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Abstract 

Background: Fisheries have played a significant role in the economic development of Newfoundland and Labrador 
and continue to contribute to coastal livelihoods and local food security. However, the access to and availability of 
locally harvested fish and seafood in the province is notably lacking, particularly since federal and provincial policies 
have prioritized the development of export markets in the fisheries over local sales. In this paper, we examine market 
actors and civil society organizations in St. John’s (the provincial capital) and Petty Harbour (a nearby fishing com-
munity) that have embarked on initiatives to better include fish and seafood in the local food system. The success 
of these initiatives depends in part on the degree of connectivity between consumers and harvesters, as well as 
between people, the culture of fishing, and the marine environment.

Results: Reconnections are the foundations of alternative food networks (AFNs), which aim to develop more envi-
ronmentally and socially sustainable and localized ways of producing, distributing, retailing, and consuming food. 
This paper explores the social, cultural, and ecological values of the fisheries as means to forging reconnections. The 
research reveals that values pertaining to traditional food culture, environmental stewardship and conservation, locali-
zation, and social cohesion were significant motivating factors for stakeholders in seeking out reconnection in their 
food system.

Conclusions: While AFNs in Newfoundland’s fisheries are currently underdeveloped, reconnections are nonethe-
less taking place along the fisheries supply chain and can contribute to enhancing the accessibility and availability of 
locally harvested fish. The study also finds that AFNs must be context appropriate and reflect local values, as there are 
significant opportunities in building on Newfoundland’s strong fishing culture and heritage.
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Background and rationale
Alternative food networks (AFNs) have arisen within 
the food movement as practical and localized responses 
to growing concerns over the wide-ranging socio-eco-
nomic, cultural, and environmental impacts of conven-
tional food production. In addressing the shortcomings 
of conventional food systems, AFNs seek to create short-
ened and localized supply chains in order to enhance 
consumer awareness about where their food comes from 

and develop alternate means of producing, distributing, 
and retailing food [1]. AFNs were shaped by concerns 
over agricultural food production; however, they are 
equally relevant to the diverse and complex challenges 
faced in fisheries-based food systems. Much like indus-
trial agriculture, commercial fisheries are part of a highly 
globalized, technology-driven, and resource-intensive 
food system. The advent of highly efficient catch meth-
ods has resulted in the overexploitation and degradation 
of marine resources, particularly in the light of a rising 
global demand for fish and seafood [2, 3].

Lengthening supply chains are of equal concern in the 
fisheries, in which consumers and fish harvesters have 
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become increasingly distanced both socially and geo-
graphically [4]. The notion of disconnection highlighted 
by AFN literature can provide insight into ways to local-
ize and simplify fisheries food systems. While local and 
sustainable food movements have seldom included fish-
eries, certain approaches derived from agricultural con-
texts have been adapted to enhance consumers’ access to 
locally sourced and sustainably caught fish [4, 5]. With 
the emergence of AFNs that include fish and seafood, 
there remain significant questions with regard to how 
these fisheries AFNs operate and are structured, espe-
cially given that the institutional, socio-cultural, and eco-
nomic contexts of fisheries are vastly different from those 
of agricultural food systems [6].

This research examines ways in which fisheries AFNs 
may present sustainable and appropriate alternatives to 
conventional fisheries harvest, marketing, and consump-
tion practices in two locations in Newfoundland: the St. 
John’s metropolitan area and the nearby fishing commu-
nity of Petty Harbour–Maddox Cove (henceforth Petty 
Harbour). In the following section, we present the AFN 
concept of ‘reconnection’ and assess the extent to which 
it exists in Newfoundland. Next, we describe the study 
locations and research methods, followed by the main 
findings. In this analysis, care ethics and the interactive 
governance perspective inform an understanding of the 
ways in which the values and ethical motivations that 
guide decision-making processes enable reconnections in 
AFNs. We conclude with a discussion about opportuni-
ties and limitations in developing fisheries AFNs in con-
texts similar to Newfoundland and elsewhere.

Reconnecting through alternative food networks
Critical understandings of AFNs evoke a broad defini-
tion and appearance of ‘alternative foods’ to reflect the 
diverse contexts in which alternatives take place, rather 
than simply presenting ‘alternative’ in a dichotomous 
opposition to conventional food production [1, 7–9]. 
Conventional food systems have largely been framed as 
‘bad’, particularly since associated food production pro-
cesses generate significant ecological issues, including 
habitat degradation and loss of biodiversity; and socio-
cultural and economic issues, such as the homogeniza-
tion of food cultures and the concentration of power in 
the hands of a few corporate entities [1, 10]. Despite the 
many failings of global conventional food systems, it is 
problematic to assume that alternative food strategies 
and networks are intrinsically sustainable. The variabil-
ity in alternative food practices has given considerable 
weight to the significance of the term ‘alternative’, par-
ticularly since many originally ‘alternative’ approaches 
have been absorbed into mainstream and industrial 
practices [11].

One potential answer to the question of what makes 
AFNs ‘truly’ alternative can be found in the concept of 
‘reconnection’. Reconnection has become a central notion 
in many leading AFN discourses and actions, given that 
the connection between the different actors throughout 
the supply chain is one of the key drivers behind direct 
marketing schemes and other alternative food initiatives 
[7, 12]. In accounting for the complex social and natural 
systems and governing institutions that shape food sys-
tems, reconnection as part of AFNs is best viewed as a 
process that produces varied relations and outcomes [13, 
14]. Therefore, reconnection can be economically moti-
vated due to the fact that producers seek to enhance 
localized market opportunities and add value to their 
products, although they can also be motivated by a desire 
to create an ethical and ecologically sustainable food sys-
tem [14].

These multifaceted rationales for reconnection in food 
systems are linked to conceptions of moral economies 
through ‘care ethics’, which refers to personal concerns 
and care for ecosystems, culture, local economy, sustain-
ability, and local communities [13]. In this concept, the 
economy is understood as performative in that it is a part 
of and produced by social relations, rather than a wholly 
separate entity [15, 16]. A moral economy is an attempt 
to rework and challenge the ways in which relations of 
economic exchange are perceived as enacted by rational 
actors in the pursuit of profit maximization [15, 17]. 
Alternative economic possibilities, such as AFNs, include 
ethical considerations as part of economic relations, 
thus offering a means to examine interpersonal and eco-
nomic relations in food systems and fisheries as guided 
by values and ethics, rather than presumed individualis-
tic self-interest [15, 18]. In this sense, economic choices 
and preferences are understood as the combined result of 
behaviours that are learnt through social and economic 
institutions and transmitted by culture and society by 
means of personal relationships [17, 19].

In AFNs, food choices are based both on self-interest, 
including enjoyment, health, and nutrition, and on out-
ward cares and concerns, such as care for others, the 
local community, and the natural environment [13]. 
Although these cares are central to the AFN model, con-
sumers are nonetheless constrained by economic factors 
and are not always able to make food choices based on 
individual tastes and moral preferences [20]. The concept 
of reconnection allows for an examination of the values 
that affect people’s food choices, which leads to a better 
understanding of how AFNs emerge and what motivates 
people to participate in alternative practices in their food 
system.

While the motivations for seeking alternatives in 
fisheries-based food systems bear similarities to those 
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in agriculture, there is a need to understand the differ-
ences in the social, biological, and governing systems 
that create a new and unique set of challenges for this 
food system. In this light, the idea of ‘reflexive localism’ 
is especially important for defining locality in a way that 
takes context into account and is receptive to change [1]. 
Reflexive localism is process oriented, in the sense that 
localization is not an end goal but a continually evolving 
set of relations between different actors and at different 
scales. Notions of place making and sense of place are 
useful in understanding the ways in which people relate 
to landscapes and places, and how these may impact 
localization processes. In particular, place is created and 
recreated through different food practices, cultures, and 
physical geographies [21].

Landscapes, particularly physical geographic reali-
ties such as soil composition, weather, and topography, 
shape food cultures and localization processes through 
the biophysical limits imposed on how and what foods 
can be produced or caught [21]. It is equally important 
to consider temporal scales, since ‘local’ foods concep-
tually include the adoption of a seasonal diet, which 
can limit the choices and availability of fresh produce 
throughout the year depending on climate [22]. Both 
the geographic and temporal scales of fisheries are dif-
ferent from agriculture, and many regions are simply 
not located in areas that can support commercial fish-
ing [12]. While biological factors, such as seasonal 
migrations and spawning, play a role in determining the 
availability of fish and seafood, fisheries management 
regulations determine when and how much fish can be 
caught.

AFNs and fisheries in Newfoundland
Fisheries in Newfoundland and Labrador hold an 
immense cultural and historical significance and are 
highly complex in terms of actors, institutions, and 
ecology. The province’s cultural identity and histori-
cal economic development are intrinsically linked with 
the fisheries, particularly with respect to Atlantic cod 
[23]. Newfoundland’s fishery has gone through dramatic 
changes and challenges in the last century, specifically 
with the collapse of the commercial cod fishery in 1992, 
following nearly 50  years of intensive overfishing [24]. 
While the subsequent moratorium on the commercial 
Atlantic cod fishery significantly impacted coastal com-
munities and livelihoods, fishing continues to be an 
important source of revenue and employment in the 
province. Snow crab and shrimp have replaced cod as 
the primary commercial and export species, currently 
accounting for 83% of capture fisheries’ landed value, 
and have become more lucrative than the cod fishery was 
prior to the collapse [25, 26]. There remains a restricted 

commercial quota for Atlantic cod and a limited recrea-
tional cod fishery [25, 26].

More recently, the sustainability and durability of the 
Northern shrimp fishery has been brought into question, 
as shrimp stocks have been in decline since the 2000s due 
to increased catches and unfavourable environmental 
conditions [27]. There is also a push to re-establish the 
cod fishery, with some evidence pointing to the recovery 
of Atlantic cod stocks [26]. Other significant challenges 
to the fishery include a shrinking workforce due to ageing 
and outmigration, which is exacerbated by the seasonal, 
economically prohibitive, and often-insecure nature of 
fishing employment that discourages new entrants [24, 
25].

The development of a resilient and sustainable local 
food system is vital to ensuring food security, particularly 
in rural communities in Newfoundland, due to the geo-
graphic isolation of the island, which presents significant 
challenges to residents’ access to nutritious, affordable, 
and culturally appropriate foods. In fact, the majority of 
fresh fruits and vegetables consumed within the province 
are imported from mainland Canada or internationally, 
which can lead to food shortages as food distribution 
networks are vulnerable to interruptions such as natural 
events that prevent shipping [28, 29]. The access to and 
availability of fresh, nutritious foods is further challenged 
by the remoteness of many rural coastal communities, 
where residents often face lengthy travel times to the 
nearest full-service grocery store [29].

Although AFNs in the fisheries are developing in many 
coastal communities in Canada, they have been par-
ticularly slow to emerge in Newfoundland and Labrador 
compared to other coastal provinces. Efforts to introduce 
fisheries AFNs in Canada mostly come in the form of 
community-supported fisheries (CSFs), which aim to cre-
ate a guaranteed local market for fishers and a source of 
fresh and sustainable fish for consumers. Notable CSFs in 
Canada include Off the Hook in Halifax, Nova Scotia and 
Skipper Otto’s in Vancouver, British Columbia. While 
AFNs in Canadian fisheries are still underdeveloped, the 
number of AFNs in Newfoundland’s agricultural sys-
tems has increased, with a growing network of farmers’ 
markets and direct marketing schemes for agricultural 
products. In addition, there is a rich history of self-pro-
visioning practices, including fishing, gardening, hunting, 
and berry picking, that have contributed significantly to 
food security [28, 30]. These practices, and other types 
of informal labour, hold culturally and economically sig-
nificance for many in Newfoundland, particularly people 
residing in remote rural areas, such as the many small 
fishing communities in the province [31]. The seasonal 
nature of fisheries economies and the strong social ties in 
these communities, as well as their geographic isolation, 
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create a strong role for informal economic networks as 
a key means to ensure livelihoods and food security for 
many residents [28, 31].

Significant barriers exist in the form of provincial and 
federal legislation, which restrict the development of 
alternate and informal markets [32–34]. In particular, 
both the federal and provincial fisheries governing bod-
ies, the Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) and 
Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture (DFA), respec-
tively, have neglected the development of local markets 
for fish and seafood, instead focusing heavily on export-
oriented production [25]. Equally, the access to and avail-
ability of locally harvested fish was further limited by 
competing interests in the fisheries, primarily between 
fishers and fish processors and workers [33]. The direct 
sales of fish-by-fish harvesters were prohibited in New-
foundland and Labrador until late 2015, justified on the 
grounds of maintaining the viability of the fish-pro-
cessing industry and to ensure food safety [33]. Despite 
strict provincial regulations, a handful of alternative 
food efforts emerged to increase the availability of locally 
sourced fish and seafood.

Fisheries regulations and policies are also impacted by 
the Fish, Food and Allied Workers Union (FFAW-Uni-
for), an important lobbying group in the province that is 
active in developing local market opportunities, which 
the union see as an important means to support inshore 
fish harvesters. The FFAW-Unifor are also committed 
to developing external markets for Newfoundland fish 
and seafood in an effort to support the interests of their 
diverse membership, which includes large-scale fishing 
operations and fish plant workers in addition to small-
scale inshore fish harvesters.

The geographic focus of the study is on the St. John’s 
metropolitan area and the community of Petty Har-
bour, located both on the Avalon Peninsula and on the 
east coast of the island. These cases offer an opportunity 
to examine emerging alternatives, in terms of how they 
arise, organize, and operate.

St. John’s is the capital of Newfoundland and Labrador 
and is the province’s most densely populated area, with 
the metropolitan region hosting a population of approxi-
mately 200,000 [35]. St. John’s serves as the province’s 
economic and administrative centre, with the tourism 
and the offshore petroleum industries generating signifi-
cant revenue within the city. The local and sustainable 
food movement has become increasingly prominent in 
St. John’s, with a number of agriculture-oriented AFNs 
developing in the region, including direct farm sales, 
community-supported agriculture (CSA), and farmers 
markets [36]. In terms of fisheries, there is a growing 
network of food businesses and other actors looking to 
include and promote local and sustainable fish, and many 

of these groups have gained public attention through 
their efforts [37]. Many food businesses have integrated 
environmental and ethical values and goals into their 
mandates [37].

Petty Harbour is an important fishing and tourism hub 
located 15 km south of St. John’s. Fish harvesters in this 
area have a unique long-standing commitment to sus-
tainability and stewardship practices and are actively 
involved in local fisheries governance [38]. An example 
of this mentality is the establishment of the Petty Har-
bour Fisherman’s Co-operative, which operates as a fish-
ing enterprise that is socially just and sustainable while 
reinvesting in the local community. Moreover, efforts to 
reconnect people with the local environment and their 
fishing heritage have been strengthened by the crea-
tion of the Petty Harbour Mini-Aquarium, a non-profit 
organization aimed at raising awareness about local 
marine habitats and animals, and the Island Rooms, a 
fisheries and Newfoundland culture education program 
for children and youth.

Methods
The study employed semi-structured interviews that cov-
ered a range of topics relating to the fisheries and food 
systems sustainability and governance in Newfoundland. 
This method allows the possibility to ask probing and 
follow-up questions and enables respondents to pro-
vide perspectives, experiences, and reflections in their 
own words [39, 40]. Selected topics were drawn from 
the interactive governance framework, focusing particu-
larly on the interactions within and between the different 
components of the food system and the fisheries [34, 41]. 
Interactive governance frames values as the foundation 
of decision-making processes, and stresses that under-
standing how people come to make choices is essential to 
understanding and improving governance processes [41].

The interview questions used in the study aimed at dis-
cerning the underlying values that govern the decision-
making processes of actors participating in alternative 
food initiatives in Newfoundland’s fisheries. These values 
were drawn from a selection of topics previously identi-
fied in fisheries governance literature by Song et al. [34]. 
In their study, 24 value types were identified and catego-
rized into four value orientations, relating to perspectives 
on fisheries governance and decision-making processes. 
These value orientations make explicit the ‘ethics of care’ 
performed in fisheries, as well as AFNs. They include 
‘better world’ values (e.g. altruistic, common good), ‘good 
life’ (personal well-being), ‘personal virtues’ (inner per-
sonal qualities), and ‘outward aspirations’ (relationships 
with others and objects) [34]. In addition, the interviews 
comprised questions in which participants outlined their 
roles and relationships in the fishery and/or food system, 
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as well as their involvement in enhancing alternative 
markets, spaces, and knowledge for fish and seafood.

Respondents were selected using purposive sampling 
method in order to cover a range of actors engaged in 
alternative food practices. A total of 13 interviews were 
completed in the St. John’s and Petty Harbour areas, each 
lasting between 15 and 45 min. Participants included res-
taurant owners, chefs, retailers, fish harvesters, and local 
food promotion and conservation education organiza-
tions. Interview data were analysed thematically using 
NVivo 9 software (QSR International), guided partly by 
the categories outlined by Song et al. [34].

The interviews were complemented by an analysis of 
secondary data, including academic and grey literature, 
in particular news articles, podcasts, and documentaries, 
in order to provide a social, cultural, economic, and his-
torical context to the interview data. Federal and provin-
cial policy documents were examined to assess the roles 
of governing actors and institutions in Newfoundland’s 
fisheries and identify potential barriers and opportunities 
for emerging AFNs.

Results
The identification of values underpinning alternative 
food practices aids in understanding the types of recon-
nections taking place, and the underlying motivations 
that lead people to seek these connections. Three pri-
mary value types were identified in the interviews: food 
system localization, social cohesion, and education and 
conservation.

Food system localization
The interview respondents interpreted ‘local’ in differ-
ent ways and associated different benefits and values to 
the prospect of localizing food systems. However, these 
values pertained predominantly to developing market 
opportunities. The scale of ‘local’ in terms of Newfound-
land’s fisheries is considered larger than that of land-
based food production. For instance, fish and seafood 
products originating from the whole island were referred 
to as ‘local’, while ‘local’ for agricultural products was 
generally seen as encompassing only the Avalon Penin-
sula. As well, fish originating from Atlantic Canada was 
viewed as relatively local, as they come from the same 
waters.

Restaurants and retailers interviewed for the study 
indicated reasons for choosing locally harvested fish and 
seafood around varied notions of quality. Most replied 
that local fish was preferable as the product ‘hasn’t trav-
elled’, thus perceived as fresh and possessing a small 
overall environmental footprint. Better taste, nutrition, 
and higher product quality were also mentioned. For 
instance, one restaurant owner viewed Newfoundland 

waters to be more ‘pure and clean’, resulting in better 
tasting fish and seafood. Certain restaurant owners also 
expressed a preference for purchasing fish and seafood 
from small-scale fishing vessels as these were viewed as 
engaging in more sustainable harvest methods and bet-
ter product handling practices. Another motive for pur-
chasing locally caught fish that many respondents noted 
was the desire to support the local economy, particularly 
rural fishing communities.

Despite a preference for local products, interview 
respondents expressed varying degrees of difficulty 
accessing locally harvested fish and seafood, either for 
their business or for personal consumption. The season-
ality of fish and seafood was one reason that affected 
local availability of certain species, due to both biologi-
cal limits and fisheries management regimes. The restau-
rant owners and chefs that have made local sourcing a 
part of their business plan change their menus according 
to seasonal variability, and turn to in-house methods of 
preservation for local fish, meats, and produce to over-
come limited product availability, especially in the win-
ter. Some respondents did note, however, that for some 
species, the fishing seasons enforced by DFO are too 
restrictive and do not align with the province’s tourism 
season (which generally runs from June until September). 
This mismatch applies particularly to halibut and lobster, 
which means that restaurant owners either have to resort 
to frozen product, in the case of halibut, or imports from 
the mainland, as with lobster.

The export-oriented fisheries policy in Newfoundland 
was another reason frequently listed as a cause of limited 
access and availability to locally harvested fish. Nonethe-
less, export was perceived as a necessity, with one fisher 
based out of Petty Harbour, stressing that export was 
necessary to make a living. The fishers interviewed noted 
that the species with the highest local demand is cod, 
although quotas and seasons are very restricted, result-
ing in low profitability. The main species harvested by the 
Petty Harbour Fisherman’s Co-op, particularly crab and 
capelin, are of high value on the export market, while 
respondents feel that the local demand simply is not 
there.

The one species that all of the restaurants and retailers 
interviewed reported no issues accessing locally was cod. 
Rather, it is the access to other species, such as whelks, 
squid, crab, and octopus, which are caught locally and 
destined for foreign markets or for use as bait, that pose 
a significant challenge to local consumption. The restau-
rants in St. John’s were limited only to what was available 
through their suppliers, since they could not purchase 
fish directly from harvesters as per provincial regulations 
at the time of the interviews. Product availability was fur-
ther restricted by minimum processing requirements, 



Page 6 of 11DesRivières et al. Agric & Food Secur  (2017) 6:33 

which are implemented by DFA to support the fish-
processing industry, which dictate in what form fish and 
seafood can be sold. In fact, many restaurants found it 
difficult to access whole, unprocessed fish. In the words 
of one restaurant owner and chef: ‘A lot of our work is in 
the sourcing of the product than [the] preparations. Half 
the work is actually finding it’.

Social cohesion
The most important value identified throughout the 
interviews was that of social cohesion, which refers to 
the processes of social connection, interpersonal rela-
tionships, and community values [34]. One respond-
ent noted that the considerable disconnection between 
consumers and fish harvesters in Newfoundland has 
impeded the flow of information about how fish gets 
from ocean to plate. The motivations of respondents to 
seek personal relationships are focused on increasing the 
knowledge about the product itself and the processes 
of harvesting fish and seafood. There is limited, if any, 
information available to retailers, chefs, and consum-
ers about where, how, and by whom fish is caught, thus 
impeding traceability. An opportunity for creating social 
connections, albeit at a distance, is the seafood trace-
ability project headed by the FFAW-Unifor on the west 
coast of the island. This initiative, adapted from Ecotrust 
Canada’s ThisFish project, allows consumers to connect 
with fish harvesters on an online platform by means of 
a traceable tag on fish and seafood products. The group 
of restaurants in St. John’s seeking to access the traceable 
fish see this approach as an opportunity to engage con-
sumers with their food and the fishery and feel that, to 
a limited degree, the project may help in creating social 
connections between fish harvesters, restaurants, and 
consumers.

With an increasing network of alternatives in the agri-
cultural sector in Newfoundland, restaurateurs and 
consumers are becoming able to build personal relation-
ships with local food producers. Restaurants in St. John’s 
are able to purchase directly from both local farmers 
and licensed hunters, and owners expressed a desire to 
connect in the same ways with fish harvesters: ‘We can 
develop relationships with all kinds of farmers, all kinds 
of producers of everything, and I have a personal rela-
tionship with them, but I can’t have a personal relation-
ship with my fisherman,’ said a restaurant owner.

Another restaurant owner echoed the importance 
of personal relationships in accessing local products 
and stressed that proximity was key in facilitating these 
networks. The restaurant owner relayed their experi-
ence living and working in a rural fishing community 
in Newfoundland and noted that the proximity to an 
active fishery allowed them to develop networks and 

personal relationships with harvesters, which subse-
quently enhanced their access to locally caught fish. 
Many respondents viewed this type of relationship with 
fish harvesters as being very difficult to build from within 
the urban St. John’s area.

While formalized food networks for fish and sea-
food have, up until very recently, been difficult to form 
between harvesters, retailers, and consumers, there are 
nonetheless established informal food networks, par-
ticularly in rural communities. One respondent in Petty 
Harbour noted that she had no trouble accessing local 
fish in the community due to personal relationships with 
fish harvesters: ‘when the commercial fishery starts up, 
then that’s not a problem for me personally because I 
have a brother in law who’s a commercial fisherman. But 
if you’re not, if you’re outside the harbour, you’re going 
to have some problems…’. In Petty Harbour, an informal 
network did seem to take place with regard to cod. One 
fisher explained: ‘Fishermen do it, fishermen take chances 
and do it for a few extra dollars. That’s the way it is in all 
the communities’. Employees of the Petty Harbour Mini-
Aquarium observed an informal trade in the community, 
and their location beside the co-operative has positioned 
the organization as a link between local consumers and 
tourists that are interested in finding fresh, local seafood.

Education and conservation of culture and nature
Given that the fisheries in Newfoundland are funda-
mentally intertwined with place, culture, history, and 
community, it is no surprise that alternative initiatives 
are seeking to integrate traditional values and practices. 
Community actors and restaurants have stepped into try 
to educate people about food traditions, skills, and the 
natural environment, in order to create a demand for and 
interest in locally harvested fish and seafood.

A number of restaurants in St. John’s have developed 
menus that feature not only local products, but also tra-
ditional Newfoundland dishes. As well, many have sought 
to diversify consumer tastes for seafood to include a 
wider variety of species. ‘Fish’ is synonymous with cod in 
Newfoundland, and consumer demand for other species 
that are caught locally is generally low. While the inade-
quate access to a diversity of fish species creates barriers, 
another issue lies in the lack of food skills; people often 
have limited capabilities and knowledge in preparing fish 
and seafood other than cod, which restricts what they 
will purchase. A seafood retailer in St. John’s pointed out 
that this issue did affect what he sold to local consum-
ers, noting that people living in rural coastal areas have 
more experience and knowledge with regard to preparing 
a larger variety of fish and seafood.

Seeking to increase food skills among consumers can 
also help to increase food security and solve food-related 
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health issues in the province. Food First NL seeks to 
emphasize the importance that traditional food skills, 
such as berry picking, preserving, gardening, and fish-
ing, have played in the past and the ways they can con-
tribute to ensuring food security and self-sufficiency. 
Equally, Food First NL advocates for the development 
of food skills and increased access to and availability 
of local foods, including fish, as means to help mitigate 
the high prevalence of diet-related health problems in 
Newfoundland.

The need to build self-sufficiency in Newfoundland’s 
food system was another concerned raised by interview 
respondents. Young people, in particular, lack knowl-
edge about fishing heritage. A fisher in Petty Harbour 
asserted that, when he was growing up, fishermen were 
seen as the heroes in the community, and ‘it was easy 
to fall into the fishery trap’. The Island Rooms program 
looks at using food and fisheries as a way to engage 
youth in the food system and with nature by develop-
ing food skills through fishing workshops and by teach-
ing other forms of self-provisioning. With the workforce 
declining in Newfoundland’s fisheries, it is hoped that 
the project will introduce young people to a possible 
career in fishing.

A number of interview respondents stressed that 
there is a disconnection between different food sys-
tems actors and the natural environment that must be 
addressed in Newfoundland, which can be tied to a lack 
of knowledge about the ecological impacts of food pro-
duction and fisheries. The Island Rooms and the Mini-
Aquarium are possible avenues to reconnect people to 
the marine environment through education initiatives 
related to ecosystem conservation. The Petty Harbour 
Mini-Aquarium in particular provides an opportunity 
for people to connect with the local marine environ-
ment by learning about, seeing, and handling different 
aquatic animals, including species that are commer-
cially harvested in Newfoundland such as cod, lobster, 
and flatfish. By bringing the ‘ocean up to eye level’, the 
Mini-Aquarium not only contributes to public edu-
cation, but also provides fish harvesters with a new 
means to understand, experience, and appreciate the 
marine ecosystem on which their livelihoods depend. 
For instance, the members of the Petty Harbour Fisher-
man’s co-op had never seen a codfish swim and were 
unaware of some of the characteristics and natural 
behaviours of the species they fish. In turn, they were 
also able to share their knowledge and experience of 
the marine environment with the employees of the 
aquarium, and there are plans to create a program that 
would allow visitors to the aquarium to engage with the 
local fishers.

Discussion
Developing skills, tastes, and knowledge
The access to locally sourced fish in Newfoundland is a 
significant challenge, though there are many potential 
endeavours that, together, may help in developing fish-
eries AFNs in the province. Opportunities to develop 
these alternatives lie in strengthening relations between 
food systems actors, as well as the connections to nature, 
place, and Newfoundland culture. The re-emergence 
of traditional Newfoundland cuisine provides a unique 
prospect to reconnect with place, culture, and fisheries. 
Thus, consumers are able to gain an appreciation for and 
a better knowledge of food that is available locally, which 
in turn can help create a demand for locally source sea-
food. The interviews illustrated the integral role that fish-
eries play in place-making and localization processes, as 
respondents emphasized the significance of fish within 
food culture, heritage, and identity in Newfoundland. 
Cod in particular is a reflection of food preferences and 
tastes for Newfoundlanders, as well as a manifestation 
of sense of place, culture, and identity that is established 
by family, social norms and traditions, economic reali-
ties, and landscapes [13, 19, 21]. The efforts of both mar-
ket and civil society actors help to situate food and fish 
in particular places and ecologies in Newfoundland by 
reconnecting individuals with the local marine environ-
ment, their fishing heritage, and the local food system.

Market actors play a role in enhancing reconnections 
in the local food system by engaging with local food cul-
tures and attempting to improve product availability. 
More specifically, the ways in which restaurateurs in St. 
John’s craft menus that are reflective of seasonality and 
locally available products can make consumers more 
aware about the fish and seafood being harvested in 
Newfoundland. Through this practice, restaurants help to 
re-instil a pride of place and culture locally and with visi-
tors. Despite the key role that restaurants and chefs can 
play in promoting locally sourced food and sustainable 
food systems, their adherence to ‘local’ is often oriented 
towards the characteristic of the food itself rather that 
the processes and conditions through which food is pro-
duced [42]. In doing so, they are engaging with weaker 
conceptions of ‘alterity’ that neglect broader socio-eco-
nomic issues. To some extent, this is true of the restau-
rateurs interviewed, as quality and taste were mentioned 
as important reasons for preferring locally harvested 
fish. Nevertheless, most chefs and restaurant owners also 
expressed a desire to engage in the local food system as a 
means to support fish harvesters and rural communities, 
as well as to celebrate local food cultures and traditions.

Encouraging the diversification of the fish species that 
are consumed locally is a fundamental part of developing 
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alternatives in the fisheries and enhancing local econo-
mies. However, as previously noted, food skills impact 
food choices by limiting the foods that individuals are 
able to prepare and can prevent people from accessing 
healthy foods and participating in food cultures [43]. In 
order for fisheries-based AFNs to take root and be sus-
tained in Newfoundland, consumers not only need to be 
interested in and able to access local fish, but also must 
have the capacities to prepare it.

The education initiatives put forward by the Island 
Rooms, Food First NL, and the Mini-Aquarium, in addi-
tion to the efforts of St. John’s restaurateurs to develop 
tastes for locally sourced fish, are a means of diversify-
ing local consumer food preferences and enhancing food 
skills. O’Hara and Stagl [19] assert that food preferences 
are dynamic and continuously adapting, and it is through 
education and learning opportunities that aim to increase 
food knowledge and skills that consumer preferences and 
values can be altered. This reality is evidenced through 
the endeavours of the Island Rooms and Food First NL, 
specifically in their attempts to revitalize self-provisioning 
skills in order to generate a local food system that is truly 
sustainable. More specifically, one of the main aims of the 
Island Rooms is to enable young people to engage in sub-
sistence fishing throughout the province in hopes of creat-
ing a more culturally appropriate and secure food system. 
Subsistence food production and fishing enhance food 
security in Newfoundland, particularly in rural commu-
nities, since people at all income levels are able to access 
food outside formal markets [28]. Equally, self-provi-
sioning skills allow people to reduce dependency on con-
ventional food supply chains, which lessens the impacts 
of unforeseen shocks to food supply in Newfoundland, 
including weather and transportation issues [28].

Challenges to developing fisheries AFNs
Despite the considerable opportunities and efforts to 
develop AFNs in Newfoundland’s fisheries, the com-
plex political economic structures of the fisheries and 
food system generate significant challenges. Specifi-
cally, fisheries policies at the provincial and federal levels 
remain highly problematic, even with the recent change 
in direct sale regulations. Andrée et al. [9] found that in 
regions where export-oriented food production policies 
are implemented, the development of AFNs is arduous, 
since governments prioritize the growth of international 
markets over stimulating local opportunities. This is the 
case in Newfoundland’s fisheries, where governments at 
both federal and provincial levels have sought to develop 
external markets to the detriment of the local one.

The implications of the new regulations for direct 
fish sales on local markets remain unclear, as many 
details have yet to be worked out, such as the structure 

of reporting and monitoring systems. The benefits of 
this regulatory change for fish harvesters and buyers is 
equally uncertain, given that the majority of fish harvest-
ers still rely on export markets for most of their catch 
due to the small local market. This may lead to a more 
‘hybridized’ version of AFNs, in which food producers 
continue to depend on some conventional aspects of the 
food system in order for their business to subsist, while 
waiting for the local demand to expand [9, 44]. As with 
the fisheries in Newfoundland, this hybridity can often 
be the result of policy environments that encourage and 
incentivize all producers, including those engaging in 
alternative practices and niche markets, to participate in 
the conventional supply chain [9]. Direct marketing strat-
egies therefore offer a means to enhance the strength, or 
‘alternativeness’ of AFNs in these environments [45].

Prior to the shift in provincial regulation, the social 
connections between harvesters and consumers were 
maintained through informal food networks that have 
enabled the direct distribution of fish and seafood. Self-
provisioning practices, including the food fishery, are 
important alternatives to conventional market practices, 
as well as meaningful facets of Newfoundland heritage. 
However, as noted, these informal food networks in the 
fisheries are geographically and socially limited to those 
near active fisheries and to those who know fish harvest-
ers. AFN literature is limited in its ability to address these 
informal practices, despite the fact that many of these 
are, by current definitions, AFNs. Conceptually, AFNs 
are positioned as a response to conventional food pro-
duction practices, while informal networks such as those 
taking place in Newfoundland’s fisheries existed before 
conventional practices were developed. People in many 
Newfoundland communities have historically bought fish 
directly from harvesters on the wharf. As one fish har-
vester put it: ‘I mean it was done for year and years and 
years before all this [provincial legislation] came in’.

AFNs that operate as part of informal economies, such 
as bartering and self-provisioning practices, are culturally 
significant to Newfoundlanders and will likely remain an 
important means to access fish, particularly in rural and 
remote coastal communities. However, these informal 
practices are not accessible to all, and AFNs that operate 
within the formal economy also need to be developed. In 
many instances, formalized alternative food economies 
are required to enable consumer–producer connections, 
which can take place in many different ways, such as 
through direct marketing, local retailers, and restaurants. 
Newfoundland food systems actors can look elsewhere in 
Canada, where direct fish sales have legally been allowed 
for longer periods of time, to draw inspiration in devel-
oping fisheries AFNs. Community-supported fisheries 
(CSFs) are cited as a means for people in Newfoundland, 
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particularly in urban areas, to access fresh fish and sea-
food while enhancing small-scale fisheries and coastal 
community livelihoods [46]. The CSF model has the 
capacity to be adapted to a variety of contexts and to 
meet diverse socio-economic and ecological needs, as 
long as ethical and environmental concerns are inte-
grated and enacted adequately [6, 18]. Community and 
economy are intertwined and integral to the CSF model, 
thus opening up possibilities for alternative means to 
managing fisheries resources in a way that builds towards 
a just and sustainable food system [6, 18].

In the light of the legalized direct sales of fish and the 
increased opportunity to develop strategies such as CSFs, 
careful consideration must be given to which groups are 
targeted by AFNs and how these strategies can be made 
to include a diverse demographic. Many have criticized 
cases of the practical implementation of AFNs as catering 
to higher-income and more privileged groups, based on 
the fact that strategies such as CSA and farmers’ markets 
can prove costly to the consumer [11]. In these cases, 
central values to AFNs such as social justice, democracy, 
and inclusivity are neglected, especially as only certain 
groups have access and are able to participate in alterna-
tives [11]. Many AFNs operate under the assumption that 
consumers are willing to pay a premium to access sus-
tainably produced and local foods [20]. Conversely, prof-
itability remains a challenge for many alternative food 
strategies in agricultural contexts, particularly with the 
goal of attaining a fair price for consumers while ensuring 
producers’ livelihoods [20, 47]. These challenges are likely 
to pose limitations on fisheries AFNs in balancing the 
need to create an inclusive and affordable model while 
guaranteeing fish harvesters an adequate income.

Many of the efforts towards creating fisheries AFNs 
in St. John’s tend to cater to higher-income populations, 
particularly due to the fact that most of the restaurants 
that are most active in supporting local fish are higher 
end and quite expensive. Equally, the reliance on market-
driven mechanisms to create more sustainable, localized, 
and just food systems places the responsibility squarely 
on the shoulders of consumers, who are expected to 
vote with their dollar [6, 48]. These strategies restrict all 
but those with the economic means from participating 
in their local food system and having the ability to make 
food choices based on their values and ethics. These more 
exclusive AFN strategies risk mirroring the problematic 
and unequal political economic structures that underpin 
the conventional food system [6, 11, 20]. In order for sys-
temic changes to take place in the food system, the access 
to and availability of locally harvested fish needs to be tied 
to broader food security and food justice goals [6]. The 
efforts of civil society organizations, such as Food First 
NL and the Island Rooms, to highlight the importance of 

local fish and food in building towards community food 
security in Newfoundland offer a means to better engage 
with issues of accessibility and inclusivity in AFNs.

Conclusions
The question of how alternatives can be developed in 
Newfoundland’s fisheries is best answered by looking at 
the reconnections taking place within the food system, 
especially in terms of re-engaging consumers with their 
food through culture and traditions. The emphasis on 
relationships and reconnections in AFNs allows for the 
recognition of the multiple actors involved in building 
alternative markets and how they relate to one another. 
This study found that, while fisheries hold important 
socio-cultural values in Newfoundland, they are primarily 
valued by government policy for their economic contri-
butions, which has created a significant barrier to build-
ing AFNs. Conversely, recognizing these alternate values 
is key to strengthening the local access and availability 
of fish, especially those that relate to and build on New-
foundland food cultures and traditions. In fact, the values 
identified demonstrate that choosing locally harvested 
fish and seafood is not simply related to personal ideals 
such as quality, health, and nutrition, but to ‘care ethics’ 
related to outward aspirations such as environmental sus-
tainability and enhancing coastal communities.

Furthermore, there is a need for improved access to 
local fish and seafood in diverse contexts and for many 
different people in Newfoundland. Along with AFNs, 
informal food practices enhance the food system in New-
foundland and can provide opportunities to develop 
alternative practices in the fisheries. More work needs to 
be done on informal networks in the fisheries, particu-
larly with regard to how these networks and traditional 
practices in rural coastal communities may be impacted 
by the new possibility for legal direct sales.

This research contributes to an understanding of how 
AFNs can emerge and develop in unfavourable policy 
environments that impede the development of localized 
markets for fish and seafood. Moreover, while export-ori-
ented fisheries policies are barriers to developing AFNs, 
this study finds that reconnections are already taking 
place in the broader food system, and specifically within 
the fisheries, that aim to create better access to and avail-
ability of locally caught fish and seafood in Newfound-
land. These reconnections offer a starting point on which 
to build fisheries AFNs by strengthening existing food 
systems and economic relations that include ethical and 
moral values. In other words, there is significant value in 
‘starting where you are’, as it draws attention to the exist-
ing community assets and efforts in building towards 
sustainable and just food systems [49, 50]. These alter-
nate ways of valuing fisheries are reflective of the diverse 
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possibilities in Newfoundland that already exist and that 
can help to strengthen and create AFNs in the fisheries. 
In summation, there must be careful consideration of the 
types of AFNs that are best suited to support community 
livelihoods, cultural ties, and ecological sustainability in 
order to create a just and secure food systems.
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