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Jennifer Sweeney Tookes and Tracy Yandle
Direct marketing of seafood is a promising avenue for seafood sales in the United States, utilizing local foods venues such as
farmers markets and Community Supported Fisheries (CSFs). While interest in locally sourced seafood among local foods
communities in Atlanta and Athens, Georgia is high, fishers from coastal Georgia have not filled this profitable niche. We
investigate why this opportunity is not exploited by conducting qualitative interviews with twenty-one fishers. Fishers described
numerous obstacles to direct marketing, focused on the simultaneous labor investment in on-shore and “on the water” efforts.
In addition, fishers’ concerns reveal the financial and social risks that fishers would undertake by attempting to sell seafood
outside of their existing economic arrangements with docks. This relationship echoes the understudied patron-client relationships
described in fisheries in Southeast Asia. We conclude with a recommendation for modifying direct marketing expectations to
accommodate successful integration of seafood.
Key words: community supported fisheries, United States South Atlantic, seafood, direct marketing, patron-client relationships

Introduction
“I really think seafood has a place here. And
I’d love to help. I think the customers appreciate it. We got a whole lot of interest when we
first introduced it here…I [publicized] it in the
newsletter…saying, ‘Hey, we’re gonna give this
a try. We’re trying to help Georgia fishing!’”

T

his farmers market manager was excited to be at one
of the few markets selling Georgia seafood in the fall
of 2014, as he enthusiastically explained his efforts to
support a family fishing business. However, as one of only
two markets selling any Georgia seafood at the time, his
response was different from most we heard during a threeyear research project investigating the opportunities for and
obstacles to increased direct marketing of seafood to local
foods communities in Georgia. Most markets explained that
their consumers were very interested in seafood but were
puzzled why Georgia seafood was unavailable in farmers
markets.
Jennifer Sweeney Tookes is an applied anthropologist in the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at Georgia Southern University.
She has been conducting anthropological research on food, human
health, and fishing communities in the Caribbean and United States
South since 2003. Tracy Yandle is an Associate Professor in the Department of Environmental Sciences at Emory University. She is interested
in how individuals interact with institutions to solve natural resource
management problems.
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Georgia’s commercial seafood industry is economically
significant to the state’s coastal communities. In 2018, the
industry had $45.5 million in total sales impact for the state,
and $49.1 million was earned in labor income (Stemle 2019).
It supports 953 full and part-time jobs, with shrimp, blue crab,
and clams being the top three commercial fisheries by dollar
value. Despite the financial importance to the region, fishers
report barriers to success that include rising operating costs;
competition with inexpensive, imported foreign shrimp; and
an aging labor force. Fishers believe that new opportunities are
needed to revitalize the industry, but they also perceive limited
options that they believe will fit with their fishing livelihoods.
This paper uses qualitative data to explore and propose a
solution to the dilemma of fishers believing their success depends
on them staying “on the water,” while the more profitable local
foods movement uses a direct-to-consumer marketing model that
expects fishers to interact with consumers. The unpredictability
of fishers’ daily catch paired with fishers’ ties to fishing docks
determines their decisions about how to sell their catch. Direct
marketing bypasses relationships formed between fishers and
their docks that allow fishers to concentrate on fishing instead of
handling and marketing of seafood. We respond to Campbell et
al.’s (2014) call for qualitative research with fishers to answer:
what are fisher motivations regarding direct-to-consumer sales?
After providing an anthropological and global context
for seafood production, we describe the supply chains linking seafood producers and consumers. Then, we illustrate
the barriers to direct marketing perceived by Georgia fishers,
specifically, poor prior experiences, multiple realistic obstacles to success, and their desire to adjust the classic direct
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“You Can’t Catch ‘Em and Sell ‘Em”:
Perceptions of Obstacles to Direct
Marketing among Georgia Fishers

Context
Anthropology of relationships between fish and people has
taken a multitude of directions since Acheson’s (1981) foundational review of the field, most recently updated by Aswani
(2020). For the purposes of this paper, we focus on the literature
most applicable to this particular research, much of which lies
at the intersection of economic behavior and human ecology in
coastal ecosystems (Abbott-Jamieson and Clay 2010; Acheson
2003; Delaney 2016; Griffith 2018), including how fishers decide
where, when, and how much to fish, often utilizing behavioral
economics and optimal foraging theory (Astuti 2006; Beitl 2015;
Béné and Tewfik 2001; Guest 2003; Lopes and Begossi 2011;
Smith and Hanna 1993; Sosis 2002). Other streams of the literature highlight the cultural features of communities that rely on
fishing (Clay and Olson 2008; Endter-Wada and Keenan 2005;
García-Quijano 2009; McCay 1998; Paolisso 2007; van Ginkel
2001) and both fishers’ necessary ecological knowledge and their
substantial species-specific market knowledge (Brewer 2014;
Peterson and Georgianna 1988).
The difficulty and importance of overcoming barriers to
collective action in fishers’ decision making and cooperation is
well-documented. Socialization and personality characteristics
of those who fish (Durrenberger 1992; Kottak 1966; Poggie
1978; Pollnac, Bavinck, and Monnereau 2012; Pollnac and
Poggie 1978) were identified early and remain important
variables in fishing community levels of collective action. In
relation to searching/harvesting, the nature of the resource
and environmental conditions driving search and communication costs are often described as key variables (e.g., Wilson,
Acheson, and Johnson 2013), as well as the characteristics of
individual participants (Ruttan and Tyedmers 2007), and their
function as kin-based household economic vehicles rather than
capitalist firms (Durrenberger 1997). Meanwhile, in regard to
fisheries self or co-management, the classic institutional design
principles described by Ostrom (1990, 2005) and supported
in subsequent research (Yandle 2008) are well-established;
however, differences in ecological factors (such as carrying
capacity and the migratory nature of the species) has also
emerged as important (Basurto and Coleman 2010; Pinho,
Orlove, and Lubell 2012). The role of collective action in the
sale of fish (particularly in the direct market setting) is less wellresearched, particularly in the United States context. However,
direct markets for seafood appear to build social networks and
VOL. 80, NO. 2, SUMMER 2021

social capital (Stoll, Dubik, and Campbell 2015; Witter and
Stoll 2017) and increase the diversity (and thus resilience) of
fishers’ portfolios (Stoll et al. 2015). This research contributes
to this growing body of research by exploring fishers’ perspectives on the cultural and institutional barriers to participation in
the profitable emerging market (Shamshak, Tookes, and Yandle
2020; Stoll, Dubik, and Campbell 2015) and their preference
to continue to fish because of their commitment to the way of
life, long after the economic point where a capitalist firm would
have quit (Durrenberger 1997; Gatewood and McCay 1990).
A key concern of fishers is the movement of seafood
in the market chain (Fabinyi 2009; Fabinyi, Dressler, and
Pido 2017; Quinn 1978; Stoll, Dubik, and Campbell 2015).
Unpredictable market conditions create a space for a “middleman,” or intermediary, to assume risk and facilitate the sale
of highly perishable product (Bestor 2004; Norr 1975). Thus,
decision making around sales helps explain fishing practices.
For example, Durrenberger (1994) argues that in Mississippi,
methods, gear, and number of fishers are shaped by processors
and their needs, as both processors and fishers agreed that
if the processor advanced fuel and ice, then the fisher was
obligated to sell to that processor. Similarly, in Nova Scotia,
processors wished to keep the supply of seafood steady while
also avoiding the risks linked to owning the boats themselves.
They bound fishers to the processing companies, via loans,
covering overhead and operating costs, personal relationships,
and a sense of obligation (Barrett and Apostle 1989).
Barrett and Apostle (1989) distinguish the types of buyerseller relationships observed in this region, referring to “armslength” buyer-seller relationships, which are non-obligatory
(lacking financial or personal influences), versus non-arm’s
length, which are rife with structural and interpersonal constraints on decision making. Durrenberger (1994) similarly
contrasts independent shrimpers docking at municipal harbors
and selling to the most competitive buyer to shrimpers dependent on dealers for a place to tie up their vessel and procure
ice and fuel. Because municipal facilities are limited, there are
structural constraints on the numbers of independent shrimpers,
and some are forced into dependency (Durrenberger 1994).
Another example of an intermediary in fisheries is the
patron-client relationship first described in Firth’s (1946) work
with Malay fishermen. This relationship impacts marine resources (Máñez and Ferse 2010; Miñarro et al. 2016), fisheries
governance (Johnson 2010), and credit systems (Ruddle 2011).
A recent application of this paradigm is O’Neill et al.’s (2019)
combined economic field experiments with interviews to explore
a Philippine fishing community’s market responses. The patronclient relationship is an alliance between two people with unequal
power, resources, or status, who have a mutually beneficial
relationship based on reciprocity and face-to-face contact, in a
context where there are no independent or arms’ length scenarios
possible. The success of the affiliation relies on patrons providing
social or material guarantees (such as ice, fuel, and dock space)
in exchange for the “results of labor and services (in the form of
fish in this case)” (Ruddle 2011:226). Inherent to this relationship is that not all fishers seek to maximize profits and that fisher
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marketing model to better fit with the Georgia context. Finally,
we demonstrate how patron-client relationships (docks as the
patron and fishers as the client) can be shifted in mutually
beneficial ways to encompass the direct marketing paradigm
without jeopardizing the long-standing mode of business.
In doing this, we also situate these fisher-dock relationships
in the literature on North American docks and processors,
link them to the patron-client relationships that have been
documented primarily in Southeast Asia, and offer ways to
enhance both fisher and dock well-being while respecting
traditional relationships.

Figure 2. Crab Traps in Brunswick, GA

response to market conditions are specific to the “particular social,
cultural, and economic contexts” (Ruddle 2011: 13) in which they
operate. This patron-client relationship is primarily documented
in Southeast Asian fisheries (for an exception in Zanzibar, see
Ferrol-Schulte, Ferse, and Glaser 2014).

2015). While working towards biological sustainability, it is
important to consider the economic viability of commercial
fishing during rebuilding in order to maintain fishing knowledge and employment in coastal communities and to preserve
sustainable American seafood options. Scholars argue that
a viable way to achieve this goal is through the direct sale
of seafood from producer to consumer (described as “direct
marketing”) (Kloppenburg, Hendrickson, and Stevenson
2005; Shamshak, Tookes, and Yandle 2020). Direct marketing of seafood was in the spotlight recently due to the 2020
COVID-19 global pandemic, when home cooks began to seek
out seafood shipped directly from producers. Simultaneously,
producers engaged in alternative distribution methods as the
restaurant and food service industry (which accounts for 70%
of seafood industry sales) ground to a halt (Sackton 2020).

Seafood
Seafood is a substantial component of human food provisioning (Smith et al. 2010), and global consumption rates
have outpaced population growth since 1961 (FAO 2018).
Wild-caught fisheries and aquaculture in the United States are
subject to rigorous regulatory and management policies (Hilborn and Ovando 2014; Tookes, Barlett, and Yandle 2018).
United States federal fisheries, those that lie between three
and 200 miles offshore, are regulated under the MagnusonStevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act of 1976
(MSA). Federal fisheries management in the United States
is considered the most scientifically rigorous in the world
(Crosson 2013). Since 2007, previously overfished United
States fisheries made measurable progress in rebuilding, with
forty-five stocks successfully restored including Atlantic scallop and swordfish (NOAA 2016). Furthermore, 91 percent of
MSA regulated fish stocks with known status are presently
not experiencing overfishing (NOAA 2016).
In addition to the biological sustainability of fish stocks,
fisheries management guidelines emphasize the economic
sustainability of fisheries (Smith et al. 2010). MSA dictates
that management consider the importance of fisheries to
fishing communities using economic and social data to (1)
provide sustained participation of such communities and (2)
minimize adverse economic impacts on such communities.
Since the 1990s, regulations have placed significant volume and effort restrictions on harvesting. Simultaneously,
fish prices dropped in response to less expensive imported
seafood, and fuel costs rose (Stoll, Dubik, and Campbell
164

Challenges to American Fishing: A Georgia Example
Georgia fishing communities rely on a handful of fisheries: shrimp harvested by bottom trawl by boats that are an
iconic image of the coastal Southeastern United States; blue
crabs caught in wire traps carried out in small watercraft and
left to “soak” in the coastal estuaries; a handful of finfish boats
that catch offshore species, including vermillion snapper and
black sea bass; maricultured clams in mesh bags held under
the tides by strategically arranged mud or pieces of metal
rebar; and wild harvest of oyster clusters. A profitable new
fishery targeting cannonball jellyfish for export has emerged
as a financial boon, although the number of fishers involved
in this endeavor is small, and it is primarily an income supplement when the shrimping season is closed.
Historically, artisanal shrimping dates back to the 1700s
in Georgia and was predominated by both enslaved and free
African-American fishers (Bell 2010; Blount and Kitner 2008;
Hoskins-Brown 2020). Industrial shrimping began in the
1920s, and the commercial industry reached a peak of over
HUMAN ORGANIZATION
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Figure 1. Shrimp Boats in Darien, GA

Figure 3. Typical Seafood Distribution Chain (Design by Bang Tran)
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each boat’s ability to engage in seafood sales outside of the
established relationship-based market chain.

Seafood Supply Chains
Once harvested, seafood enters into a complex food chain
that starts at the dock where the fishers sell the product (Brinson, Lee, and Rountree 2011). In a typical seafood supply
chain, the dock sells the seafood to a distributor, who picks up
the product in a refrigerated truck and transports it to a central
distribution center. From there, it is portioned into quantities
to be taken to retailers, restaurants, or prepared for export to
other nations. In some scenarios, the seafood is exported to be
processed or portioned overseas, then returned to the United
States for consumption (USDA 2017). Sometimes, there are
multiple distributors/wholesalers involved in the process.
Seafood in the United States is then sold to consumers at
retail locations or restaurants (see Figure 3).
At each stage of this process, the price to the consumer
increases, traceability to the source becomes more obscure
(Sterling et al. 2015), and the potential for mislabeling of
seafood species increases (Jacquet and Pauly 2008; Shehata
et al. 2019). While there are promising means of addressing
these issues, such as DNA testing (Ogden 2008) and comprehensive labeling (Sterling et al. 2015), a direct producerconsumer relationship provides an intuitive transparency to
consumers that testing and labeling lack (Tookes, Barlett,
and Yandle 2018).

Direct Marketing of Food
Some United States consumers embrace direct marketing
as a means to attain more transparency in food production
and retention of profits for local producers (Kloppenburg,
Hendrickson, and Stevenson 2005), as well as strengthen local
communities through personal interactions between food producers and consumers (DeLind 2003). Two models dominate
efforts to directly market agricultural products to consumers:
farmers markets and Consumer Supported Agriculture (CSA).
In farmers markets, producers sell directly to consumers in
regularly scheduled venues. In CSAs, producers sell directly to
consumers as part of a regular commitment in which consumers share some of the financial risk of the farming endeavor
and in return receive regular “shares” of the harvest.
165
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1,500 registered commercial fishing boats in 1976 (Blount and
Pitchon 2007). The end of the 20th century marked decline
in the Georgia commercial fishing industry, brought about
by a series of factors including environmental protections,
fuel costs, and competition from imported shrimp. With the
exception of two outlier years (1979 landed revenues, and
2014 landings), both landings and revenues have experienced
steady decline since 1972 (DNR 2012, 2020).
Shrimp imports significantly influenced shrimpers’ earnings in the early 2000s. For years, boat captains received
$4.50-5.00 for each pound of shrimp brought to the dock, but
by the end of December 2003, shrimp imports were thirtyeight times higher than domestic production of shrimp, and
the price of Georgia shrimp plummeted to $1.00 per pound
(Blount and Pitchon 2007). Shrimpers pushed back against
this imported product by branding Wild Georgia Shrimp
with an effective marketing campaign for several years in
the early 2000s, but when the federal funding ran out, the
campaign was largely abandoned. Prices for Georgia shrimp
have recovered to some extent over the intervening years,
but current prices paid to shrimpers are still lower than the
prices the boats received for their shrimp prior to 2003. This
low price makes it very difficult for shrimpers to break even
after the expenses of each trip.
Commercial fishing docks are privately owned in Georgia, and there are no public docking options for commercial
fishing boats. In 1975, thirty-one active commercial fishing
docks were documented (Nix and Kim 1975). Of those
thirty-one docks, only thirteen were still operating in 2019.
An additional two, which were not operational in 1975, have
opened in the interim (Yandle, Shamshak, and Tookes 2019).
Fishers are constrained by their relationships with the fish
docks and time and effort limitations on how and when they
can sell a highly perishable product. Most seafood landed in
Georgia goes to a dock to be held in cold storage before it
is transferred to a larger regional or national distributor. The
commercial fishing industry of Georgia operates in a manner similar to the dependent model recorded in Mississippi
(Durrenberger 1994) and non-arm’s length relationship in
Nova Scotia (Barrett and Apostle 1989), also described as the
patron-client model (Ruddle 2011). The dock at which the
fishing vessel ties up provides ice and fuel for each trip, with
the agreement that any catch will return to the dock, where the
boat will be paid for the catch. This arrangement influences

Seafood’s Place in Direct Marketing

Methods
Field Sites
This project took place over the course of thirty months and
100 miles of coastline, centering around the most active fishing
communities of Savannah/Tybee Island, Darien, Townsend,
and Brunswick (see Figure 5). Research included participant
observation on fishing docks and in fishhouses, in fishers’ homes
and backyard seafood processing operations, in the seafood
166

Figure 4. Community Supported Fisher (CSF)
Mechanism (Design by Bang Tran)

processing facilities of small and large distribution companies,
on a shrimp research vessel and in oyster flats on an oyster skiff,
and in retail and wholesale seafood spaces across the six coastal
counties for nearly three years. Informal conversations with local
extension agents, state and federal employees, fisheries management staff, and chefs interested in purchasing Georgia seafood
situated and confirmed the data that emerged throughout the
course of the research. The authors engaged in numerous casual,
unstructured interviews with a variety of fishing community
members throughout the study period, which serves to frame
and contextualize the fourteen in-depth qualitative interviews
with twenty-one members of the commercial fishing industry
between February 2014 and August 2016 discussed in this paper.

Sampling and Recruitment
Recruitment was grounded in purposive sampling (Bernard 2002) in which we sought knowledgeable individuals,
followed by snowball sampling (Bernard 2002) from the
initial contacts to others that the participant thought would
be informative to us. Three different strategies were used to
identify interview participants.
First, as a member of the Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) of the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council,
one author was acquainted with key members of Georgia’s
fishing industry. Recruitment began with these individuals,
then used snowball sampling to access other knowledgeable
individuals. In particular, study subjects often mentioned that
they were sending us to successful, “serious” commercial
fishers (although it should be noted that the answers received
throughout these interviews were echoed in less formal situations, among non-referred individuals as well, indicating that
these were commonly held sentiments across the larger population). Secondly, the project sponsor (Georgia Sea Grant/Marine
Extension Service, a university-based applied research and
outreach organization well-known to the fishing community)
provided names of key informants, who were contacted for both
interview and snowball sampling purposes. Finally, publicly
available federal fishing licenses were accessed via the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Association website (NOAA 2014),
and that information was used to identify potential participants
for interviews and continued snowball sampling.
HUMAN ORGANIZATION
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Historically, seafood was not a major part of alternative
food supply chains, but this is changing (Brinson, Lee, and
Rountree 2011; Campbell et al. 2014; Olson, Clay, and Pinto
da Silva 2014; Shamshak, Tookes, and Yandle 2020) and diversifying (Bolton et al. 2016). As an alternative to the typical
seafood supply chain, direct marketing of seafood eliminates
some of the players in the complex market chain, shortening supply chains and possibly fostering a more sustainable
socioecological seafood system (Campbell et al. 2014; Stoll
and Johnson 2015). Potential benefits include: more personal
relationships between consumers and seafood producers (Olson, Clay, and Pinto da Silva 2014), continuation of fishing
communities and their culture and heritage (Olson, Clay, and
Pinto da Silva 2014), fishers feeling more valued (Brinson,
Lee, and Rountree 2011), and addressing some fisheries labor
welfare issues (Campbell et al. 2014). Beyond these direct
benefits, research suggests that direct marketing offers positive impacts that include building new institutions that can
increase resiliency and build social capital (Stoll et al. 2015;
Wilson, Acheson, and Johnson 2013).
Direct marketing of seafood usually takes two forms: fishers participating in farmers markets (as described above) and
Community Supported Fisheries (CSFs) (Bolton et al. 2016).
CSFs began in North America in the mid-1980s (Cooley and
Lass 1998), and the seafood website LocalCatch.org (n.d.) currently lists fifty-nine distinct CSFs in the United States. CSFs
operate similarly to CSAs, but rather than a basket of produce,
a set quantity of seafood is provided, with species depending
on the vagaries of the catch (see Figure 4 below). CSFs may
be more environmentally sustainable than the traditional supply chain, as they frequently utilize underappreciated bycatch
species, reduce food miles, offer the ability to follow seafood
through the supply chain (Borit and Olsen 2012), and decrease
the potential for mislabeling or fraud (Pramod et al. 2014).
By integrating the literatures on fisheries and direct
marketing, but highlighting seafood producer experiences and
relationships, this paper responds to Campbell et al.’s (2014)
call for qualitative research to illustrate seafood producer
motivations in regard to direct-to-consumer sales. Simultaneously, this focus on producer knowledge and behavior argues
for acknowledgement of a wider definition of sustainable
seafood—one that incorporates social as well as ecological
considerations (Olson, Clay, and Pinto da Silva 2014).

Figure 5. Key Fishing Communities in Georgia (Map by Robyn Tippins)

Semi-structured, qualitative interviews were conducted at
a location of the participant’s choosing. This interview method
allows for a deep understanding of the research topic and encapsulates the experiences of these individuals. These interviews
followed a general script to cover desired topics but were openended and based in grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967)
in order to allow for new information to emerge. Fourteen interviews were conducted with twenty-one individuals involved in
varied and overlapping fisheries, with five who targeted finfish,
six shrimpers, three who ran docks or engaged in processing or
distributing seafood, three clam farmers, and one crabber. In addition, the license-holder’s wife joined three of these interviews,
as discussed below. Although comprehensive demographic data
about Georgia’s fishing communities is not available, the age and
gender demographics of this sample echoed the age, gender, and
fishery trends that we observed across the research period, thus we
VOL. 80, NO. 2, SUMMER 2021

believe this interview sample captures the broad characteristics
of the Georgia fishing industry.
The researchers offered to purchase the participant a
meal at a restaurant of their choice. In recognition of cultural
norms around gendered interactions in this community, the
all-female research team specifically extended the meal invitations to include both the licensed fishers and their wives/
partners. This increased the comfort level of the participants,
and the woman’s presence contributed positively to interview
quality, often prompting deeper reflection and more thorough
responses. The interviews ranged from forty-five to 120 minutes in length, based on participant’s interest.
Interviews focused on the potential for and obstacles to
direct marketing of seafood. Interviewers briefly described
how farmers markets and CSAs work, then solicited interview
participant’s thoughts. Groups of questions were organized
along the following themes: “How familiar are you with direct
marketing of seafood?” followed by “Could direct marketing
167
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Interviews

Table 1. Demographic Characteristic of Interview Participants
Demographic Characteristics

Category

(% of Total)

Gender

Male
Female

18
3

(85%)
(15%)

Age

Under 30
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-70
Over 70

0
4
0
3
8
6

(0%)
(19%)
(0%)
(14%)
(38%)
(29%)

Marital Status

Married
Unmarried
Unknown

13
6
2

(62%)
(29%)
(10%)

Fishery*

Crabs
Finfish
Shellfish (bivalve mollusks)
Shrimp
Dock/Dealer

1
6
4
8
6

*Categories not exclusive and add to more than 21, thus % not reported.

be a viable way to sell seafood in Atlanta and Athens for a
better profit?” The final set of questions concentrated on “How
could direct marketing to those cities work?”

ideas about ways that direct marketing strategies could be
adjusted to work within the Georgia context. Each of these
three key themes is discussed below.

Analysis

Theme 1: Direct Marketing Experience

During the interviews, the researchers made written
notes and audio recordings for later transcription. Interview
recordings were transcribed verbatim by the researchers and
university student volunteers. Field notes and transcriptions
were the data set for analysis. The researchers engaged in
careful reading and re-reading of these documents, looking for
themes, patterns, and variations in the data. Once reoccurring
ideas began to emerge, open coding (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw
2011) commenced by notating these ideas in the margins of the
text and identifying analytic categories that appeared repeatedly. Next, the researchers identified the overlap between these
categories, reviewed them to identify the most common and
predominate themes, then articulated them in statements that
captured the commonalities. These themes that embodied the
foundational qualitative data are discussed below.

When discussing direct marketing, the most common
topics were: restaurants, selling directly to consumers, experience with intermediaries, and previous negative experiences.

Results
During interviews, it quickly became evident that commercial fishers were well-acquainted with some direct marketing models. Three key themes emerged: First, many of them
had experiences with direct marketing, with varying levels of
success. Second, they perceived multiple realistic obstacles to
direct marketing Georgia seafood to inland outlets. The third
theme centered on “Compromise.” Many participants raised
168

Restaurants
Nine of the participants had prior direct marketing relationships (38%). One of the more common experiences involved selling directly to restaurants. As one fisherman’s wife
explained, “They want fresh shrimp… and they did pay more
for them…We had to deliver them, so that added a little bit of
cramp, you know. But it was okay because we were getting a
little bit better price for them and we had some consistency in
orders.” Each day her husband would shrimp as she did the
restaurant deliveries. She explained that this distribution of
labor was necessary, “Because all they can manage is going
out, getting shrimp, coming back.” To expect the shrimpers
to also sell and deliver was not seen as feasible.
Consumers
Another couple would dock at locations where local
consumers could buy directly from the boat. The fisherman
explained, “When I came in, I would have fifty or seventy-five
people standing on the dock with coolers. To buy ‘em off the
HUMAN ORGANIZATION
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Number

boat…and for more money than the wholesaler would pay
me.” His wife elaborated, “There were days when we had
some shrimp left. But there were more days where I oversold.” At times, people would say “’I didn’t bring a cooler,’”
but she was prepared for that issue. “No problem I got one!”
and she would sell them an inexpensive cooler. Additionally,
one shrimping family was selling directly to consumers via
Atlanta area farmers’ markets during this research period, but
they declined to participate in this project.

In these coastal areas, most individuals have personal
contacts within the fishing industry. Many people spoke of
selling a percentage of their catch to friends and neighbors
and dismissed this small quantity as insignificant to the overall
business. However, prices in the coastal communities were
lower than the same product elsewhere. So, some fishers
enlisted friends or family who lived further away to sell for
them. One couple explained: “She would get orders from
around her area and…we would package them up in two
pound and five pound bags…We would take it to her, she
would pay us for them and these people would come to her
house…That was the easiest way.” However, these arrangements were fleeting, and no one described a relationship that
lasted more than a few years.
Negative Experiences
Others were less positive about their previous attempts
at direct marketing. A crabber explained:
I’ve tried off and on three or four times in the past…I guess
I’ve gotten old and cantankerous…they say they’re from
Atlanta, I just hang the phone up. … [T]hey’ll call you
up, “I need ten bushels by Friday.” Okay, so I do what I
can and so you get your ten bushels, “Well I don’t need
but six.” Well, you know, I could have sold the other four,
you know, so I got to sit here and watch them die…They
want a cheap price, but they want the good crabs. Them
people up there, they don’t know what they’re talking
about and they don’t understand the business.

This frustration with potential buyers who do not fully
understand seafood production arose in many interviews.
People whose livelihoods depend on the sea must harvest at
the whims of the weather, within the confines of the fishing
seasons dictated by regulations, and handle a highly perishable product. This contrasts with farmed produce or landbased proteins, where products can be left on the plant for an
extra day or two or placed in refrigeration for a longer period
of time without negative effect on the product.

Theme 2: Obstacles
When asked about direct marketing as an option for selling seafood, responses were overwhelmingly negative, with
vehement insistence that this was simply not possible. As
VOL. 80, NO. 2, SUMMER 2021

Distance
One fisher explained, “It’s impossible to catch them and
get it into Atlanta” because “how are you going to get them
there? Put them all in my pickup truck? You got 3,500 pounds
of shrimp?” One commented that after the drive to Atlanta, “it
won’t smell quite right.” The price they expected to receive
selling to inland cities was not high enough to pay both the
transportation and a living wage.
Another man explained: “I’d love to sell clams up there,
but the problem is getting them there…for what people are
wanting to pay, you couldn’t afford to run a truck.” Part of
the problem is the discrepancy when selling to wholesale
distributers versus consumers; in this particular case, he was
offered fifteen cents a clam to deliver them to a distributor in
Atlanta. As he explained, “I can do that with people coming
and pickin’ them up here…so why put a truck on the road?
You don’t want to be driving the truck for free.”
Time Loss
Time spent transporting or selling seafood is time not
spent harvesting seafood. One shrimper remarked: “The time
off…down time, like if the captain and me were to do it, we’d
lose an entire day of work.” Most cited time loss as a major
obstacle: “You can’t do that, you’ll have too much down
time. You got to get up there on Friday, Saturday, Sunday,
you done lost three days…at best you’d lose your butt doing
that.” Their responses to standard farmers market vendor rules
that require producer-only sales were consistently negative:
If fishers are selling, they are not fishing.
Monetary Issues
Participants explained that to directly sell seafood to
consumers who are more than 250 miles inland is costly.
One stated, “It’s going to cost all the way around…To make a
profit…you have to make those prices pretty high, you really
do. That’s where it would be a problem.” Another shellfish
farmer quickly mentally calculated the necessary quantity and
a price increase to accommodate this type of direct marketing. “It would have to be thousands of clams. ‘Cause you’re
looking at gas money. You know, it ain’t worth going up there
to sell two to three hundred dollars’ worth of clams when it’s
gonna cost you that much to go up there and back.” He felt
this was an overwhelmingly large number of clams to sell.
Many of the fishers we interviewed had trouble believing that consumers in Atlanta and Athens were willing to pay
a higher price for the same product. Much as the previous
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Intermediaries

voiced by one fisher: “It’s a wonderful idea and a wonderful
concept. I don’t think you can make it fly.” A more colorful
response was that “It doesn’t have a snowball’s chance in
hell of working in Georgia.” Obstacles included distance,
time loss, monetary issues, infrastructure, and fisherman
cooperation.

individual just calculated, they tended to think it necessary
to increase product volume to reach a break-even point, but
rarely did they propose raising the price of the product. One
couple reluctantly proposed this price increase: “Well, the
only way you’re really gonna [make direct marketing work] is
if there is some price benefit, and it has to outweigh the cost…
you’ve gotta get a better price. A lot better price. Enough to
pay the driver, and the truck.”
Infrastructure

Fisher Cooperation
Cooperation between fishers (or fishers and their extended families) is implicit in the direct marketing model.
However, fishers saw this as an unreasonable expectation.
Several fishers cited the now defunct Wild Georgia Shrimp
campaign as an example of failed cooperation. One explained:
“There’s no such thing as cooperation between fishermen.
It’s a very competitive thing. And even in the cute little
shrimpers’ association, it’s still difficult to get everyone to
go along with a program. Even if it benefits everyone.” This
emerged frequently in discussions about how competition
on the water—where there is minimal information sharing
and cooperation is restricted to rendering aid —continued to
land-based relationships that would require coordination or
financial cooperation.
We explained the particulars of the successful CSF in
Carteret County, NC, “Walking Fish” (Andreatta, Nash, and
Martin 2011). Most fishers were not surprised to learn that
North Carolina fishers had found a way to make the cooperative work, noting the difference between the communities:
“The fishermen in North Carolina are very different, they’re
170

Theme 3: Compromises
This lack of financial reserve, concern about time loss,
distance to inland consumers, and historical distrust among
fishers indicate that moving outside of the existing supply
chain would require flexibility. Coastal Georgia is 250 to 350
miles from the largest city, Atlanta. This is not an insurmountable distance with modern transportation. However, for an
industry that has long relied on semi-trucks run by wholesale
distributors to care for all land transport needs, there are
few or no options for fishers to transport seafood beyond
the dock without wholesalers. Georgia’s fishers indicated
that they might be interested in a direct marketing model,
contingent on modifications to accommodate the commercial
fishing industry’s existing systems. Fishers proposed many
“compromises” to the direct marketing model. These include:
intermediaries, docks, and dealers.
Intermediaries
Ten interview participants (48%) discussed “a guy” who
could come drive between Atlanta and the coast, buy whatever product was available, and sell it directly to consumers.
This was perceived as a necessary inclusion: “There’d have
to be somebody whose job was traveling. They could get
whatever they want for fifteen cents and make whatever they
want to make… That supplies somebody else with a job” or
“It could happen if someone is interested. I would definitely
be interested in selling my product to a guy in Atlanta that
wants to come here and buy straight off the boat.” Despite
understanding the potential financial benefits of direct marketing, responses overwhelmingly indicated a desire for an
intermediary in the supply chain to transport and assume risk
for the product. While the higher profits of direct marketing
were appealing, there was aversion to retaining financial risk
in the product once it left their own boat.
HUMAN ORGANIZATION
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The most thorough critique of the direct marketing proposal came from an individual involved in direct marketing.
His catch is primarily shipped from Georgia to a restaurant in
another state. As he explained: “What we do is we put them
in leak proof boxes…I’ll put them on an airplane, they’re
[there] in 90 minutes.” However, he is only able to engage in
this because of his small business infrastructure. He argues,
“You got to build your business, you have to be willing to
take some money and buy a cooler…Take some money and
get a reliable truck…You have to be willing to invest!” He
clarified that most fishers in the area did not have the financial
security or business savvy to create this personal business
infrastructure.
One couple pointed out the dwindling infrastructure:
“Waterfront property has become so expensive that you can’t
afford to tie shrimp boats up now.” When we inquired about
where commercial fishers were expected to go, the response
was bitter: “Nowhere. The state of Georgia doesn’t give a shit
and would rather [we] didn’t exist. We’re in Liberty County,
Georgia, right now. You cannot pick up a piece of literature
without seeing a picture of a shrimp boat. [But] there isn’t a
single place to tie a shrimp boat up in Liberty County.”

watermen to begin with. They take care of their boats. That’s
all they do. There’s nothing up there, there’s no industry in
Coastal North Carolina. Nothing.” Most interview participants would describe their own willingness to work at hard
labor for long hours, grudgingly name a few other fishers
they felt shared their work ethic, then proclaim that most in
the industry were not willing to work long enough or hard
enough to be successful. Another fisherman explained, “It’s
is harder to find somebody who wants to work. Who doesn’t
mind a little hard work for a little extra pay, but it’s gonna
take some sacrifice. You not gonna get off at five.” They felt
a strong work ethic was more prevalent in fisheries outside
of Georgia because they do not perceive it as being common
amongst most of their peers. The commercial fishing industry
in Georgia is relatively small, highly skeptical of outsiders,
and lacks strong leadership or an impetus to collective action.
Their suspicion of each other’s work ethics and intentions
have impeded successful long-term collaboration that could
possibly benefit all of them.

Dock-Fisher Relationships
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Discussion
Georgia fishers lack social capital (Stoll and Johnson
2015), and there is only tenuous trust, reciprocity, and camaraderie among Georgia fishers. A common theme throughout
most interviews was how poor the work ethic was among
others in the industry and how each fisher could not trust any
others. This is not surprising, as formal cooperation among
fishers is not the norm in the United States (Stoll and Johnson
2015). While Georgia’s fishing communities assist each other
in times of peril, they do not have a history of collective action (as seen among shrimpers in Mississippi [Durrenberger
1992]), and emergency help does not translate to cooperation
off the water.
Examples of attempts to work together are plentiful in
Georgia, but long-term success is not. For example, the shortlived Wild Georgia Shrimp marketing campaign, founded
in 2004 with federal tariff money, successfully increased
demand for certified wild-caught shrimp during its campaign.
However, once this external funding was depleted, there was
not sufficient mutual trust among the shrimpers to motivate
them to financially contribute to the continuation of the logo
branding campaign. While one fishhouse attempted to keep
the marketing campaign running on his own, he received little
cooperation from any other shrimpers, and several shrimpers
resentfully argued that this individual was unfairly keeping
the logo for himself, when it should have remained a community resource (albeit one they were unwilling to support
financially).
An example of the mixed outcome of collective action
is the Southern Shrimp Alliance’s successful anti-dumping
petition with the Department of Commerce in 2003. This
regional industry effort resulted in tariffs on shrimp imported
from six nations starting in 2005 and over $100 million being
granted to domestic shrimpers (Keithly and Poudel 2008).
However, the local impact of these funds illustrates why
many fishers perceive their fellows as untrustworthy, as one
Georgia shrimper filed falsified documents and was awarded
more than $800,000. He was recently convicted on multiple
counts of false statements, mail fraud, and money laundering
and was sentenced to seventy-seven months in prison in 2018
(DOJ 2018). This case provides an unfortunate example of the
fraudulent activity that many shrimpers argued was rampant.
In spite of these challenges, a shortened supply chain is
viable for Georgia seafood. Direct marketing is characterized
by the direct relationship between producer and consumers.
But in fisheries, this direct relationship model is unrealistic,
given the needs of both the producers (fishers) and the characteristics of the product (seafood). Walking Fish’s successful
model (described above) operated with student intermediaries
between the fishers and the consumers but has been critiqued
as the type of “‘middleman’ that local food systems should
eschew” (Campbell et al. 2014:103).
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In Georgia, one of the most complex issues when contemplating direct marketing is “the dock.” Dealers, distributors,
and docks are crucial links in the seafood supply chain. All
docks in Georgia are privately owned. There are no public or
municipal docks where fishers can tie up their boats. Thus,
boats must maintain a relationship with a private dock, which
generally sells fuel and ice to the boats that dock there. The
dock then expects to purchase all seafood that is landed. The
cost of gas and ice is generally deducted from the price the
dock pays to the boat.
One participant explained the nuances of this relationship, “If you tie up a boat on a dock, you’re obligated to sell
him everything you get.” When asked if some docks might
be willing to let some of the product go elsewhere, or allow
the fisherman to divert a small percentage, the immediate
response was: “They won’t turn a blind eye.” He explained
that even proposing the idea to the dock was a high-risk
proposition, as it could anger the dealer on whom his livelihood depends: “He would want all or nothing. That’s the
way it would be.” Many discussed relationships with their
dealers, one even indicating friendship. It was important to
have “a place to hold the fish… The broker, I’ve known him
for years in business, you know, we’re friends. We’ve known
each other for over thirty years,” but he still responded in the
negative to the query about diverting a small amount of his
catch into direct marketing.
A key reason given for being dependent on dealers had to
do with the nature of seafood. One participant, who has clearly
invested in infrastructure and is not reliant on a dock himself,
explains of other fishers, “They’re not equipped to do it. They
can go catch them, but when they get home, they got to do
something with them right away. They don’t have coolers and
freezers and stuff.” This need was echoed by another fisher
who explained, “My main problems would be…docking and
places to unload the fish. That’s a big deal…We need a place
with…a cooler and everything else.” Docks are crucial for
handling this highly perishable product and assuming some
liability for possible spoilage. Without alternative structural
options, bypassing the docks to engage in direct marketing
is not a realistic idea.
One dock was ready to support seafood direct marketing
efforts, but only if he also received a percentage of the higher
price. During the period of this research, a second dock had
partnered with a local community member to transport and
sell shrimp at farmers markets in Atlanta. The dock viewed
it as a relatively successful experiment, and our observation
of these sales and discussions with the seller at the Atlanta
famers markets were cautiously positive. Unfortunately, the
seller passed away shortly before the writing of this article,
and no one else has filled this niche. When the researchers
asked other docks if this model was possible, most scoffed
at the notion or said that it was too risky or added too much
paid labor for a small increase in profit. So, while these
interactions indicate that there is a potential for modified

dock-fisher relationships that support direct markets, they
must be financially advantageous to all involved.

Conclusions
Fishing methods and environmental impact of seafood
production varies globally. United States fisheries are carefully managed to preserve the ecosystem and protect fish
stocks, but the impacts of this management on fishing communities is significant. Georgia commercial fishing has suffered setbacks over the past decades, making the continued
harvest of Georgia seafood difficult. Our research highlights
that the movement of seafood from producer to end consumer
is financially risky and that the current industrial market
chain dilutes and shifts some of that risk—along with much
of the profit—among the boats, docks, processors, and food
distributors. Because seafood supply chains are complex,
they provide levels of obscurity that can conceal mislabeling
and fraud. Incorporation of modified direct marketing sales,
such as through farmers markets or Community Supported
Fisheries, would shorten this supply chain and address local foods consumer demand for personal relationships with
food producers. This method has not been used for the fishers’ logical reasons discussed in this paper, as well as the
difficult-to-achieve ideals of the local foods movement, which
demands direct producer to consumer sales. We argue that by
adjusting direct marketing ideals for seafood to incorporate
an intermediary, and focusing on farmers market sales, that
this model has the potential for economic success in Georgia.

Theoretical Relevance
Guest’s (2003:637) study of fishing behavior and decision making in a fishing community in Ecuador critiques
economic analyses of fisheries in his argument that “models
have strict parameters and assume decisions are sequentially
ordered, deliberate, and conscious. Real settings exhibit more
complexity than such models can take into account.” His
words aptly illustrate the intricacy of the seafood industry in
Georgia, and the discrepancy between the capitalist economic
models that predict direct marketing to be an economically
viable path (Shamshak, Tookes, and Yandle 2020) and fisher
172

responses that illustrate the moral economy-based choices
made by fishers (Durrenberger 1997), and the complexity of
the interpersonal relationships and structural constraints that
motivate them to disregard what appears to be a higher profit
opportunity. It is reasonable to conclude that these findings
are most likely generalizable to similar situations where there
is an absence of public docks and fishers are thus 100 percent
reliant on public dock relationships for fuel, ice, berth, etc.
This research demonstrated the prevalence of obligatory
relationships between processors or docks and small-scale
fishers, echoing the issues seen in Mississippi and Nova Scotia
(Barrett and Apostle 1989; Durrenberger 1994). However,
in both these North American case studies, researchers were
able to compare and contrast the independent, arms’ length
fisher-dock relationships to the dependent, non-arms’ length
relationships observed in those industries. In Georgia, these
options do not exist for most fishers.
Because Georgia fishers do not have any access to public
docks and arms’ length relations, we classify their associations
with the docks as patron-client relationships. They do not have
places to tie up commercial fishing boats that do not come
with the obligations to purchase ice and fuel and sell back
their seafood. In this way, commercial seafood in Georgia thus
represents the small-scale fisher, patron-client model, outside of
its customary geographical locations. While commonly used to
describe fisheries in Southeast Asia (Johnson 2010; Máñez and
Ferse 2010; Miñarro et al. 2016; and Ruddle 2011), it nonetheless aptly describes the “complex power relations intertwined
with…local fish trading agreements, and market pressures
that impact fisher’s extraction” (O’Neill et al. 2019:13) in the
United States managed shrimp and finfish fisheries of Georgia.

Applied Relevance
This research simultaneously supplies in-depth information about fishers’ decision making regarding marketing
and illustrates the complexity of including seafood in direct
marketing. While producer-consumer sales are often required
or implied in the direct marketing model, this is problematic
for the lived practice of seafood production. Rather than
struggling to fit seafood into existing models, this research
demonstrates the need for more nuanced and fluid approaches
that facilitate inclusion of seafood into direct marketing models. This complicates the direct-to-consumer ideal because
that theoretical goal does not allow for practical inclusion.
Direct marketing models must recognize the complexities of
seafood production, the risks associated with transporting a
highly perishable product, the differences between reasonable
expectations for farmers versus fishers, and institute requirements that are suitably rigorous yet achievable for fishers.
A successful compromise will integrate the existing patronclient model (dock-fisher) with the economic opportunities
illuminated by the potential for successful direct marketing.
If local foods focused consumers and organizations such as
farmers markets wish to incorporate locally caught seafood,
then their guidelines must adjust parameters to allow an
HUMAN ORGANIZATION
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However, Campbell et al. also argue that the character of
the shortened supply chain in the “alternative food network”
should be more important than a direct marketing ideal. This
sentiment is echoed by fourteen of the twenty-one interview
participants, who argued for the necessity of an intermediary.
Whether this is a dealer, dock, or “that guy” who purchases
product directly from the fisher or the dock at a higher price
then drives between the coast and Atlanta, this sentiment was
popular. There is an understandable fisher desire to sell product quickly to reduce the risk of holding this highly perishable
product and concern about the potential ramifications to the
dock-fisher relationship that allows many fishers to stay in
business. Based on the lack of community trust, the direct
marketing model of producer sales to farmers markets is more
likely to be viable for this community than the CSF model,
which requires collective action and group organization.
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