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Community Supported Fishery (CSF) Programs are arrangements between fishermen and consumers

where consumers provide upfront payments to fishermen in exchange for scheduled seafood deliveries.

They are modeled after the popular Community Supported Agriculture Programs, a form of direct-to-

consumer-marketing in which a group of individuals support a farm. There are multiple market and

non-market benefits from these programs. Fishermen receive higher prices for fish, are guaranteed a

stable income, and can activate political and regulatory support through direct interaction with

consumers. Consumers are provided with access to high-quality novel types of fish and benefit from

interactions with the producers of their food. CSFs have frequently collaborated with non-govern-

mental organizations to address the challenges associated with these programs. Under the catch share

system in the Northeast US groundfish fishery, sectors may be well-positioned to implement a CSF.

Direct marketing through a CSF is not likely to completely replace traditional markets for fishermen,

but can be a valuable supplement to their operations.

Published by Elsevier Ltd.
1. Introduction

Community Supported Fisheries (CSFs) are a relatively new
and innovative program modeled after Community Supported
Agriculture (CSA) Programs. CSFs are a form of direct marketing in
which consumers provide upfront payments to fishermen in
exchange for scheduled seafood deliveries. As of October 2010,
there were thirteen CSFs in existence: 10 in the Northeast United
States, two CSFs in North Carolina, and one CSF in Nova Scotia, as
listed in Table 1. This research chronicles the growth and
experiences of CSF programs in the US based on interviews with
CSF fishermen and coordinators. The main goals of the CSF model
are to increase profits for the local fishermen, provide high-
quality seafood to interested consumers, and directly engage
consumers using fishery products. This research describes CSAs
and their similarities with CSF programs, examines the advan-
tages and challenges facing CSFs, and identifies the implications
of CSFs for US fisheries policy and management.

This research responds to growing public interest in local and
sustainable food, particularly seafood [1,2]. In-person or phone
interviews were conducted with representatives from seven CSFs
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on the US East Coast (Table 1). The interviews examined CSF
program details, advantages, and challenges.

CSFs share many operational similarities; however, their
seafood products vary based on location, catch, season, regula-
tions, and product type (whole versus fillet) offered to consumers.
Some CSFs offer shareholders a ‘basket’ of variable seafood
products while others specialize in specific species such as
Northern shrimp or American lobster. In the Northeast, the
products sold through CSFs include groundfish (which may
include species such as American plaice, witch flounder, haddock,
pollock, cod, redfish, and hake), monkfish, crab meat, squid, and
cooked lobster. The North Carolina CSFs sell shellfish (blue crab,
oysters, and clams) and also provide many finfish, such as black
sea bass, kingfish, mackerels, groupers, snappers, and dolphinfish.

1.1. Fishery management regulations

Sea scallops and American lobster are the most valuable
fisheries in the Northeast United States; however, the groundfish
fishery has particular historical significance. It played a major role
in the development of commerce, trade, and society in New
England. In 2009, landings of cod, haddock, and yellowtail
flounder were worth $25, $14, and $5 million, respectively. The
19 stocks of groundfish are jointly managed under the Northeast
Multispecies Fishery Management Plan because they are often
harvested together: fishermen have imperfect control over the
composition of their catch [3,4,5]. As of 2007, 11 of the 19
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Table 1
Community Supported Fisheries, location and cooperating partners in the US and Canada.

Name Location Start Species Partners

Port Clyde Fresh Catch Port Clyde, ME 2007 Shrimp, groundfish Island Institute, Midcoast

Fishermen’s Association

Cape Ann Fresh Catch Gloucester, MA 2009 Groundfish NAMAa, GFWCAb, MIT Sea

Grant, Turner’s Seafood

Community Fish Stonington and Mount Desert

Island, ME

2009 Shrimp, groundfish Penobscot East

Eastman’s Local Catch Seabrook, NH 2009 Groundfish NAMA

Hannah Joc Portland, ME 2009 Groundfish NAMA

Maple Ridge Farm and Fishery Yarmouth/Portland, ME 2009 Lobster and scallops NAMA

Walking Fish Beaufort/Durham, NC 2009 Mixed finfish and shellfish Duke University, NC Sea

Grant, Carteret Catch

Yankee Fishermen’s Cooperative Seabrook Harbor, NH 2009 Shrimp and groundfish NH Sea Grant

Cape Cod Commercial Hook

Fishermen’s Associationd

Chatham, MA 2010 Groundfish, scallops, lobster USDA, Cape Cod EDAe, Buy

Fresh Buy Local Cape Cod

Cape Cod Weir Harvest Chatham, MA 2010 Whole groundfish NAMA

Core Sound Seafood Chapel Hill/Raleigh, NC 2010

Linda Kate Lobster Coop Falmouth, ME Lobster NAMA

Off the Hook Halifax, Nova Scotia 2010 Groundfish Ecology Action Center, Nova

Scotia Dept. of Fisheries

Revolutionary fish New Bedford, MA 2010 Scallop, groundfish

a Northwest Atlantic Marine Alliance.
b Gloucester Fishermen’s Wives Association.
c The Hannah Jo CSF disbanded after one season.
d The Cape Cod Commercial Hook Fishermen’s Association CSF is a pilot program for Fall 2010.
e Economic Development Association.
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groundfish stocks were classified as overfished and experiencing
overfishing [6]. The Northeast groundfish fishery has undergone
many changes throughout the history of fisheries management,
particularly in terms of regulations and catch profitability. Prior to
May 1, 2010, the primary management tool was an input control,
Days-at-Sea (DAS) under which fishermen were allocated a
maximum number of fishing days. In addition, rolling area
closures, gear restrictions, and trip limits were used to manage
catch in this fishery. A catch share management system was
implemented to replace Days-at-Sea management in the ground-
fish fishery. Seventeen self-organized sectors were created and
allocated a transferable group quota; vessels not affiliated with a
sector are managed under DAS coupled with a strict limit on
total catch.

The Northern shrimp fishery is managed by a mix of input and
output controls, including size limits, trip limits, and Total
Allowable Catch. Currently, the shrimp stock is healthy, with no
evidence of overfishing, allowing a 180-day winter season [7]. The
vast majority (over 80%) of Northern Shrimp is landed in Maine.
Processing shrimp is very capital intensive and there are few
market outlets for Northern shrimp. All processing facilities for
this species are located in Maine, limiting the marketability of
shrimp caught in other states.
2. Direct marketing strategies in food production

2.1. What is Community Supported Agriculture?

Farm-to-fork programs, such as Community Supported Agri-
culture (CSA) programs, have increased in popularity in the
United States; these programs are briefly reviewed to provide
context for the development of CSF programs. CSAs have
exploded in popularity since the 1950s, when the first US based
CSA was started [8]. There are currently more than 2500 CSAs in
the US [9]. This direct marketing approach aims to connect
consumers to agricultural producers, providing a seasonal supply
of local, high-quality agricultural products to consumers while
ensuring a reliable and stable income for farmers. Consumers,
referred to as shareholders, receive seasonal, weekly deliveries of
fresh, local produce at competitive prices.

There are four characteristics of CSA programs that distinguish
them from traditional food marketing: risk sharing, advance
payment, direct connections to producers, and increased sustain-
ability [10]. In a CSA, a share represents a fraction of total annual
production. Therefore, shareholders accept some of the risk from
poor growing seasons. Advance payment provides income for
farmers during non-growing seasons and can fund operating
expenses. Through farm visits, personal interaction, and risk
sharing, CSAs build community and social connections. Finally,
many CSAs use sustainable farming practices and reduce food
miles to minimize the environmental impact of food production.
The impacts of CSAs on farmers have been mixed; studies have
found that CSAs do not increase revenues, but that farmers are
usually satisfied with these programs [10–13].

2.2. How do Community Supported Fisheries differ from Community

Supported Agriculture?

An important component of CSAs is that farmers and con-
sumers share the risk of agricultural production; risk sharing in
CSFs follows a different model. CSFs do not sell shares that are
based on a fraction of the daily catch; instead, shares are typically
marketed as a fixed weight of fish to be delivered weekly. CSF
participants are subject to timing risk instead of production risk.
Poor weather, mechanical difficulties, or regulatory closures may
disrupt the normal scheduled delivery of shares. To accommodate
their customers, many CSFs increased fish delivery in subsequent
weeks or lengthened the season to handle these unforeseen
circumstances.

In a typical CSA, there is a large range of produce delivered in a
weekly share and an even greater range across the entire growing
season [14]. CSF share composition is less diverse than typical CSA
shares. The CSFs in the Northeast tend to specialize in groundfish,
shrimp and lobster; however, they are commonly sold separately
depending on seasonal availability. The CSFs that offered ground-
fish to their shareholders received feedback indicating a prefer-
ence for greater variety in their weekly shares. CSF operators
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reported two reasons for lower levels of diversity in CSF shares.
First, shares of 4–6 pounds of whole fish are frequently filled with
just one fish, which obviously limits the variability within a
weekly share. Second, fishermen have limited ability to control
their catch composition due to gear selectivity, knowledge,
regulations, and seasonal migrations of fish stocks. For example,
vessels based in the Gulf of Maine will prefer to fish for cod and
other round fish in the inshore area while fishing for flatfish
requires slightly different gear and longer travel times. Increasing
the number of vessels, wharves, or partnerships within a CSF may
address some, but not all, of these issues.
3. Advantages of Community Supported Fisheries

3.1. Market benefits

CSFs can provide market benefits by shortening the food
distribution process. In the Northeast US, fish are traditionally
sold by vessels to wholesale dealers, often at the five large
auctions in New England. Wholesalers then distribute seafood
to processors, fish markets, and restaurants. Processors convert
whole fish into fillets, steaks, or frozen products before reaching
the consumer. These steps require labor, capital, time, and
transportation costs. As a direct marketing operation, a CSF
integrates these activities into a single firm, capturing the profits
associated with these tasks and reducing some of these costs, thus
benefiting both fishermen and consumers.

In addition to reducing costs, direct marketing can increase
revenues received by fishermen in at least three ways. First, CSFs
can sell fish at a premium over wholesale prices. Second, a CSF
can provide a market outlet for species that have low value in the
traditional market. Finally, just as CSAs can stabilize revenues for
farmers, a CSF can insulate fishermen from price volatility,
guaranteeing them a known price for their fish.

In order to compare CSF prices with wholesale prices, transac-
tions data were extracted from the NOAA Fisheries ‘‘dealer’’
database for sales in Massachusetts, Maine, and New Hampshire,
where many of the CSFs are located. The wholesale prices
Fig. 1. Weekly Cod Prices and Landings in Maine, New Hampshire, and Massachusetts

Catch).1 indicates whole products and 2 indicates filleted products.
represent the first sale of fishery products from vessels to dealers
in the traditional marketing system. Data were aggregated at the
weekly level by species to produce average prices and total
quantities. Prices for CSF-distributed fish were obtained from
websites, share-ordering forms, and through in-person inter-
views. When sold through traditional markets, round fish are
typically gutted, while shrimp and delicate flatfish are delivered
whole; however, CSF products may be delivered with some level
of processing, for example, fillets or shelled shrimp. When
necessary the CSF prices were adjusted using published yield
tables to facilitate an apples-to-apples comparison of wholesale
and CSF prices [15].

Figs. 1–4 plot historical prices and landings for three selected
finfish (cod, redfish, and witch founder) and Northern shrimp.
These species were chosen because they illustrate the extremes in
fish pricing. Horizontal lines represent the adjusted price at which
various CSFs distribute fish and are usually well above wholesale
pricing. For example, the implied prices of CSF-distributed cod in
2009 and 2010 were $4.30 and $5.16 per pound at Eastman’s
Local Catch, respectively. Cape Ann Fresh Catch delivered whole
fish in 2009; therefore, no adjustments were necessary to their
pricing in that year. Interestingly, the wholesale price of cod was
higher than the Cape Ann Fresh Catch price on two occasions. The
wholesale price of winter flounder also was high on two separate
occasions, while wholesale prices for redfish were always com-
fortably lower than the implied CSF price. Finally, prices for
Northern Shrimp delivered through a CSF were substantially
higher than wholesale prices and varied widely between the
organizations. These figures suggest that CSFs could increase
fishermen’s income by providing (1) a constant, premium price
for all fish and (2) an outlet for fish with low market prices.

CSF fishermen use various techniques to provide fresh, locally
sourced, sustainable products that may not otherwise be available
in traditional markets. For example, fishermen who supply Cape
Ann Fresh Catch use enhanced techniques to maintain freshness
and quality, including brining, using stainless steel equipment,
and enhanced cool down techniques. Furthermore, CSF fishermen
targeting Gulf of Maine Northern shrimp have gone beyond
mandated regulations to use gear that virtually eliminates
compared to CSF prices (CAFC¼Cape Ann Fresh Catch and ELC¼Eastman’s Local



Fig. 2. Weekly Redfish Prices and Landings in Maine, New Hampshire, and Massachusetts compared to CSF prices (CAFC¼Cape Ann Fresh Catch and ELC¼Eastman’s Local

Catch). 1 indicates whole products and 2 indicates filleted products.

Fig. 3. Weekly Witch Flounder Prices and Landings in Maine, New Hampshire, and Massachusetts compared to CSF prices (CAFC¼Cape Ann Fresh Catch and

ELC¼Eastman’s Local Catch). 1 indicates whole products and 2 indicates filleted products.
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bycatch, allowing only the larger shrimp to be caught. The use of
these fishing methods raises costs of production; however, they
also allow CSFs to produce and deliver higher quality goods to
their customers. In theory, these high-quality fish should receive
higher prices at auction. Consumers who value these attributes
have a positive willingness-to-pay for fresh, high-quality fish
products [16–19] or local or sustainably produced food [20,21].
However, it is possible that the traditional distribution process
itself is a barrier to providing the highest quality fish to meet
customers’ demands; CSF programs streamline this process.
3.2. Non-market benefits

There are many benefits of CSF programs other than market-
based benefits. One of the major goals of both CSA and CSF
programs is to foster a social connection between producers and
consumers. CSAs encourage shareholders to visit farms to learn
about the production process and shareholders may even have
the opportunity to pick their own vegetables. CSFs try to increase
the interactions between these groups, but there are physical and
liability limitations that can make viewing production on a fishing



Fig. 4. Weekly Northern Shrimp Prices and Landings in Maine, New Hampshire, and Massachusetts compared to CSF prices (CAFC¼Cape Ann Fresh Catch, YFC¼Yankee

Fishermen’s Coop, and CF¼Community Fish).
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vessel difficult. Therefore, the consumers’ primary connection to
fishermen is usually through weekly encounters at the pickup
location. Some CSFs have partnered with supporting organiza-
tions, which in turn interact with consumers at the pickup
location. In other small CSFs, the husband fishes while the wife
handles the marketing, distribution, and consumer interactions.

Social connections can be fostered on a secondary level
through novel communication. Communication between CSFs
and their shareholders is one of the key factors to success,
particularly through alternative marketing efforts. CSFs are con-
nected with consumers through innovative websites, newsletters,
flyers, presentations at local events, filleting demos, tastings, the
use of photographs of fishing vessels and fishermen, distribution
of recipes, and most importantly, word-of-mouth. Cape Ann Fresh
Catch hosts Seafood Throwdowns, a cooking contest where local
chefs are given unknown fish to prepare for tasting events with
the public. These public events and novel communication meth-
ods have fostered ties between the fishing industry and local
community.

Both consumers and fishermen achieve benefits from these
increased interactions. Consumers interact with members of the
fishing community and learn about the entire fishing experience;
this may result in consumers becoming fishermen’s allies in the
political and regulatory process. Fishermen themselves benefit
from these interactions: they value support from the general
public and realize that their contributions are, in turn, valued by
society. Fishermen may also gain recognition in inland commu-
nities; for example, coastal states like North Carolina have a large
portion of the population living inland with limited connection to
the coast or fresh, seafood products. The Walking Fish CSF
strengthens the bond between inland and coastal communities
by delivering fresh seafood to urban areas located several hours
away from the coast.
4. Challenges for Community Supported Fisheries

Despite many benefits to consumers and fishermen from
distribution through a CSF, operating a CSF has many challenges.
Many of these challenges have been overcome with the assistance
of other organizations, especially in the initial stage of develop-
ment. CSFs require large startup costs for marketing, promotion,
distribution, and outreach; fishermen may not have human or
financial capital to start a CSF without assistance. Non-profit
organizations and fishermen’s groups have often filled this role.
Partnering with a non-profit organization can shift these costs
and time burdens away from fishermen, until the CSF can grow to
a self-sustaining size. These costs can be even lower when
fishermen leverage existing relationships to administer a CSF.
Historically, women, particularly fishermen’s wives, took respon-
sibility for business activities during the day while men were out
fishing [22,23]. This tradition has continued with CSFs: the
Gloucester Fishermen’s Wives Association operates Cape Ann
Fresh Catch and a husband-and-wife team runs Eastman’s Local
Catch. Women administering the business aspects of food pro-
duction are not unique to CSFs; Tegtmeier and Duffy [10] found
that women often run CSA programs.

Formation of a CSF can allow the fishermen to capture profits
associated with a larger portion of the marketing chain. However,
this vertical integration requires fishermen to invest in both
human capital (marketing or accounting skills) and physical
capital (refrigerated trucks or processing facilities). Some fisher-
men have opted out of the CSF model because of the additional
time commitment: ‘‘I’m a fish killer; I don’t have time to get on
the internet and read emails’’ (former CSF fishermen, personal
communication, March 2010). In addition to acquiring new
human and physical capital, distribution through a CSF risks
alienating traditional partners, particularly fish dealers. CSFs need
to maintain a business relationship with the traditional infra-
structure in order to sell the non-CSF portion of their catch.
Federal regulations require fish to be sold to a registered dealer;
therefore, it is necessary to have (or obtain) a dealer’s license.
Alternatively, fishermen work with wharves or coops that are
already licensed federal dealers.

Most CSFs initially attempted to deliver whole, gutted fish, as a
means to minimize waste, increase connections between fisher-
men and consumers, and offer a unique product. However,
delivery of whole fish poses a challenge to CSFs because it is
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difficult to source fish that are small enough to fulfill a typical-
sized share. Furthermore, producing filleted products requires
additional inspection, licensing, and capital investment. Alterna-
tively, CSFs can sub-contract this task to existing processors; Cape
Ann Fresh Catch does this with its filleted products. All seafood
products must adhere to food safety (HACCP) guidelines. Addi-
tional legal requirements that vary by state or species must also
be obeyed. Despite these constraints, almost all CSFs now offer
both whole and filleted products after incorporating feedback on
shareholders’ preferences.

Another challenge facing CSFs is attracting a critical mass of
shareholders to achieve profitability; this threshold has not been
met by all CSFs. For example, in 2009 the Yankee Fishermen’s
Cooperative in Seabrook, NH, operated a shrimp CSF. However,
the CSF did not have a direct impact on fishermen’s pay and only a
small fraction of total shrimp landings was distributed through
the CSF. This situation is not unique to the Yankee CSF. Cape Ann
Fresh Catch likely had enough shareholders to support only a
single fishing vessel working fulltime; however, this organization
sourced fish from more than six vessels. The Walking Fish CSF has
chosen to remain small; they have attained their self-imposed cap
of 450 shareholders and maintain a waiting list of interested
consumers. While they work to expand the number of weeks per
year, they are not interested in adding shareholders.
4.1. What is local and sustainable?

CSFs promote local products that are harvested by sustainable
methods. Emphasizing the local attributes of production may be a
reaction to the dominance of imported seafood, especially aqua-
cultured products, in traditional markets. In 2009, 84% of the
seafood consumed in the US was imported [24]; nevertheless,
consumers value local food systems. However, research has
revealed inconsistent definitions for local products among con-
sumers [25–27]. Consumers may define local by port, state,
region, or country. Therefore, CSFs have considerable flexibility
in using this term for marketing purposes. However, expanding
local too far risks alienating consumers who have diverse ideas
about this term. For example, the Port Clyde CSF in Maine
provides overnight shipping options to New York City while
marketing their products as local.

The term sustainable also has multiple meanings and can
encompass many metrics. Sustainable seafood may be described
as products that have high stock abundance, low levels of fishing
pressure, nominal bycatch levels, minimal adverse gear effects,
negligible habitat damage, or effective management [28]. Consumers
are barraged by sustainability cards, news reports, advertising, and
propaganda about sustainable fishing practices, including gear
choices. For example, many governmental and non-governmental
organizations have recommended sustainable seafood choices based
on various criteria, but final recommendations can be inconsis-
tent [28]. Consumers may have, warranted or unwarranted, beliefs
about sustainability, particularly in terms of fishing gear choices.
CSFs have the opportunity to educate consumers about sustainability
and gear choices, but ultimately they must be responsive to
consumers’ preferences.

CSA research revealed that consumers valued provenance,
traceability, and short supply chains [29,30]. These findings
suggest that traceability is important for seafood as well. Organi-
zations that source fish from multiple boats may find a trace-
ability program challenging. Increased traceability can forge
tighter social connections between fishermen and consumers.
Traceability can be used by CSFs to differentiate their products
from traditional seafood, enhancing claims of local and sustain-
able production.
5. Policy implications

The Northeast groundfish fishery has recently transitioned to a
catch share management system. Catch share programs can
eliminate overfishing and result in more profitable fisheries,
while addressing social objectives [31]. Under this system, groups
of fishermen, referred to as sectors, are allocated a portion of the
Annual Catch Limit (ACL). Individuals are jointly and severably
liable for actions of their sector, including overages. Sectors
decide on the appropriate distribution of fishing within their
sector and may trade with other sectors. This management
system has resulted in a new organizational infrastructure. Sector
managers are responsible for regulatory compliance and catch
monitoring for all vessels in their sector. Managers may be well-
positioned to implement a fully traceable CSF program because
they have knowledge of individual vessel behavior.

CSFs can build on newly created social connections to engage
shareholders and other members of the public. This can lead to an
educated public that advocates for fishermen and fishing com-
munities in the regulatory process, which is an explicit goal of
Northwest Atlantic Marine Alliance, an organization supporting
multiple CSFs. CSFs can be a mechanism to foster collaboration
among fishermen to improve the viability of their livelihoods. As
explained in a National Public Radio interview: ‘‘instead of
competing against one another, as they [Port Clyde fishermen]
had done for generations, they formed a co-op’’ [2]. CSF organiza-
tions have many features that have facilitated collaboration in
other fisheries and other industries: social capital, trust among
members, and small groups [32]. The unified incentives of fish-
ermen in a CSF lend themselves to a collaborative relationship.
For example, a case study of collaborative behavior among
members of the tilefish industry showed how these factors were
instrumental in advancing this behavior [33].

CSFs provide a means for fishermen to increase profits within
the current regulatory framework. By focusing on marketing, the
CSF model can produce, in theory, higher profits with minimal
changes to inputs and outputs. For example, traditionally mar-
keted Northern shrimp is difficult to process and has suffered
from competition from imports, resulting in a low dockside price.
Direct marketing through a CSF can increase consumer awareness
of less-known species like Northern shrimp, shifting the demand
curve for this species.
6. Conclusions

Community Supported Fishery Programs are a new, innovative
form of direct marketing in which consumers provide upfront
payments to fishermen in exchange for weekly seafood deliveries
during a season. These programs, modeled after Community
Supported Agriculture, provide benefits for fishermen, consumers,
and the local community.

Fishermen benefit from these programs in multiple ways: a
CSF can be utilized to receive premium and stable prices, capture
profits from a larger portion of the supply chain, build support for
fishing in the community, and provide an outlet for low-priced
species. Consumers benefit from access to diverse, local, and
sustainable seafood, and from having an open dialog with the
producers of their food. CSFs benefit communities by providing an
outlet for local seafood products. ‘‘Local’’ fishermen are also more
likely to reinvest profits into their community and employ local
workers.

Fishermen in a CSF can use pricing power as a means to earn
higher profits from a fixed allocation of fish under a catch share
system. Monitoring programs developed for catch share manage-
ment can be leveraged to increase traceability, a feature valued by
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consumers. In the long-run, the programs’ non-market benefits
may prove to be the most important. Strong ties between fisher-
men, partner organizations, and consumers will both activate and
ensure future support for fishing and local fishermen. At the very
minimum, CSFs have elevated the visibility of fishermen in local
communities. The future of CSFs is uncertain. At this time, fish-
ermen cannot completely replace traditional markets with CSF
programs, but direct marketing strategies can be a valuable
component of their operations.
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