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Alternative seafood networks during COVID-19: Implications for resilience
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ABSTRACT

Export-oriented seafood trade faltered during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic. In
contrast, our research shows that alternative seafood networks (ASNs), which deliver seafood
locally and direct to consumers, surged in the United States and Canada. The juxtaposition
between ASNs and the broader seafood system raises important questions about the role that
local food systems may play, paradoxically, in supporting global seafood trade during crises and

highlights the need for functional diversity in supply chains.
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Seafood is the most traded food commodity in the world !. In 2018, 37% of the global
fish supply was exported at a value of US$164 billion 2. By value, this represents an inflation
adjusted increase of 95% in the last 40 years. Multiple factors are contributing to the continued
globalization of the seafood system, including neoliberal trade policies that incentivize export of
seafood and advancements in technological capacity that enable wide distribution of highly
perishable products °. The expansion of seafood trade has resulted in a range of socioeconomic
benefits, including increased employment opportunity and food security . However, it also
makes the seafood system more vulnerable to systemic shocks that disrupt the flow of product °.
The global financial crisis of 2007-2008, for example, resulted in an estimated 7% decline in
global seafood exports ¢; in the United States and Canada, the value of seafood exports declined
by US$632 million (9%) (Fig. 1a). A decade later, the seafood system again faces a global shock,
this time due to the COVID-19 pandemic ’. Shocks like these, which are becoming an
increasingly common feature of seafood systems °, have major implications for the well-being of
the 60 million people worldwide who are directly employed by fisheries and aquaculture and
those who are involved in the interconnected processing, distribution, and service sectors *.
Acknowledging this emerging vulnerability, systemic shocks like the COVID-19 pandemic
provide an important opportunity to study food system resilience and learn from segments of the
food system that have been shock-tolerant.

The focus of this research is on a segment of the seafood system called alternative
seafood networks (ASN), which deliver product locally and directly to consumers. ASNs are an
umbrella term to describe a range of seafood distribution models that serve local food systems
and deliver seafood directly to consumers, including community supported fisheries >. ASNs
exist worldwide and have been identified as a “bright spot” in both high- and low-income
countries during the COVID-19 pandemic '*'3. For example, in a global survey of more than 150
fishing organizations from 21 countries, Pita et al. ' found that 48% of respondents had shifted
to direct to consumer sales through ASNs. Even some multinational corporations pivoted

towards local and direct models'>.
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Figure 1. (A) Fisheries in the United States and Canada have become increasingly trade-oriented, but in the last
25 years, multiple systemic shocks have caused global trade to drop sharply, including during the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic. Asterisks correspond to global recessions 2. (B) Systemic shocks impact all levels of the
food system, from producers to consumers, leading to what Garnett et al. 7 refer to as "deadlock” in the system.
(C) Globalization in the seafood system leads to a local-to-global pattern where product is distributed out and
away from the places where it is caught, creating a void of seafood. (D) During the early months of COVID-19
pandemic, however, global seafood supply chains faltered, leading to greater dependence on local food systems

and a surge or “bump” in local and direct distribution.

Our research shows that the pandemic triggered a short-term re-localizing phenomenon
in the seafood system in the United States and Canada, at a time when many other segments of
the broader food system were disrupted '°. To make our case, we draw on three lines of
quantitative and qualitative evidence: Google search term data, website analytics, and interviews
with actors involved in ASNs. We find that Google searches for terms related to local and direct
seafood distribution surged in the beginning of March. For example, from mid-March until the
end of June, the terms “direct seafood” (not shown) and “seafood delivery” increased by 88%
and 209% respectively (Fig. 2). This pandemic “bump” is also reflected in Google searches for
terms related to the local food system more broadly such as “local food” (+47%) and
“community supported agriculture” (+124%), but not general terms like “seafood” (-6%) (Fig.
2). These results are consistent with user traffic on ASN websites across the United States and

Canada. Across a geographically distributed but non-random subset of ASNs (n = 8), we find no
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statistical year-over-year difference in ASN website traffic in January or February 2020
compared to the previous year. However, corresponding with the implementation of government
ordered health measures related to COVID-19, there is a significant year-over-year increase from

March to June (p-value < 0.001) (Fig. 2).
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Figure 2. (Top) Google Analytics web traffic data for select alternative seafood networks (n==8). Asterisks denote a
statistical difference between years. (Bottom) Google search trends for example phrases related to local food
systems and direct producer-to-consumer sales White et al. 2* similarly describe an increase in web searches for the
term “seafood recipes”. (A-C). Note that a similar pattern does not exist for the more general term “seafood” (D).

Interview data with ASNs further corroborate our findings. A total of 41 interviews
were conducted with 15 ASNS. In total, 14 of 15 ASNs (93%) reported a significant increase in
demand for their products through both in-person and online outlets. As one respondent
observed: “In the beginning I think a lot of us were nervous that we weren’t going to be able to
get rid of [our product] ... And then the thing was for a couple of weeks, people started kind of
panic buying in the beginning, and it was like ‘Oh no, we actually can’t keep up with what
people are wanting’. But then once it started to level out we’ve been able to get rid of

everything.” (Participant 1, April 28, 2020). Although ASNs are optimistic that demand for local
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and directly sourced seafood will be sustained, some ASNs began reporting a decline in the
initial “bump” in demand in June and July as retail locations reopened more broadly.

Our research shows that a temporary re-localizing phenomenon in the seafood system
occurred during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, in which demand for local and
directly sourced seafood surged. To date, ASNs have been described as an important strategy for
small- and mid-size seafood operations to build firm-level resilience '”!8. However, the relative
shock-tolerance that ASNs exhibited during the COVID-19 pandemic also suggests that they
contribute to the “systemic resilience” of the broader seafood economy'?. That is, ASN
participants may be uniquely capable of mobilizing the necessary response diversity that allows
producers and consumers to circumvent supply chain deadlocks during times of stress?’. Indeed,
it is worth noting that the pattern of re-localization during shocks that was observed during the
early months of the current pandemic is not a new phenomenon. For example, in 1917, during
World War I, the Canadian Ministry of Agriculture encouraged citizens to establish “victory
gardens” as part of the tactical strategy to increase food sovereignty and win the war. Woodrow
Wilson, president of the United States between 1913 and 1921, launched a similar campaign.
More contemporary examples also exist. For example, Mestres and Lien 2! have previously
observed that the global financial crisis of 2007-2008 played a critical role in catalyzing local
food distribution in southern Europe.

To more fully understand the role that ASNs play in the broader seafood system, better
data on the sector are critically needed. At present, there are no national-level data in either the
United States nor Canada to describe the number of ASNs, their geographic distribution or their
total socioeconomic contribution. However, sales associated with parallel types of agricultural
distribution in the United States alone are estimated to be US$9 billion, including US$2.8 billion
direct to consumers 2. Addressing this data gap is not beyond the realm of possibility as parallel
data for the agricultural sector have been collected since 1976 in the United States through the
Farmer-to-Consumer Direct Marketing Act. Such data are critical to further understand the role
of ASNs in shock-tolerance and the importance of functional diversity in supply chains, as

demonstrated during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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METHODS

We mixed methods to show the short-term re-localizing of the seafood economy in the
United States and Canada during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic. In gathering and
analyzing data for this study, we also convened a mixed authorship team, composed of academic
and practitioner knowledge holders. This team was composed deliberately, recruited with
intentions to conduct research with, instead of on, ASNs, and in recognition that knowledge
emerges from society and the specific relationships we, as researchers, have to people and the
environment. To acknowledge these differences in how communities and communities-of-
practice create and disseminate knowledge, the standard set for authorship on this manuscript
was based on intellectual contribution rather than particular types of labor (e.g., writing, revising,
etc.) (see Castleden et al. 2°).

To understand consumer behavior, daily website traffic for 8 ASNs in the United States
and Canada was collected for the time period of January 1, 2019 to June 30, 2020. Businesses
were selected purposefully to ensure geographic coverage across the United States and Canada
and to account for the different types and scales of direct producer-to-consumer seafood models
(see: Bolton et al. ? for a typology of ASNs). Because they are a non-random sample, results are
intended to show a qualitative trend. Data were downloaded from Google Analytics and
Squarespace Analytics (n = 8) and analyzed in R (Version 3.6.1). Data were normalized to allow
for business-to-business comparison using a z-score calculation (z = (x-p)/c), where x represents
the raw data, p represents the population mean, and o represents the population standard
deviation. Change in consumer interest was calculated on a month-over-month basis. Google
search term data associated with seafood and food systems were also analyzed for a 5-year
period from June 2016 to July 2020.

In total, 42 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 people via telephone or
online video conferencing between March and August of 2020 as part of the production of a
podcast about the impacts of COVID-19 on the seafood economy called Coastal Routes Radio.
Interview participants were solicited via recruitment through the Local Catch Network listserv

and other similar outreach channels. All participants were selected due to their involvement in an
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ASN. Interviews were recorded and transcribed, then analyzed according to the analytical steps

laid out by Attride-Stirling 2® using NVIVO qualitative analysis software.
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