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By Olaf P. Jensen

F
arms and those who work them evoke 
amber waves of grain and American 
Gothic for many Americans, images 
compelling enough to make us forget 
the tallgrass prairie long ago plowed 
under to create them. Fishing and 

aquaculture are a different story, but which 
one—the ocean bottoms dredged barren by 
factory trawlers, or the cornucopia of seafood 
spilling from a Dutch still life? Without see-
ing seascapes for ourselves, we rely 
on storytellers to provide a narra-
tive. The dominant ones today are 
defined by decline and destruc-
tion: disrupted food chains, farmed 
salmon pumped full of antibiotics, 
all fish gone by 2048.

In The Blue Revolution, Nicholas 
Sullivan provides a different, more 
nuanced narrative of US fishing. In 
the book’s first section, he recounts 
the transition of wild-capture fish-
eries in New England from a law-
less coastal version of the Wild West to the 
highly regulated system in place today. Until 
the mid-1990s, fishing operations competed 
in a “race to fish” free-for-all: the more you 
caught, the more you earned, and if you did 
not catch a fish, someone else would. Fish 
populations suffered the consequences.

Today, all aspects of a US fishing trip are 
tightly circumscribed. When, where, and how 
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to fish are governed by regulation. Fishing 
operations must call in to let fishery man-
agers know that they are starting a trip and 
then file reports on what they caught. The 
cowboys have been reined in by paperwork, 
and the outlaws—Sullivan focuses on the col-
orful “Codfather” Carlos Rafael, who bought 
up much of the New Bedford fishing fleet 
with proceeds from illegal cod—have been 
brought to justice.

A whole ecosystem of businesses connect-
ing fish catchers to fish eaters has recently 

sprung up. Sullivan tells the stories 
of numerous entrepreneurs who 
have found a niche, marketing sea-
food to discerning buyers—both res-
taurants and retailers—who want 
their fish to be not only fresh but 
also sustainable and local.

Some fishing operations have 
cut out the middleman and are 
selling directly to consumers at 
roadside stands, at farmers’ mar-
kets, or through pay-in-advance 
community-supported fisheries. 

Direct sales of seafood helped fishermen in 
New England weather the COVID pandemic
(1), as the high-volume supply chain dried up 
and many consumers began experimenting 
with cooking locally caught species at home.

But how many people are willing to pay 
double for seafood of known provenance? 
Clearly enough, Sullivan argues, to support 
the rapid expansion of businesses such as 
Sitka Salmon Shares, which brings sustain-
able wild Alaskan seafood to dinner plates 
throughout the Lower 48. However, we 
have known for decades that the potential 

sustainable wild harvest from the world’s 
oceans is ~100 million tons per year (2), and 
that is pretty close to where it seems to have 
leveled off since the late 1980s (3). The rise 
in global seafood production since then is 
attributable entirely to the growth in aqua-
culture, a trend that must continue if we are 
going to feed fish to the masses.

Aquaculture production in the US, and 
the technology that could help it expand, 
are the subject of the second section of Sul-
livan’s book. This section is well sourced 
but gets bogged down in overwhelming 
detail. It is difficult to keep track of which 
fish farmer was childhood friends with an-
other and who worked on someone else’s 
aquaculture project before taking over as 
CEO of a kelp business. Here too, Sullivan’s 
discussion of kelp farming and “integrated 
multitrophic aquaculture” is weakened by 
its wide-eyed belief in techno-utopian ideas 
that always seem to be poised to immi-
nently save the planet.

It is not until the end of this section that 
Sullivan gets to the root of what has kept US 
aquaculture small: the lack of an efficient 
permitting process. Here, he quotes Scott 
Flood, an ocean engineer and lawyer, on the 
limitations of bluewater aquaculture: “It’s 
all in the permitting, as the technology is 
pretty well understood.…”

The role of policy, both in driving the 
revolution in wild-capture fishery sustain-
ability and in hindering the growth in aqua-
culture in the US, is given short shrift in 
Sullivan’s book. The Magnuson-Stevens Act 
amendments of 1996 and 2006, for example, 
required catch limits on all fisheries, made 
overfishing illegal, and required overfished 
stocks to be rebuilt by a certain deadline. 
These and similar measures implemented 
in other countries can be directly linked to 
reductions in fishing pressure and the re-
covery of fish populations (4).

To some extent, Sullivan’s neglect of pol-
icy successes is understandable. A bill is an 
unlikely hero (Schoolhouse Rock! excepted), 
and a book about the triumph of well-crafted 
legislation is unlikely to appear on the best-
seller list. However, in a book about fisheries 
that gets so much right, it is disappointing 
not to see credit given where it is due. j
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Once a lawless free-for-all, the US fishing 
industry is now tightly regulated.

New technology, new markets, and better policy 
are improving fisheries and aquaculture 
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