
networks (ASNs) may not be so easily defined. This research provides evidence of
plurality in alternative seafood movements and demonstrated that ASN business vary
philosophically. “Alternative” isn’t describing a homogenous group of businesses, rather
there is considerable diversity and difference within this space, which often creates
tensions and disagreements. Fazzino and colleagues (2013) argue that foodscapes,
such as alternative and local seafood movements, remain contested spaces in which
consumers and producers share different opinions and perspectives and where
baselines of terms like a “local” and “CSF” remain ever-changing. This finding is
reaffirmed in this research when ASN operators shared differing opinions on who should
and shouldn’t be allowed to participate in the alternative food space.
When asked about business philosophy, including the purpose of starting the ASN
business and the goals operators hope to achieve within these businesses, diverse
responses were provided. ASN businesses varied philosophically, with no two operators
describing the same set of goals or purpose for their business. For example, for some
ASN businesses, paying fishermen a higher wage was their purpose for starting the
business and their primary objective is to ensure the fishermen they work with are
appropriately compensated. For others, while paying fishermen a fair wage might be
important to them, it’s not the driving purpose behind their business. Instead, others
described environmental sustainability and encouraging consumers to “eat with the
ecosystem” or eat in-season seafood to promote greater sustainability and education
about the marine environment as their driving purpose.
Table 1 outlines the diversity of responses that ASN operators provided when asked
about their reasons for starting their business and their main objectives within the ASN.
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Table 1 Purpose and Goals of ASN businesses from 22 interviews

Result

Response (n)

Increase consumer access to local seafood

20

Paying fishers a higher price for their catch

15

Raise consumer awareness about fisheries and seafood

14

Environmental sustainability

11

Gaining access to local markets for seafood products

9

Community development and support for fishers

7

Directly connecting fishers with seafood consumers

6

Promote underutilized species

6

Promoting local seafood

6

Desire to change and impact food systems

5

Growing into a larger organization/platform

4

Supply high quality seafood products

3

Increase visibility of women in seafood

2

Despite the breadth of motivations for starting an ASN and goals within the business,
there was one commonality that all ASN operators in this study shared in common.
Their motivations and goals were rooted in critique and opposition to the industrial food
system. The goals they seek to achieve are objectives that respondents felt could not
be achieved through in the industrial, export-focused seafood industry.
A fisherman from the west coast United States described his challenges within the
industrial seafood system and the reasons he and a group of other fishermen decided to
create an alternative business model.
There’s several things that were real obvious [with the status quo]. The buying
stations here, for the corporate model, they buy the fish from us at whatever
price, we didn’t have any negotiation or anything. So, as cheap as they could get
it. And then they would put it on a truck, and it would leave and that would be it.
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You know, we’d get a paycheck but there was no multiplier effect for the
community. Our fish would lose its identity, it would leave on a truck. It would
provide jobs in other communities, wherever it landed to be processed and then
of course it would get gobbled up into the commodity system basically and lose
its identity. And there was a lot of things wrong with that right. For one thing, the
fishermen were powerless, and their story wasn’t being told. So, we organized as
a group of fishermen and talked with other fishermen who had the similar train of
thought and we got into the CSF development stage. It was enlightening to talk to
other people who basically had the same kind of circumstances or similar
circumstances that promoted them to try to tip the thing upside down to where
the fishermen’s voice and the fishermen’s needs were of paramount importance.
And the seafood itself was recognized for the place that it came from and the
ecosystem it came from. It basically just completed the circle of fishermen
engaging in conservation and getting credit for that. And having that as a
monetary contribution or merit, let’s say. (Fisherman)
This finding is aligned with patterns in alternative food networks in agriculture. Farmers
and land-based harvesters who pursue alternative methods of food distribution such as
community supported agriculture (CSA) cite their motivations as stemming from
opposition to the “status quo” or export-orientated, globalized food value chains
(Beingessner et al., 2020).
While the broad desire among ASN operators was to start a business to resist the
export-orientated seafood industry (A. Witter & Stoll, 2017), their individual goals and
business objectives, as well as their operations, varied incredibly.
For example, one ASN owner described the reason for starting their business as a
means to increase consumer access to seafood. While the participant above focused on
the negative impacts fishermen are dealing with as a result of industrialization and
consolidation, this ASN owner focused on the consumer and the limited access to local
seafood from small-scale fishermen.
Our drive was to provide to, to people in Alaska who have a really hard time
getting their hands and seafood crazy enough, and, and so and at affordable
prices, and they don't have other options sometimes. Or they do I mean, I guess
they could go to the grocery store, but we want to provide that direct from
fishermen basically, or processor local processor to, to community or to
consumer. (ASN operator)
For others, starting their own ASN business was about being able to market their
product, which they felt was of higher quality than its industrial counterparts.
Premium quality seafood, we want our customers to when they think about [our
CSF], and the seafood that we offer, we want it to be kind of the creme de la
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creme, we want it to be an absolutely perfect shape with impeccable packaging
and just the best seafood that Alaska has to offer. (ASN operator)
Environmental sustainability was also a prominent driver with many ASN operators.
Many small-scale fishers feel as though the industrial fishing fleet is causing damage to
the marine ecosystem that’s giving the entire seafood industry a bad name. This ASN
operator is started their business in hopes of changing that and educating consumers
about the environmental impact of fishing.
Sustainability is really important. I think that if people know that, you're the, the
species you're going after is sustainable, you're fishing responsible, then you
have a good product. (ASN operator)
The trajectories of change and diversification currently being experienced in community
supported fisheries is similar to the evolutions that have occurred in community
supported agriculture. McFadden (2004) documented a similar diversity and evolution
occurring in CSAs. McFadden traces the “first wave” of CSAs back to 1986, when there
were about 60 CSAs in the United States. By 2004, the movement had grown
substantially. He writes, “What seems to be evolving are matrices of community farms
with different capacities and specialties.” McFadden observed that the CSA model,
which was once based on small-scale, family run farms, had now evolved into many
multi-farm, multi-product operations and the development of community co-ops between
CSAs and other local businesses. He also noted specific clashes about sustainability
and member involvement in the CSA as a result of operators no longer having the same
shared set of values.
Furthermore, Lapping (2004) argues that the diversification of the alternative seafood
space is similar to what has occurred in the alternative food space. They describe this
transition as “a consequence of the fact that CSAs are local in the most essential sense
and how they are organized and how they operate reflects local realities and local
conditions”. With this in mind, it’s reasonable to assume that ASNs will continue to be
diverse as they need to remain flexible and adaptive to their own local conditions. For
example, fishermen interviewed in this research from British Columbia rely on online
direct sales businesses. Due to the nature of British Columbia fisheries being so rural
and dispersed, home deliveries are not a viable option. Where some alternative seafood
businesses might see shipping as a shift away from the core values of the movement,
for some businesses it’s the only way to participate in the movement.
According to another synthesis by Lang (2010), many prominent scholars in the CSA
space have noted that the majority of present day CSAs are different from the models
that existed in the early 1980s. Examples of the first CSAs included a different sense of
community involvement. For example, CSA members would also be active participants
in the farming process, putting in sweat equity and promoting a deeper connection to
food (DeLind, 1999). In agriculture today, while CSAs still give members a deeper
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connection to their food than the industrial food system, the connection has grown
further and further apart overtime.
While the nature of fishing present limitations for getting members involved in the actual
harvesting process, many CSFs relied on pickup points as an opportunity to facilitate a
personal relationship between harvester and consumer. Hinrichs (2000) describes the
immediate and personal relationships that are enacted in these shared spaces as a vital
differentiator between alternative food movements and the global food system.
DesRivières et al. ( 2017) describes the “reconnection” between different actors in the
seafood supply chain as the differentiator of what makes ASNs truly “alternative”.
Feagen and Henderson (2009) argue that community supported agriculture operations
are most effective when businesses are rooted in a set of core attributes while evolving
pragmatically in response to its local situation and global context. This same line of
thinking can be applied to community supported fisheries and other alternative seafood
networks. As long as businesses share a common set of values, such as those
identified by the Local Catch Network, these models with thrive and remain more
resilient in the face of global change. ASNs may be more effective without
standardization.
Several researchers support this hypothesis, as during the COVID-19 pandemic,
diversity in food systems was a strength that allowed many ASN businesses not only to
survive, but to experience growth and greater financial success (Stoll et al., 2020). A
single business model to distribution chain was detrimental, specifically during the early
months of the pandemic, whereas alternative food business that relied on pre-paid
memberships or multiple distribution steams remained insulated from disruptions.
To some participants, the evolution of the CSF model and broadening of the alternative
seafood space is being interpreted as weakening or compromising, specifically on some
of the core values of the movement. However, where this trend has also occurred in
agriculture, some researchers say the evolution of alternative models represents a
necessary adaptation and accommodation to an ever-changing world (Feagan &
Henderson, 2009; C. Hinrichs, 2016). For example, Lapping (2004) argues that flexibility
in alternative food movements in necessary, as the models are largely hyper-localized
and reflective of local conditions.
A key finding of Feagen and Henderson’s (2009) work with community supported
agriculture found that CSAs are rarely static. Rather, these models represent the
transformational potential of food systems and are dynamic and fluid in nature. This
research supports that this claim can also be applied to community supported fisheries
(CSFs) and other alternative seafood networks (ASNs).
While some scholars such as Buttel (1997) worry that flexibility in alternative food
movements and division among operators in terms of interests and worldviews may be
limiting the effectiveness of the movement, other scholars also note benefits of diversity
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within alternative food spaces. Hassanein (2003) describes three key benefits of
diversity in alternative food movements including the ability of individual organizations to
fill specific needs within the movement, an increase in the ways that members can
participate in the movement, and improved vitality.
Some scholars argue that the strength and difference of the alternative food space
against the industrial food space is this plurality and diversity. For example, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the alternative food space remained relatively insulated from
supply chain disruptions, due in no small part to diversification in business models
(Bassett et al., 2021; Béné, 2020; Bennett et al., 2020; Stoll et al., 2020).
This variability is only becoming increasingly more common in the alternative seafood
space. It was only two decades ago when the most common type of ASN, community
supported fisheries (CSFs) entered North America. Less than twenty years later, CSFs
have undergone significant evolutions and transformations, leading to more diversity in
the alternative food space and some tensions as a result. However, this evolution isn’t
uncommon. A review of the literature from alternative food networks (AFNs) shows that
the shifts currently being experienced in the ASN movement mirror a similar pattern in
alternative food systems.
2.4.2 The evolution of alternative food networks
As mentioned at the start of this chapter, the term “alternative seafood network” (ASN)
is an umbrella term, encompassing a variety of different business models. Whereas
community supported fisheries (CSF) used to be the dominant “alternative” in the
seafood industry, today there are dozens of different ASN models that have evolved
from the initial CSF structure.
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Figure 3 - A visual representation of how alternative seafood value chains have changed over time
This figure depicts the unique, individual streams that have emerged as ASNs have evolved beyond the
traditional CSF model. It also depicts the multitude of distribution streams in which ASNs today now move
product. Very few ASNs distribute seafood through only one stream.

Of the ASN operators interviewed, 5 of them had only one distribution stream, typically
a subscription-based program, while 14 had at least one other distribution stream.
Below, one CSF owner describes increasing the number of distribution streams within
their business and expanding their operations to reach state-wide.
Yes, when they started, they were just doing the CSF distributions. So now I've
evolved over the years I've added different distributions We do the CSA, I do
farmers markets, I do wholesale to restaurants and to a few retail outlets around
[the area]. And then we also do catering and events. And then I sell retail, like out
of the back door of my store, or kitchen. And then we also do demo dinners and
events where people come and pay to have an experience and get educated.
(CSF owner)
As ASNs have evolved and the alternative seafood space has become more diverse,
these models have not only grown in numbers, but grown in size. The CSFs and
alternative seafood networks engaged in this research offer a wide array of delivery and
shipping options compared to traditional CSF practices. Some larger ASNs are even
shipping nation-wide. In this research, 9 ASN operators offered regional home
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deliveries, while 3 offered nation-wide shipping. The expansion of home deliveries and
shipping in alternative seafood networks (ASNs) was exacerbated by the COVID-19
pandemic, as observed in Stoll et al. (2021), and has become one of the areas of
tension and conflict within the alternative CSF space. During this research, one CSF
owner expressed concerns that the uptick in CSFs offering shipping options has created
increased competition in the space and that long-distance shipping strays away from
the core values of the movement, one of which they believed to be a hyper-local and
regional focus. It became clear through this work that many operators were not only
facing then external tensions about who should be in the movement, but also internal
tensions about how to grow their business while remaining true to the values of the
alternative seafood movement.
Some scholars have also suggested that when alternative food businesses scale up in
order to improve customer convenience or enhance profitability, they also risk losing the
qualities that make them ‘alternative’ to begin with (Beckie et al., 2012; Johnson et al.,
2016; Mount, 2011). They argue that diversity in alternative food movements is a result
of locality and regional conditions (Lapping, 2004). These alternative businesses are
situated in diverse areas with diverse conditions in which they need to adopt to. As a
result, the alternative food movement, including the alternative seafood movement, has
found itself with a diversity of business models.
However, the evolution of these alternative movements indicates that they are getting
larger and increasing their customer reach. Several North American ASNs now offer
nation-wide shipping. If these businesses are now operating on such a broad scale, are
they still being influenced by local conditions? Given the increase in consumer interest
in ASNs during the pandemic and the proliferation of home delivery and shipping
options, some ASNs may be entering into a “gray area” in which their business size and
their distance from the end consumer exceed what is deemed acceptable by the ASN
movement.
The very conditions that created the diversity of models within alternative food
movements may no longer become relevant if alternative food movements continue to
operate on such large scales that transcend borders and subsequently, those
conditions.
Researchers have already witnessed this “scaling up” phenomenon in alternative food
networks (AFNs) and caution that when AFNs scale up to improve customer
convenience, such as by offering nation-wide shipping, they may lose their initial
“alternative” features, such as a harvester-to-consumer connection at the seafood
pickup point (Dodds & Holmes, 2016; Johnson et al., 2016; Trivette, 2012). Lang (2010)
also observes that over time, the number of members in CSAs has increased, but the
degree of member involvement has decreased. Future research could explore how
ASNs continue to change and develop as they grow in success, number, or scale and
adopt identities not tethered to their alterity.
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2.4.3 When differences create tension
Diversity of values has been a reality in ASNs even when the sector was dominated by
CSFs, as outlined in Bolton et al., 2016). Table 2 is an adaptation of Bolton et al. (2016)
Table 3 that highlights the similarities and differences between alternative seafood
models in North America. This table supports the findings of Bolton et al., while also
reflecting the rapid growth in the alternative seafood space.
Similarly to the findings of Bolton et al. (2016), the ASN operators interviewed in this
work were unified in their commitment to shortened supply chains, traceability, domestic
sourcing, and education. They also remained divergent on their individual business
goals (as described in the section above), their products and distribution streams,
consumer commitment, sourcing practices, and challenges faced in running their
business.
However, there is one major difference from Bolton’s findings, in which this subsection
will focus on. Bolton (2016) found that the voluntary adoption of the CSF designation
was a unifying characteristic among operators. However, this work found that as the
alternative seafood space has grown and evolved, the adoption of the CSF term has
actually become a divergent characteristic and created tensions within the space.
Table 2 Summary of unifying and divergent characteristics across interviewed ASNs (adopted
from Bolton et al., 2016)

Unifying characteristics
•
•
•
•

Shortened supply chains
Traceable chain of custody
Domestically sourced seafood
Effort to provide information to
consumers about their seafood

Divergent characteristics
• Goals of ASN business
• Types of product outlets and
distribution streams
• Consumer commitment
• Seafood sourcing practices
• Challenges encountered in running
ASN business
• Voluntary adoption of CSF
designation

The term “CSF” as well as the term “ASN” are voluntary, self-adopted labels. It’s
important to note that term “ASN” is also not only currently being used by any ASN
operators. Rather, it’s a term that’s been assigned by scholars in this space to address
the diversity of models. Currently, there are no formal regulations or widely agreed upon
standards for either term. In Bolton et al, (2016), researchers found that while operators
had different definitions of “CSF” they were all united by their self-adoption of the term
to identify their approach to selling seafood. This was largely because of the belief that
the term “CSF” may attract consumers who link the term with particular cultural values,
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such as those identified by the Local Catch Network (Figure 1). Some of the participants
in this research cited similar reasons for adopting and using the CSF term.
We are most definitely a community supported fishery and a restaurant
supported fishery, so we deal with restaurants and retailers. The reason I say
that is we have local pickup locations, memberships, we are buying directly from
New Hampshire fishermen. (ASN operator)
I do. Because we wouldn't exist without a community. And the support of both the
chefs that have been loyal to us, our customers, the fishermen themselves, as
well as the guy who processes the fish for me, or helps me do that, as well as the
chef who has rented his community kitchen out to us for years. So that's why is
because we have been supported by the community and the community. And we
support the community by giving them like, fresh fish from the local fishermen
and all of those things. (ASN operator)
Yes, I do consider it to be a community supported fishery. And I think it's largely
because of some of the things we were just talking about how well for one thing
we sell fish only within the state of Alaska. So, you know, our first motto, we
started out as by Alaska for Alaskans, we really strive to buy from resident
Alaska resident fishermen that spent, you know, at least two thirds of the year in
Alaska and Alaska communities. (ASN operator)
Interestingly, the quotes above from ASN operators who identify as a CSF show the
diversity of definitions of a CSF. While each of these respondents identify with the term,
they all also have different perceptions of what the term means and represents in their
business. For some, the term refers to a very specific business model, similar to a CSA
with a subscription and a membership base. For others, the term CSF doesn’t represent
a specific business operation, but rather specific values upheld within a business. And
for others, the term CSF is directly tied to the geographic locality of seafood sourcing
and distribution.
Of the 22 ASN operators interviewed for this research, only 9 completely identified as a
CSF and use the term regularly in their business. 1 respondent only identified part of
their business as a CSF, 3 we’re unsure if they fit the definition of a CSF, 4 identify as a
CSF but don’t use the term, and 5 didn’t identify as a CSF at all.
Table 3 How respondents self-identified with the CSF term

Identifies as a CSF and uses the term

9

Identifies part of their business as a CSF

1

Unsure about CSF identity

3
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Identify as a CSF but do not use the term

4

Do not identify as a CSF

5

Several participants described moving away from using the CSF term for different
reasons. Some felt that the term CSF didn’t accurately represent their business while
others felt that the CSF term wasn’t resonating with consumers the same way the CSA
term does. On the flip side, some felt that consumers have a negative perception of
CSA’s and that using the term CSF would cause consumers to also think negatively
about their seafood counterparts.
We identified as a community supported fishery. And I would say that the only
reason why we wouldn't, especially nowadays, is because I don't think it
resonates with the consumer. We've just realized that, like, a consumer, that that
term is interesting, but I don't think it actually communicates much to them. And
in fact, it may communicate things that we don't want to be communicated. In the
context of a CSA, you hear two things. On one hand, you hear about people
discovering new vegetables and produce that they never had and enjoying these
weekly subscriptions of produce and relationships on demand in getting
connected to the farmer where their food is coming from, all wonderful, great
things. But on the flip side of that, you hear ‘I stopped it because I was getting too
much vegetables. And it was filling my fridge and filling my compost, and it felt so
wasteful. So, I stopped’. I think the last thing we need to do, at least from our
perspective, as a business is associate ourselves with the later aspect, that latter
aspect of what I described, which is that wasteful, you know, getting too much
stuff and unsubscribing, because ultimately felt like I was doing more of a
disservice than I was doing a service. And so you know, we've gravitated more
towards the direct to consumer terminology, that resonates a lot more with the
consumers, and I think conveys much more about what they're actually seeking,
which is that direct relationship to where their food is coming from. (ASN
operator)
As a result of the lack of standardization around the CSF term, many operators of
alternative seafood businesses are unsure themselves, if they fit the definition. Some
respondents felt conflicted about whether or not their business model appropriately
embodied what they believed most people understood to be a “CSF” and as a result,
were unsure of how to identify with the term.
I’m not sure I would call us a CSF…because we’re selling product from the coop, not from our own boat. And, I think, a CSF is supposed to be place-based,
according to Local Catch, supported by the community but our community is
spread across the country. (ASN operator)
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Given the high degree of variability within the alternative seafood space, standardizing
the term presents some challenges. Witter (2020) describes how the diversity, flexibility
and hybridity of alternative seafood networks can present both challenges and
opportunities. This research supports those findings as tensions often came through the
interviews regarding definitions of “alternative”, “CSF”, “sustainable” and “local”, as well
as who should be allowed to use such terms. Specifically, ASN operators were divided
on whether or not the CSF term should be standardized, similar to the way that the CSA
term has been legally defined in some US states (USDA, 2021)
For some of those who do identify with the CSF term, the plurality of definitions is a
cause for concern. Some feel that the alternative seafood space is too flexible, which is
having negative consequences on the movement by allowing those who doesn’t share
similar values to participate. These members of the alternative food space feel that
there should be more structure around terms like CSF and ASN and a proper vetting
process to ensure the businesses that use these terms are meeting a certain criterion.
However, those who are in favor of standardizing the term have diverging ideas of how
to do so.
Some of the things that we think are key defining pieces that make something a
community supported fishery, as opposed to another seafood marketing. One of
the things is buying direct from fishermen. And most of the people that I talked to
that are running, you know, direct marketing or even calling themselves CSFs
are not buying direct from fishermen. And to me this is critical, because if, for us
the purpose of the community supporting the fishery is that the end consumer
knows where their dollars are going. And they know who is being paid what for
their fish. And if you're not buying direct from fishermen, if you're buying from a
wholesaler or processor, then you have no control over what the fishermen is
paid or how they're treated or the terms and their payment. And therefore, you
are just marketing fish in my mind. Buying direct from fishermen is critical. Direct
to end consumer is critical. In my mind, another critical piece is the subscription
model so that the end consumer invests for the season. So that it's not just like a
buying club where if you buy 10 pieces of fish, you get discount on your 11th
piece of fish. To me that is not a community supported fishery that is a marketing
tool. (ASN operator)
So that I think that so many people are doing online ordering and calling it a
community supported fishery. To me, that's not a community supported fishery.
(ASN operator)
I think the CSF like, to me, I feel like needs a definition. Because I feel like more
and more there could be those people entering this space that are not being
transparent about who caught it, and how it was caught and things like that.
(ASN operator)
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While those in favor of standardizing the term still didn’t have a single agreeable
definition, one thing was consistent across all respondents: a CSF goes beyond direct
marketing. Much like the way ASNs are broadly described by what they’re not (a part of
the industrial seafood system), respondents defined a CSF by what it’s not: simply a
direct marketing business. Those in favor of standardization identified short supply
chains or selling directly to consumers as a vital piece of a CSF, but cited additional
requirements such as geographic locality of seafood sourcing and distribution, a longterm commitment from customers, and upholding a set of social and environmental
values such as those identified by The Local Catch Network.
However, there are still some within the alternative seafood space that are in favor of
the flexibility that currently exists and are opposed to standardizing terms like CSF.
I think that we can't have one definition, because we're diverse in our product. So
at our core, doesn't matter if you're the East Coast, West Coast, The Gulf, or Great
Lakes, we all share a common bond of a desire to get our product on the market. I
don't think you're going to meet a fisherman or that doesn't want to see their
product in the hands of people. We don't do it just to throw it away. So, I think we
have that common, that common bond there. And I also think the history no matter
where we are in this country, has always given us the base of our community, so
many of us are all found in fishing communities, or fishing settlements, you know,
just randomly start up, unless you kind of have that in your community. So, we are
all community based, I think to in our definition. (ASN operator)
You know, model is about relationships. That's what that's what at the very heart
of it. So, whether you're talking about something that somebody's paying a month
in advance, or paying, at the point of sale, or at the time of sale, you're still talking
about a direct relationship. Yeah, to me, that's the common denominator. And to
me, that's the differentiator. You know, the differentiator is the personal
relationship that exists between the producer and the consumer. And that's the
same thing as with the CSA, direct relationship between the producer and the
consumer. (ASN operator)
Some participants in this research felt that one compromise to allow the alternative
seafood space to remain flexible, while still setting standards to ensure operators are
upholding a certain set of values, is to separate the terms ‘alternative seafood network
(ASN)” and “community supported fishery (CSF)”.
Like, maybe you’re direct marketing but you don’t necessarily represent these
values so, you’re an alternative seafood network but you’re not a CSF. (ASN
operator)
Some believe that ASN should remain a flexible term, for operators with a diversity of
distribution streams and business models that have evolved from the original CSF
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model, while the term CSF should be reserved exclusively for those who have retained
the original values and operations of a CSF. A similar argument has been made by
scholars in food systems literature. They argue that in agriculture, what distinguishes a
CSA from other types of direct-marketing agriculture is its special emphasis on building
community around food issues (Cone & Kakaliouras, 1995; Feenstra, 1997; Starr et al.,
2003). Applying a similar mindset to the alternative seafood space, only those
businesses that maintain a commitment to building community through efforts such as
pickup points would be ‘allowed’ to use the CSF term.
Standardization and definitions of terms like “alternative seafood network” and
“community supported fishery” are nearly impossible to agree on because they are
matters of conflicts of values. These models, while diverse in their operations and
philosophies, are united in that they are driven by a specific set of values. When these
values clash, there is no way to meaningfully apply standardization in a way that will not
harm the movement or exclude participants.
When asked about standardizing the CSF term, one respondent answered with a
question: “How many of the businesses that you spoke with would be effectively shut
out of the Local Catch Network if there was a hard-set definition of a CSF?” The
consequences of gatekeeping and losing critical voices in the alternative food space
may be higher than the consequences of leaving the space open and inclusive.
The idea of standardizing terms within the alternative food space, such as CSF, are not
new. The more interesting question to be explored in future work is, why do people want
these terms to be standardized? What objective do they think that standardization will
achieve that isn’t currently being achieved with flexibility in the space?
Standardization is often necessary in industrial systems to justify rationality,
disincentivize cheating the system, and preventing mainstream actors from infiltrating
the market through ‘greenwashing’ (Michele, 2021). It could be argued that by
standardizing the alternative food space, ASNs may become the very thing that they are
trying to be different from. Part of the appeal of the alternative food space is the
flexibility to do something different, but standardization may introduce new rules and a
sense of “gatekeeping” reflective of industrial food systems that deters new participants
from entering the space.
It is clear from this work that alternative food spaces remain contested spaces, largely
due to their nature of these models being so deeply ingrained in personal values. It is
nearly impossible to agree on a set of standards in this instance because the desired
standards are a matter of conflict of values. This work shows that the diversity, flexibility
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and hybridity of alternative seafood networks can present both challenges and
opportunities for the alternative food space.

2.5 Conclusion
It is clear that the early models of alternative seafood networks (ASNs) have
transformed over time. What this work shows, is that the alternative food space is meant
to be transformational. Alternative food businesses are founded on context-dependent
principles, which means that in order to be viable, they must constantly adapt to
circumstances around them.
This chapter suggests that many of these businesses are being driven by the need to
develop ‘alternatives’ to respond to market forces and fisheries policies catered to their
larger, industrial counterparts. This effort to simultaneously participate within existing
regulations and markets, while also resisting the principles in which they are based
presents challenges for ASN operators that warrant future research as these models
continue to evolve and scale in North America.
Understanding that alternative seafood networks (ASNs) are not a unified group, but
rather ASNs represent a variety of businesses that differ with respect to their goals,
values, and operations is an important step to better understanding the alternative food
space.
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3 Manuscript 2: Short Supply Chains, Big Impact:
Opportunities and Challenges for Direct Marketing in
Canadian Small-Scale Fisheries
3.1 Abstract
Direct and alternative marketing strategies, such as community supported fisheries,
were a lifeline for many small-scale fishers throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.
Proponents argue that they likewise have potential to revitalize Canadian fishing
communities and improve the sustainability of fisheries. While direct marketing isn’t
new, during the pandemic an increase in demand for local food and transparent supply
chains saw its popularity increase. Fishermen from Canada’s east and west coasts
have cited benefits including economic stability, improved sustainability of the marine
ecosystem, and a greater connection between food harvester and consumer. While
these strategies have benefits for both the harvesters and consumers who participate in
them, some fishermen were still unable to pivot to direct marketing due to local
constraints such as a lack of infrastructure, consumer knowledge limitations, and
regulatory limitations. This chapter explores the ways in which direct and alternative
marketing can support Canadian small-scale fisheries while identifying solutions to the
barriers preventing fishermen from experimenting with or transitioning to these
approaches.

Key Messages
•

•

•
•

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, direct marketing arrangements such as
community supported fisheries (CSFs) were a lifeline for many fishermen who’s
traditional markets and distributions streams were interrupted by pandemicrelated shocks
These models proved to be more resilient than traditional supply chains which
has also created an ideal moment for Canadian policy makers to strengthen
Canada’s fishing industry and local seafood supply
While some fishermen were able to pivot to direct marketing, many were unable
to due to prohibitive policies and a lack of appropriate infrastructure to support
direct marketing of seafood to consumers
The pandemic provided an opportunity for Canadian policymakers to rethink
regulatory and infrastructure conditions to support small-scale fishermen in
selling seafood direct

3.2 Introduction
While continuing to deal with the fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic-related impacts
on the seafood industry, small-scale fisheries are fighting simultaneous battles to
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conserve fish stocks while meeting growing demand for seafood. All the while, trying to
maintain the sociocultural and economic security of fishing communities while fighting
off mass consolidation and privatization of the industry (A. Witter & Stoll, 2017).
Direct marketing arrangements, such as community supported fisheries (CSFs), in
which consumers subscribe to purchasing seafood directly from harvesters, have
emerged as an alternative and increasingly popular method of seafood distribution.
Some of the reasons for its success, according to producers, is that these marketing
strategies allow producers to reduce the environmental impacts associated with seafood
production, distribution, and consumption, while simultaneously providing fair and stable
income, supporting the livelihoods of small scale fishermen (A. E. Bolton et al., 2016;
Campbell et al., 2014).
Direct marketing arrangements are growing in number, and research suggests they
have the potential to significantly influence fisheries sustainability and improve the
livelihoods of fishing communities (Stoll, Dubik, et al., 2015). This is as a result of the
values embedded in alternative food businesses that allow them to operate not entirely
in pursuit of profit, but in pursuit of values related to community ownership of food
resources, fair wages, transparency, and ecological sustainability. These values-based
models have been gaining momentum in the seafood industry as a way for small-scale
fishermen to fight back against the industrial fishing systems implicated in challenges
related to private consolidation and unsustainable large-scale fishing. Direct marketing
operators are promoting ecologically sustainable fishing while also supporting smallscale fishing communities by allowing small-scale fishermen to maintain ownership of
the fishery and earn a higher income than they would selling into the industrial seafood
distribution system.
Direct marketing seafood arrangements appear to be particularly resilient to global food
system shocks, such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Stoll et al., 2021). Direct-marketing
seafood operations were a lifeline for small-scale fisheries throughout the COVID-19
pandemic and proved themselves as an opportunity to revitalize Canadian fishing
communities. By stimulating coastal economies and reviving life in coastal waterfronts
direct marketing businesses have been proven as a means of reconnecting consumers
with their food systems and their local fishing communities (DesRivières et al., 2017;
Godwin et al., 2017; Salladarré et al., 2018).
Beginning in the fall of 2020 and commencing in the summer of 2021, semi-structured
qualitative interviews were conducted with small-scale fishermen and owners of direct
marketing seafood businesses from across North America. The goals of these
interviews were two-fold: 1) explore the values and challenges of alternative seafood
networks (ASN). 2) understanding how small-scale fishermen and direct marketers
responded to pandemic related impacts. Some results of the latter work can be found in
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Stoll et al. (2021). Additionally, the interviews were featured across 22 episodes of the
Social FISHtancing podcast1.
This chapter draws on more than 100 interviews that were conducted over the first 18
months of the pandemic, beginning in April 2020. Throughout these interviews, smallscale fishermen from across Canada cited benefits including economic stability,
improved sustainability of the marine ecosystem, and a greater connection between
food harvesters and consumers. While these models have benefits for both the
harvesters and consumers who participate in them, many fishermen have been unable
to pivot to direct marketing due to localized constraints such as a lack of infrastructure,
consumer knowledge limitations, and regulatory limitations.

3.3 How Direct Marketing Can Support Canadian Small-Scale
Fisheries
Direct marketing arrangements in the seafood industry have been proposed as a way to
reduce the environmental impacts associated with seafood production, distribution, and
consumption, while simultaneously providing equitable wages to fishermen and resisting
the consolidation that has driven up entry costs into fisheries and undermined their
overall resilience (Haas et al., 2016; McClenachan et al., 2014; Witkin, 2014). Directmarketing provides small-scale fishermen with the ability to retain ownership over the
fishery resource and increase resilience to global shocks, such as a pandemic. As these
direct-marketers are often small-scale fishermen themselves, living and working in the
coastal communities where they fish, they are also contributing to local diets and
economies with their products and earnings (Loring et al., 2013).
3.3.1 Market Benefits
One of the most prominent benefits of direct marketing is the increase in economic
profits and stability for the fishermen who own and operate these businesses. As a
result of their underlying values, direct marketers are often able to charge a premium for
their fish. Consumers who value these attributes have a positive willingness-to-pay for
fresh, high-quality seafood products (Brinson et al., 2011). Additionally, as a result of
not having to “pay” several “middle men”, (i.e. processors, distributors, buyers)
fishermen are able to keep the profits along the entire value chain, resulting in a higher
price than what they would have normally been paid through the more traditional,
globalized method of seafood distribution.
“[My partner] had been fishing but had sort of gotten out of the industry, because
of the challenges of around stability, certainty, fair price, access to markets, that
sort of stuff. And so we saw the struggles that other fishermen were facing, and
we had been part of Community Supported Agriculture for programs for many

1

https://soundcloud.com/conservechange/sets/social-fishtancing
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years and had this idea that we could apply that model to help fishermen,
particularly [my husband], to have some stability in the industry to know that they
were going to get paid a fair price before they took on the risks of the season. We
had a hunch applying the CSA model to seafood would work and it does. It has.”
(CSF owner)
Keeping the income that local fisheries generate in fishing communities also supports
the long-term economic viability of small-scale fishing communities (FAO, 2018).
For some fishermen, direct marketing isn’t a way to get a higher price for their product,
but the only way to market the product at all. For example, we spoke with fishermen
who sell species that are not commonly marketed. Because consumers are unfamiliar
with them, they struggle to find buyers for their seafood. A west coast scallop fisherman
selling swimming scallops found themselves with an abundance of local and sustainably
sourced product, but few interested consumers. As a result of their smaller size and
unfamiliar shape, resembling more of a clam than a scallop, many grocery retailers
aren’t interested in purchasing their scallops because consumers won’t resonate with
them. Grocery stores also often don’t have the capacity to educate consumers, which
could potentially make shoppers more likely to buy the scallops.
Since direct marketing arrangements are often ingrained in values like eating with the
ecosystem and connecting consumers with harvesters, fishermen are able to create a
new market for their underutilized species that they would not otherwise have been able
to sell.
“We started direct marketing in 2017, primarily because at that point we had
started fishing scallops and realized that we needed to market and sell our own
catch. We had no market, nobody wanted to buy them off of us. So, the only way
that we could fish them was to maintain ownership of ourselves and then sell
them ourselves.” (BC fishermen)
3.3.2 Community Benefits
In addition to these economic benefits, community supported systems like direct
marketing arrangements provide non-market benefits to both consumers and
harvesters, including “sympathy, conviviality, cooperation, community participation”
(Salladarré et al., 2018). These benefits support the culture of small-scale fishing
communities. For example, fishermen who operate and sell through direct marketing
operations cite the benefits of connecting with the community through local food
production as one of the benefits and drivers of their business.
“I believe that this type of business model was really promising in terms of
addressing a lot of the social and economic and environmental disconnects
between consumption and harvest, and provided a unique opportunity for making
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a stronger connection between ocean health and human health and community
health and all those things.” (CSF owner)
The cultivation of the personal relationships with consumers and emphasis on
community values also allows direct marketers to promote the social dimensions of
sustainability through consumer awareness and education (Bush & Oosterveer, 2019).
3.3.3 Environmental Benefits
While direct marketing arrangements were primarily introduced as a means of
resistance to privatization and consolidation in the fishing industry and to provide new
market opportunities for small scale fishermen, several sustainability benefits of direct
marketing have been realized since their introduction. For example, research by
McClenachan (2014) and Salladarré (2018) shows that direct marketed seafood has a
smaller carbon footprint of the seafood supply chain due to the elimination of “food
miles” associated with purchasing fish locally (McClenachan et al., 2014; Salladarré et
al., 2018).
One direct marketer explained that one of the major goals of her business was to stop
exporting seafood and instead keep it in the community to be consumed locally.
“Most of our seafood is imported. So, for us, a really big piece of [direct
marketing] was being able to keep the seafood local. Let’s keep the seafood
local, let’s support small scale fisheries. And in terms of climate change, just like
transportation...not shipping [seafood] far away and not contributing to that was a
big part of it too.” (CSF owner)
The market benefits of promoting the consumption of underutilized species are
discussed above but creating a market for these species also has benefits for the
marine environment.
McClenchan et al (2014) found that in British Columbia, providing an outlet for
underutilized species such as octopus, resulted in a 50% increase in ex-vessel price for
CSF fishermen; another livelihood benefit contributing to the economic viability of smallscale fishermen.

3.4 Direct Marketing Challenges in Canada
While many small-scale fishermen were able to pivot to direct marketing during the
COVID-19 pandemic, many faced obstacles that relate to a policy environment
designed around large-scale industrial fishing and international trade. Some of the
challenges that small-scale fishermen trying to enter the direct-marketing space face
are similar to the challenges faced by many new business owners: lack of business
knowledge, struggling with workload and capacity, and marketing their product
(DesRivières et al., 2017; Stoll, Dubik, et al., 2015; Stoll, Pinto da Silva, et al., 2015).
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However, many challenges faced by direct marketers are unique to this industry. For
example, past research has shown that direct marketers in the seafood space deal with
challenges accessing the necessary permits to sell direct, limitations on processing, and
the paperwork required to operate a seafood business (Campbell et al., 2014).
Restrictive regulatory conditions and a lack of appropriate infrastructure to support
direct-marketing seafood, also pose challenges for Canadian fishermen. The sections
below outline some of the challenges Canadian fishermen face in selling direct as a
result of a seafood industry that’s been built for large industrial corporations and have
not yet embraced hyperlocal and small-scale movements.
3.4.1 Regulatory Challenges
Several direct marketers that we spoke with in this research identified challenges in
regulatory environments that make it difficult to obtain permits, licenses, or other
permissions required to direct-market seafood to local consumers or retailers. They also
say the additional paperwork and insurance responsibilities required is enough of a
deterrent for many small-scale fishermen who simply don’t have the capacity to keep up
with it all. Some argue that fishermen face regulatory barriers that farmers trying to sell
direct do not (Government of Canada, 2021). They argue that similar policies should
extend from land-based food systems to fisheries. While food safety protocols and
insurance regulations are essential to protect human health, when they are designed
solely with large-scale operators in mind, they become unnecessarily and prohibitive to
small-scale operators.
“You have to have special permits to be able to sell off your boat. If you want to
actually not be on your boat and sell, there's other steps and procedures you
have to do, things like making sure that you're monitoring cold chains and having
things in appropriate cold storage facilities. You also have to do fish slips in a
different way, you have to cover your own WCB if you're not selling your catch to
a processor. When you sell a catch to a processor, your processor pays your
debt [and their] shares and pays WCB, and then pays EI.” (BC fishermen)
These policy challenges are rooted in a general lack of regulation of direct marketing
and acknowledgement of the importance of small-scale fisheries to local food security,
culture, and economies. As mentioned above, the regulations in Canada to sell directly
to consumers are different if you’re a farmer or a fisherman, despite that both are
producing a food source. In addition to the minimal regulatory challenges faced by
farms in comparison to fishermen, farmers and agri-food businesses also have access
to incentives and supports for selling directly to consumers and retail outlets, as well as
far fewer regulatory barriers to navigate than seafood harvesters do.
In addition, while Canadian working waterfronts are being lost to development and
gentrification, Canadian policy protects agricultural lands through various efforts such as
greenbelts, farmland trusts, and “right to farm” legislation (Harrison, 2020).
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The recently introduced Food Policy for Canada2 does not ever mention fisheries, while
the Canadian Food Policy Advisory Council3 does not include any representation from
fisheries or the seafood industry. This lack of acknowledgment and representation from
seafood in food policy puts the seafood industry at a serious disadvantage.
Policies and regulations geared towards large-scale operations also often make it
financially impossible for fishermen to enter the Canadian seafood industry and the
direct marketing space to begin with. Many commercial fisheries are managed with
quota systems, which in places like British Columbia, have become heavily consolidated
by a handful of wealthy owners.
When small-scale fishermen do have the opportunity to market their catch directly to
Canadian consumers, they report additional challenges with food safety regulations that
cater to large-scale operations (Stoll et al., 2021). Generally, unless a fisherman has
access to a CFIA-certified processing facility, they’re not allowed to process their own
catch in Canada. This limits fishermen to selling only whole fish directly to consumers,
which is often difficult as consumers don’t typically want to purchase whole fish.
“We are not allowed to do any processing. You have to sell it whole. Some folks
do try to do a little bit of a workaround on that but, technically speaking, if you
were to get caught, they could fine you. So, no you're technically not supposed to
do any processing.” (BC fishermen)
3.4.2 Infrastructure challenges
Over the years, working waterfronts around Canada have become a low priority, often
displaced by tourism, real estate developments, and other non-fishing interests. As a
result, fisheries are being erased from coastal waterfronts. A lack of waterfront
infrastructure such as docks or other areas to unload and sell seafood directly to
consumers limits opportunities for small-scale fishermen to engage in direct marketing.
“A lot of the folks you were talking to you have the built in markets or they deliver
into larger cities, so selling off their boat or using existing infrastructure, existing
fish markets to sell and they're just seeing a change in your clientele from that
format, but they have that direct-to-consumer already built in. We don't have that
out here in BC. In general too, our fishermen are spread really, really far apart
across the coast, unless you go into and your home port is Vancouver or
potentially Victoria, you don't really have the same access to the public.” (BC
fishermen)

2

https://multimedia.agr.gc.ca/pack/pdf/fpc_20190614-en.pdf
https://agriculture.canada.ca/en/about-our-department/key-departmental-initiatives/food-policy/canadianfood-policy-advisory-council
3
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Processing capacity has been challenging for many small-scale fishermen. In some
areas, consolidation and privatization of the industry has extended beyond fishing
quotas and into processors as well. In some areas of Canada, the ownership of the
fishery also includes the ownership of the processing facilities, effectively creating a
monopoly over the entire distribution chain. Small-scale fishermen who are forced to
“rent” the right to fish due to high financial barriers to owning quota are forced to sell
their catch to large export-oriented processors (Barnett et al., 2017; Mansfield, 2004).
3.4.3 Market Challenges
Small-scale fishermen also face several barriers when trying to market Canadian
seafood to Canadian consumers. Previous sections highlighted the absence of seafood
in conversations about food security and introductions of incentive for agri-food
businesses in Canada. When the government fails to acknowledge the importance of
seafood in food systems, so do consumers. As a result of seafood not being given the
same opportunities that land-based industries such as dairy and cattle have, consumers
in Canada generally know very little about our domestic seafood industry.
A lack of consumer awareness of Canadian seafood makes it difficult for small-scale
operators to market and sell their products locally. Many are harvesting underutilized
species, which may be unfamiliar to the consumer and as a result, they struggle to sell a
product that consumers might not know how to cook. Due to the nature of direct
marketing arrangements often charging a premium for a higher quality, sustainably
sourced product, many operators face the additional challenge of justifying their costs to
consumers who have never purchased local seafood before.
“And that is my problem. It's that people don't know that seafood of this quality
exists because all they ever had is seafood that was brought to them by the
traditional distributions supply chain. The problem is convincing people to try my
seafood for the first time, because it is more expensive than what they're used to.
And if you've never tried seafood of this quality, you can't imagine what you don't
know it exists, and it's so hard to get them to take that first plunge. So, I wish
more people knew seafood of this quality existed, education is far more important
to my sales than anything else.” (CSF owner)

3.5 Opportunities for Direct Marketing Seafood in Canada
Stoll et al. (2021) identifies barriers to the development and growth of direct marketing
in Canada’s seafood industry and proposed solutions to address them and embrace
these alternative food models. The recommendations below build off of those put
forward by Stoll et al. (2021) and provide six key opportunities for supporting Canadian
small-scale fisheries and direct marketers.
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3.5.1 Increasing local processing capacity
The fishing industry is dependent on infrastructure to process, cut, ship, distribute,
market, and sell seafood. Infrastructure that supports seafood product flows within the
country would give more small-scale fishermen the opportunity to keep Canadian
seafood in Canada, while simultaneously stimulating the local economy and creating
more employment opportunities within the seafood industry. Fishing communities on our
coasts have been calling for this reinvigoration of the Canadian processing industry4 for
a while, in order to give them the opportunity to keep Canadian seafood in Canada.
3.5.2 Improving infrastructure for working waterfronts
Making appropriate investments in scale-appropriate infrastructure such as working
waterfronts and food hubs that are conducive to the seafood processing, sale, and local
distribution are critical to supporting the establishment and growth of the seafood directmarketing sector. These infrastructure investments would support the next generation to
enter the fishing industry, provide additional opportunities to engage with the seafood
supply chain, and decentralizes power and control over fishery access.
3.5.3 Streamlining regulatory processes and providing financial incentives
Currently, it’s very costly for young people to enter the seafood industry. To better
support direct marketers and small-scale fishermen, policy makers should remove
regulatory barriers to the direct sale of local seafood products. This could include
reducing the costs associated with obtaining permits (or other permissions) for direct
marketing or establishing easy-to-access incentives to remove cost barriers from the
equation. In addition, the processes to obtain permits should be streamlined and
standardized as much as possible to ease unnecessary logistical and administrative
burdens on fishermen.
3.5.4 Educating Canadian consumers
Providing leadership at the provincial and federal levels to highlight and promote the
value of Canada’s small-scale fisheries, for example, through the development of a
National Seafood Council or a “Eat Canadian Seafood” campaign, similar to the “Eat
Seafood, America” campaign by the US Seafood Nutrition Partnership.
3.5.5 Recognizing fish as food
Underlying all of these recommendations, is the critical and immediate need to
acknowledge the importance of seafood in Canadian food systems. As this piece has
demonstrated, small-scale fishermen are often disadvantaged by Canadian policy

4
https://www.theweathernetwork.com/ca/news/article/british-columbia-fishing-industry-grapple-with-covid19-related

38

because they are not recognized as food producers. Treating fish as food in Canadian
policy would open the door for small-scale operators to benefit from the same incentives
and supports that agribusiness entrepreneurs currently enjoy.

3.6 Conclusion
The pandemic unmasked numerous vulnerabilities inherent to the long and complex
supply chains that currently dominate our food systems and direct marketing
arrangements proved to be a lifeline for many small-scale fishermen throughout this
crisis.
Jentoft (2000) argues that existing fisheries governance creates disintegration and
erodes social solidarity by lifting responsibilities outside of the community. Purchasing
directly from a harvester allows producers to build strong relationships with consumers
that strengthen community values and social responsibility, which can strengthen the
coastal communities that are so important to Canada’s culture.
If the seafood industry is a rock wall, the industrial fleets make up the large rocks
providing foundational support, while small-scale fisheries and marketers represent the
smaller pebbles that strengthen the integrity of the wall, making it more resilient. That is
to say that if we want to achieve a more resilient Canadian seafood system, decision
makers need to support this growing community of direct marketers with policies and
regulatory arrangements that fit their business models, as well as encourage diversity in
the Canadian seafood sector.
Finally, to better understand the role that direct marketing plays in Canadian small-scale
fisheries, more data on these operations is needed (O’Hara, 2020). Currently, there is
no national level data to describe the number of or impact of direct marketing
arrangements in the seafood industry. The agricultural sector in the United States has
proven that collecting such data is possible, through programs such as the Farmer-toConsumer Direct Marketing Act. Replicating such efforts in the Canadian seafood
industry would provide decision makers with a better understanding of this critical
industry and the ways in which to support them in strengthening the Canadian seafood
industry.

39

4 Conclusions
4.1 Thesis Summary
This thesis is motivated both by the increased consolidation and privatization of the
seafood industry that is marginalizing small-scale fishermen, as well as the innovative
alternatives that have emerged in response to maintain the vitality of North American
fishing communities. There has been a proliferation of these alternative businesses in
the North American seafood industry. Through the development of these models, smallscale fishermen and ASN operators are able to successfully participate in a market built
for large, industrial operations, while promoting a unique set of values through their
shortened supply chains.
While these models are still relatively new to North America, the body of scholarship
describing and evaluating it has grown rapidly. The study of alternative seafood
movements has yielded rich descriptions of their operations, values, and some of the
challenges they face. However, there are notable areas within the alternative seafood
space that have not yet been adequately described. In addition to descriptive work
(Bolton et al., 2016), scholars have also made attempts to evaluate the scalability and
financial viability of these emerging models (Campbell et al., 2014; Godwin et al., 2017;
A. L. Witter, 2020), the values that drive them (Witter, 2020), and how these models
contribute to resilience of the entire seafood economy (Stoll et al., 2021).
Guided by gaps in scholarship, this thesis though to produce a deeper understanding of
the values that guide alternative seafood businesses and an evaluation of how they’ve
evolved over time. This thesis also sought to understand the challenges faced by ASN
operators, both within their own community, related to a plurality of definitions of
“alternative”, and external challenges related to policies, regulation, and infrastructure.
To these ends, the thesis had three objectives: (1) to understand the diversity of

values and motivations driving actors within the ASN space, (2) to understand
how ASN businesses have evolved ASN over time alongside definitions of
“alternative”, (3) to identify regulatory, social, or other barriers that individuals
face when participating in ASNs, and subsequently, the opportunities that exist to
address them.
To fulfil these objectives, several methods were employed, as described in
chapter 1. Twenty-two semi-structured interviews with ASN operators across
North America. The content of these interviews was transcribed in full, the coded
using NVIVO software in order to aggregate data around specific thematic nodes.
The process added clarity to the data and allowed significant themes to emerge.
The resulting findings were substantiated through these coded interviews,
additional interviews coded from the Social FISHtancing podcast, and several
reviews of literature from fisheries governance and food systems.
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The findings of this work were presented in two distinct manuscripts. The first of
these closely reflects the first and second objectives detailed in the introductory
chapter of this thesis. It describes the philosophical diversity within ASNs, how
the models have evolved over time in a manner that is similar to alternative food
networks, and the tensions arising from attempts to define the “alternative” in
alternative seafood network. Its key findings are that ASNs are becoming
increasingly more diverse as more actors enter the space, which may have
implications on what it means to be an alternative in the seafood industry.
The second manuscript focuses on the practical challenges that ASNs face in
trying to operate their businesses in North America. The same research that
yielded the philosophical diversity of ASNs for the first manuscript also yielded
data on the obstacles that individuals face trying to operate ASN businesses in
North America. The key findings in this manuscript are that the regulatory and
market environments in the seafood industry currently cater towards large,
industrial operations. As a result, ASNs face many challenges when trying to
navigate the space. This manuscript also proposes potential opportunities to
address these barriers to create a more accommodating environment for a
variety of seafood business models.

4.2 Contributions of the Research
The contributions of this research, detailed below, are both practical and scholarly.
In a practical sense, this research offers a deeper understanding of the philosophical
differences across a wide variety of ASN operations. This will encourage deeper
reflection among the alternative seafood space and the Local Catch Network.
Understanding diverse values in ASNs can help build trust in the network by building a
clear, cohesive understanding of shared values and the shared ethical space where
ASNs operate. Building trust ensures that progress isn’t being lost by arguing over who
“deserves” to be in the network.
To facilitate this, a forward-facing report will be produced in collaboration with the Local
Catch Network to disseminate the findings of this thesis for participants of this research
and other members in the network. This will also help to develop an onboarding process
to help people see where they fit in this ethical space, depending on which values they
prioritize. (e.g., a subgroup for ASNs with a priority on ecological sustainability and a
subgroup for ASNs with a priority on community-based fisheries ownership).
There is also value in studying the philosophical diversity of these models for the sake
of policy. Evidence-based policy would benefit from an understanding of the values that
drive the businesses practices of ASNs, especially as they become increasingly more
prominent in North America. Understanding the values and goals that drive alternative
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businesses will help policymakers create policy that supports these models in the longterm.
The most fundamental scholarly contribution of this work is the exploration of the
tensions arising in the alternative seafood movement, which mirror tensions in food
systems literature about what it means to be “alternative”. Because it provides an
overview of the philosophical diversity in the space and the challenges associated with
such plurality, this work can act as a springboard for more studies on the scalability of
the ASN model and standards for groups like the Local Catch Network.
This thesis builds on the existing scholarship on community supported fisheries (CSFs),
describing more recent information about their progression and opening the door for
new research to analyze the growth and scalability of these models.
One of these areas was briefly addresses in this thesis, which is the opportunities for
human connection and the development of personal relationships within the CSF and
ASN model. Social connection is often seen as one of the hallmarks of direct marketing
in both agriculture and seafood (C. Hinrichs, 2016). However, it’s one of the aspects of
the business that becomes more difficult to maintain with size. As ASN businesses
grow, their customers become more spread apart as they start offering quicker, more
convenient, but less personal options for pickup and delivery. This may have
implications for the very definition of what it means to be “alternative”, while also
provoking innovative ways to facilitate human connection across wider geographical
distances and business models. Further research should be conducted to analyze how
ASN growth conflicts with the core values of the movement and how these challenges
can be overcome.

4.3 Limitations and Future Research
This thesis has captured a snapshot of North America’s alternative seafood space.,
which is constantly growing and adapting. There is a need for future research to
document the progress of the alternative seafood movement. In particular, this work has
emphasized the possibility that ASN growth may conflict with the very practices that
made alternative seafood businesses ‘alternative’ in the first place. Tracking the growth
and scalability of ASNs and how the core values of these businesses are maintained
through the process will constitute meaningful evaluative work in the future.
This thesis was limited in scope in that it focused only on ASNs in North America with a
connection to the Local Catch Network. It represents a first attempt at describing how
diversity in this space has evolved and its coverage is thus quite general; many specific
perspectives may have been left unexplored. This research, for example, has not
examined how the activities of ASNs are interpreted by the fishermen who participate in
them, or whether there has been any discernible change in consumer perspectives of
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ASNs. Consumer research could serve to quantify consumers’ understanding of ASN
businesses and to identify any impediments to their support for ASN operators’ efforts.
The involvement of stakeholders from the aquaculture sector also merits further
research, as it encompasses a distinct supply chain which had the potential to engage
in the alternative seafood space. Understanding ASN perspectives on aquaculture and
what the implications are of farmed products becoming more prominent in ASN
businesses warrants further investigation.
This research behind this thesis faced a variety of logistic challenges because it was
conducted virtually during the COVID-19 pandemic. These, a unique set of obstacles
may have limited the extent to which I was able to recruit widely, as a result of
connectivity issues, some operators were unreachable. Nevertheless, I am confident
that this work provides a valuable snapshot of a dynamic and changing sector during a
particularly trying time.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1 Semi-structured interview guide
Introduction
•
•

When did you first start commercial fishing? / What got you involved? / When did
you start [insert business/entity name]?
What motivated you to start the business?
o Do you consider [insert name of business] a community-supported fishery
(CSF), why or why not?
o Is it important to define what a community supported fishery is? Yes or
no?
o Do you (or the fishermen you buy from) sell all of their catch through
[insert name of business]?

Values
•
•
•
•
•
•

What are the goals of [insert name of business]?
How do you consider your approach in relation to the broader seafood economy?
Are you part of the main-stream, an innovator, an alternative, a disruptor, etc?
In an ideal world, what would your reputation be with your customers? With your
community at large? What do you want your business to be known for?
You are a part of the Local Catch network—why did you join?
When I say “local seafood”, what does that mean to you?
How about “sustainability”? What does that mean to you?
o What is the relationship between local and sustainable?

Likert Scale
•
•
•
•
•
•

Paying fishermen a higher price for their catch is a primary goal of our operation
1
2
3
4
5
Educating consumers is a primary goal of our operation
1
2
3
4
5
Our business is owned and operated by fishermen
1
2
3
4
5
This operation is often the largest proportion of sales
1
2
3
4
5
This operation uses a subscription model in which consumers need to make a
purchasing commitment
1
2
3
4
5
Our seafood is distributed to customers on a set, regular basis
1
2
3
4
5
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Our seafood is distributed to consumers as is it becomes available
1
2
3
4
5
Consumers pickup our seafood from the dock or pickup locations
1
2
3
4
5
Our operation provides home delivery to consumers
1
2
3
4
5
Our operation offers a variety of species for consumers to purchase
1
2
3
4
5
Our operation sells only one species
1
2
3
4
5
Our operation sells primarily frozen products
1
2
3
4
5
Our operation sources from a number of fishers and entities
1
2
3
4
5

Challenges
•
•
•

Can you tell me about a specific aspect of running your seafood business that
has been particularly challenging?
Is there a goal with your seafood business that you haven’t been able to quite yet
achieve?
Do you feel there is potential to grow your business? If yes – in which ways? If no
– why not?

Building Resilience
•
•
•

How was your business impacted by the COVID19 pandemic?
What were some of the changes you made to adapt to the pandemic?
o Do you plan to make any of these changes long-term? Why or why not?
Where would you like to see your operation in 10 years, in an ideal world?
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Appendix 2: Thematic network coding
Global Theme

Organizing Themes

Themes as Basic Themes

Concept evolution Self-identifying as a CSF
of CSF
Does not define their business as a community supported fishery

Identifies as CSF and uses term to describe their business

Identifies as CSF but doesn't use term (consumer understanding and awareness)

Identifies part of business as CSF

Unsure if their business is a CSF
Opinions on
standardizing CSF term

Doesn't support creating a standard definition of a community supported fishery

Does support creating a standard definition of a community supported fishery

Unsure about standardizing the CSF term
Words used to describe
business as alternative

Alternative

Disruptor
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Global Theme

Organizing Themes

Themes as Basic Themes
Innovator

Perceptions of “local
seafood”

Defined based on fishermen (ie. as long as fishermen are local where its caught is less important)

Defined based on geography (city or county)

Defined based on geography (country)

Defined based on geography (region or group of states)

Defined based on geography (state)

Defined based on relationships

Doesn't use the term local

Local defined in relation to rest of supply chain
Outcomes

Challenges and business Availability of product
constraints
Being a woman in a man's industry
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Global Theme

Organizing Themes

Themes as Basic Themes
Business skills

Consumer education

Coordinating logistics

Finances

Marketing and branding

Meeting consumer demands

Not local enough for farmers market

Permits and regulations

Relationships with fishermen

Workload & capacity
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Global Theme

Organizing Themes

Themes as Basic Themes

Earning fisherman’s trust or meeting their expectations/demands

Lack of appropriate infrastructure
Growth and expansion

Doesn't see potential for growth

Sees potential for growth, but is hesitant to pursue

Sees potential for growth, but not interested

Sees potential for growth and is interested in pursuing

Internal tensions about growth

Philosophy

Purpose and goals of
ASN

Community development and support for fishers
Decrease food miles
Desire to change & impact food systems

Directly connecting fishers with seafood consumers
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Global Theme

Organizing Themes

Themes as Basic Themes

Environmental sustainability

Gaining access to local markets for seafood products

Growing into a platform beyond just an ASN

Increase consumer access to local seafood

Increase visibility of women in seafood

Paying fishers a higher price for their catch

Promote underutilized species

Promoting local seafood

Raise consumer awareness about fisheries and seafood

Supply fresh, high quality seafood products
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