


The Pierce brothers pulling in a net of Asian 
carp. Savvy businessmen, the Pierce brothers 
have forged new markets for Asian carp, largely 
by promoting their products on Facebook.
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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

For generations, the inhabitants of Central Louisiana 
have relied on plentiful supplies of freshwater fish 
harvested from the region’s rivers, lakes, and bayous. 
Catching and eating these sustainable supplies of 
unique, local seafood are a key part of Louisiana’s rural 
economy and working waterfront culture. While inland 
fisheries have struggled in recent years, a growing 
desire for local, sustainable, heritage products and 
a focus on local supply chains due to the COVID-19 
pandemic indicate new market opportunities for wild-
caught freshwater seafood.  

To shed light on this industry’s rich past and future 
potential, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
commissioned a team of researchers from the 

University of Louisiana Lafayette and Meridian Institute 
to explore central Louisiana fisheries issues, challenges, 
and opportunities.  To gain a better understanding, the 
team visited with fishermen, processors, distributors, 
economic developers, public officials, and academics 
to learn about their experiences, observations, and 
difficulties working in freshwater fisheries, as well as 
their hopes for the industry’s future. Informed by these 
conversations, this report characterizes the history 
and the current condition of Louisiana’s freshwater 
fisheries and outlines an economic development 
strategy tailored to Central Louisiana to catalyze 
growth and market development.

This work complements and builds upon the team’s 
2020 publication: An Economic Development Strategy 
for Louisiana’s Coastal Seafood Industry. In concert, 
these two reports contribute interdependent insights 
and recommendations for investing in the vitality of 
Louisiana fisheries—bolstering the state economy and 
reconnecting Louisianans with a critical part of their 
culture and heritage in the process. 
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The research team with Benny Champlin, owner 
of Nets and More, a company in Jonesville, 
Louisiana that supplies commercial fishermen.
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The research team with Ken King, owner of 
Kings Fish market, a fish dock and processor in 
Jonesville, Louisiana.

[

The research team with Jessie Evans and 
his son, Davie Evans (center), the owners of 
Concordia Turtle Farm in Wildsville, Louisiana.

The research team with the Bernard family, longtime 
seafood industry innovators at J. Bernard Seafood, 
Inc. in Cottonport, Louisiana. 
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The Research Approach

Over twelve months, the research team interviewed fishermen, processors, distributors, retailers, economic developers, 
nonprofits, and industry leaders in central Louisiana. Informed by their experiences and perspectives, the team mapped the 
structure and character of Louisiana’s inland freshwater seafood industry as well as its strengths, weaknesses, and economic 
development needs. This report provides independent insights and recommendations that can underpin future regional and 
state economic development actions to support and strengthen this critical element of Louisiana’s culture and economy. 
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CENTRAL LOUISIANA: 
THE REGION AND CULTURE 

Louisiana’s generations-old freshwater fishing industry 
exemplifies the state’s bayou culture. Subsistence 
fishing defined the lifestyles of bayou fishermen in 
the 19th and early 20th centuries. Louisianans without 
access to land for farming caught freshwater fish
to feed their families and sold to fish houses for cash 
to meet their daily needs. Key freshwater species—
including catfish, buffalo, and gaspergou—
subsequently became nationally-recognized products 
as transportation infrastructure expanded in the 1920’s 
and ‘30s, bringing Louisiana seafood to bustling seafood 
markets in eastern and western coastal cities. During this 
time, the industry grew from individual family fishermen 
to include many successful fishing businesses. 

The expansion of catfish aquaculture beginning in the 
1960’s and a flood of imported seafood in American 
markets resulted in a precipitous decline in the 
popularity and price of wild-caught, freshwater 
seafood. Farm-raised seafood offered grocery stores 
and restaurants a more consistent product on a 
guaranteed schedule, whereas wild-caught products 
often varied in size and availability by season. 
Meanwhile, national trends toward urbanization 
accelerated rural outmigration in central Louisiana and 
a transition away from careers in freshwater fishing. 

An employee at King’s Fish Market prepares to filet a batch 
of buffalo fish.
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Those who remained in the freshwater fishing industry 
faced the 1980’s oil shocks and skyrocketing inflation, 
which increased the costs of operating freshwater 
seafood businesses. However, the market price of 
freshwater seafood products stagnated or even 
decreased as the overall supply of seafood in the U.S. 
increased through foreign imports. The stagnating 
profitability of the wild-caught freshwater seafood 
industry has created a cycle where seafood businesses 
lack the capital to invest in improvements in their 
operations. Louisiana product quality and marketing 
therefore trailed  innovations in the broader seafood 
industry overall to further decline in competitiveness 
and participation in the fishing industry. 

A lack of investment and training in the industry means 
that many fishermen and processors are still relying on 
outdated seafood handling practices and technologies. 
Poor rural infrastructure and limited access to ice, cold 
storage, and vacuum packing technology restricts the 
consistency, quality, shipping range, and final market 
price of freshwater seafood products. Furthermore, 
the invasive Asian carp has proliferated in Louisiana’s 
inland bayous, crowding out species more favored for 
human consumption.  

An employee at Coco’s 
Seafood & Fish Market in 
Simmesport, Louisiana 
shows the research team
carp on ice.
 

However, with business acumen for today’s dynamic 
market, determination, and a willingness to innovate, 
numerous central Louisiana seafood businesses have 
overcome these challenges to successfully harvest, 
process, and market their products. Coordinated 
economic development initiatives would help to 
further this evolution in practice, enabling  current and 
future industry members to secure stable incomes 
while providing quality local seafood to consumers in 
the U.S. and beyond. 
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Table 1: Overview of Louisiana Seafood Industry Challenges and Needs 

Inflation has elevated operating costs while 
market prices of freshwater products have 
remained stagnant for over 30 years. Business 
owners therefore struggle to purchase necessary 
equipment and retain profits.

Costs and Economic Factors Labor Shortages

Consistency and Product Quality Marketing and Publicity 

Labor supply is a persistent challenge for 
the Louisiana freshwater industry, with many 
freshwater seafood business owners fast 
approaching retirement. Only a handful of 
industry hopefuls are poised to take their place.

With limited equipment and training in 
modern fish processing, packaging, and 
storage techniques, many freshwater seafood 
businesses struggle to produce and distribute 
product at a consistent quality level, beyond their 
local/regional market.

The freshwater seafood industry contains 
intriguing fish species that are local delicacies
and are tremendously important to families and 
fishers who work on the water. To meet the needs 
of today’s consumers and restaurants, the 
freshwater industry needs to tell its story, 
improve marketing efforts, and modernize its 
use of vacuum packing and labeling technology 
more effectively.

Key Industry Challenges
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The transportation of seafood from processors 
to markets is a supply chain competency that is 
critical to long-term succes in the fishing 
industry. Fishermen in rural inland areas often do 
not produce enough volume/supply to justify an 
expansion of service by companies that transport 
fresh seafood products. This means that many 
companies must purchase their own transport 
vehicles, or else limit sales to smaller local markets.

Cold Storage, Distribution, & Logistics Insufficient Economic 
Development Infrastructure

Invasive Species Regulatory Challenges 

Like rural regions across the country, 
economic development infrastructure is not 
as well-established in rural Louisiana as it is in 
more populated areas of Louisiana. Expanding 
economic development efforts in rural areas 
and strengthening programs and resources for 
micro-enterprises and small businesses in rural 
communities could help address many of the 
challenges in the freshwater fisheries.

Invasive Asian carp populations crowd out more 
desirable fish species in nets and launch themselves 
out of the water, presenting both economic and 
physical threats to Louisiana fishermen. Nevertheless, 
many fishers and processors have profited from catching, 
processing, and marketing Asian carp for bait, specialty 
pet food, and human consumption. These operators 
would benefit from public messaging to communicate 
the many positive uses of Asian carp. 

Special regulations on catfish create significant 
logistical and economic hurdles for processors, 
forcing business owners to pause all processing 
operations outside of standard 40-hour USDA 
inspector’s work week or to compensate 
inspectors for overtime hours. 

Severe Weather Events 

Severe Gulf Coast storms and more frequent rain and flood events threaten the entire Louisiana seafood 
supply chain. Louisiana’s 2021 hurricanes decimated the cold storage capacity within Louisiana and 
contributed to a long-lasting, nationwide bait shortage—raising the price of bait and lowering profits.

X
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Building a Resilient and Unified 
Louisiana Seafood Industry 

Louisiana’s freshwater fishing businesses face many of the same challenges 
as fisheries in coastal parts of the state, including inflation, competition from 
foreign imports, and labor shortages. Several factors set the two regions’ fishing 
industries apart, however. Where coastal fisheries face the worst impacts of 
hurricanes and tropical storms, Louisiana’s central fisheries weather a host of 
difficulties all their own. The inland fishing industry has fewer active businesses 
and operate smaller operations as compared to their coastal neighbors.
Most common inland species (with the exception of crawfish) have lower 
market value than coastal products. Inland fisheries also wrestle with invasive 
Asian carp populations, which thrive in freshwater waterways of the Mississippi 
Delta. Finally, the voice and needs of the inland fisheries is not prevalent and 
connected with the broader seafood industry of Louisiana. While Louisiana’s 
rural, inland fisheries deserve special care from development agencies, a truly 
resilient state-wide seafood industry cannot be achieved without holistic 
attention to the complementary interests of fisheries in both regions. For a 
detailed account of saltwater-specific challenges and opportunities, see the 
Economic Development Strategy for Louisiana’s Coastal Seafood Industry at
https://business.louisiana.edu/leed/seafoodeconomicdevelopment.
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Figure I. Map of the study area
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 A Vision for Thriving Inland Fisheries

businesses and help the industry to expand its market 
presence and reach. Economic development initiatives 
to reinforce and expand the freshwater industry include 
a variety of opportunities and strategies. 

Louisiana’s freshwater fisheries are an underutilized 
natural resource with strong cultural traditions
that are not fully recognized, even in Louisiana. 
In recognition of the growth opportunities for Central 
Louisiana fisheries, the Louisiana Department of 
Wildlife and Fisheries and Louisiana Sea Grant have 
both turned their attention to understanding and 
bolstering the inland freshwater seafood industry in 
recent years. 

Revitalizing Louisiana’s freshwater seafood industry will 
take creativity, innovation, and an entrepreneurial spirit.  
Fishermen and seafood business owners are challenged 
to develop new freshwater seafood products, identify new 
markets, and leverage innovative distribution models 
to connect directly with markets and to participate 
in commerce beyond their traditional commerce 
boundaries. These opportunities will also require 
coordinated partnership and technical assistance from 
Louisiana’s university partners, economic development 
officers, and fisheries agencies who support the industry. 
Fortunately, there is growing interest and energy from 
these groups and others to expand the market viability 
and value of Louisiana’s freshwater seafood products. 
Targeted economic development initiatives could 
fast-track the growth of Louisiana’s freshwater fishing 

Deckhand unloading a catch of freshwater fish at a dock in 
Simmesport, Louisiana.
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OPPORTUNITIES AND 
STRATEGIES FOR ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT

Elevate freshwater seafood industry needs 
and opportunities within the economic 
development ecosystem at local, regional, 
and state levels.   

STRATEGIES

1.1 Invest in extension and outreach programs 
through LSU AgCenter and Louisiana Sea Grant 
to provide resources and elevate issues facing 
freshwater business owners. 

1.2 Establish a regional seafood advisory council 
for Central Louisiana to engage with local and 
state economic development agencies and with 
industry/business associations to advocate for 
critical industry investments and policy solutions. 

1.3 Include the parish-level seafood industry in 
economic development planning, including plans 
for disaster mitigation and recovery.

Facilitate efforts to provide for a diverse, 
stable, and well-trained workforce.

STRATEGIES

2.1 Develop curriculum and apprenticeship 
programs to educate youth about career 
opportunities in the seafood industry through 
high schools, community colleges,
and universities.

2.2 Create opportunities for fishing industry 
business owners and laborers to share 
industry knowledge through LSU AgCenter 
and Louisiana Sea Grant extension programs.  

2.3 Through economic development 
agencies, provide information on foreign 
guest worker, H-2A/H-2B, programs and 
guide industry business owners through 
the administrative challenges associated 
with these programs.
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Improve processing capabilities and modernize equipment across the seafood supply 
chain that could facilitate the development of new product offerings and improvement 
in the quality and distribution of seafood products. 

STRATEGIES

3.1 Create an understanding 
of existing grant and lending 
opportunities that can 
facilitate small business 
purchases of new equipment/
technologies and the 
creation of new value-added 
products. 

3.2 Connect stakeholders in 
the freshwater industry to 
enable business-enhancing 
processing, cold storage, and 
distribution partnerships. 

3.3 Expand rural broadband 
connectivity to improve 
business capabilities which 
are Internet based (i.e. 
marketing, e-commerce, 
inventory management, 
distribution, etc.). 

3.4 Conduct a feasibility 
study on the viability 
of Asian carp and other 
commercial freshwater 
species in addressing 
long-term fish bait needs 
in the crab and crawfish 
businesses and review 
possibilities as food fish 
for consumer markets.  

Employees at King’s Fish Market weigh and process buffalo fish.
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Develop marketing and branding capacity in Louisiana’s freshwater seafood industry 
to raise market awareness and increase product demand.  

STRATEGIES

4.1 Educate freshwater seafood businesses in how to effectively tell their story, build a brand and create 
marketing materials (logos, packaging and labels, social media accounts, and custom websites). 

4.2 Encourage the Louisiana Seafood Promotion and Marketing Board to engage the freshwater seafood 
industry in events and marketing campaigns. 

4.3 Explore USDA programs for the establishment of regional food networks that can provide marketing 
support and access to local seafood products that can be sold through restaurants and retail markets.

4.4 Market wild Buffalo, Gaspergou, and Catfish as unique, sustainable, delicious table fare.

4.5 Expand the Louisiana Direct Seafood marketplace to include inland Louisiana fisheries products.   
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Develop incentives and remove regulatory barriers to increase seafood catch and improve processing.

STRATEGIES

5.1 Revise regulations to allow for to the catch of commercial species in areas currently prohibited,
      like near dams and other water control structures.

5.2 Explore incentives for harvesting Asian carp and other invasive species.

5.3 Review the negative economic impact of catfish regulations on the wild caught industry.

The Pierce family with a boat full of fresh Asian Carp destined for the 
bait market.

Vermillion Bay Sweet Wild Caught Catfish is an example of a flash-
frozen, vaccum-packed, and branded product that can be sold for a 
price premium.
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GATHERING MOMENTUM

Progress on many of these strategies is already 
underway. In August 2021, key players in Louisiana’s 
freshwater industry met with Patrick Banks, Assistant 
Secretary of the Louisiana Department of Wildlife 
and Fisheries (LDWF) and LDWF district biologists in 
Harrisonburg, Louisiana to discuss industry challenges 
and potential solutions. A key point of discussion was 
the regulations that inhibit the catch of Asian carp near 
dams and other infrastructure where the fish naturally 
aggregate. As a result of the meeting, Senate Bill 270 
was introduced in Louisiana legislature to allow access 
to currently prohibited areas like dams and other 
water control structures. This is one example of how 
direct lines of communication between fishermen and 
policymakers can collaborate to remove regulatory 
barriers and to facilitate industry development. LDWF 
Assistant Secretary Patrick Banks, Louisiana State 
Senator Glen Womack, and LDWF Secretary Jack 
Montoucet helped to introduce this legislation. 

Freshwater fishermen and processors meet with Patrick Banks, 
Assistant Secretary of Louisiana Department of Wildlife and 
Fisheries (LDWF) and Director of Fisheries, and district biologists 
to discuss industry challenges and potential solutions. 
 

The research team speaking with the founder of J. Bernard 
Seafood, a successful seafood wholesaler in Cottonport, Louisiana 
that distributes seafood throughout the state and the Houston 
and Dallas metro areas.
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INDUSTRY OVERVIEW

THE CENTRAL LOUISIANA SEAFOOD 
INDUSTRY SUPPLY CHAIN 

Improving the reach of inland, central Louisiana 
fisheries requires an in-depth review of the supply 
chain to identify opportunities for improving industry 
efficiencies and market access. The inland seafood 
supply chain is complex, with multiple tiers and 
channels that move products into commerce. Figure I 
provides a breakdown of the categories of supply chain 
businesses that contribute to moving seafood from 
central Louisiana waterways to consumers’ plates in 
homes and restaurants. It is important to note that this 
figure represents an overall assessment of the inland 
seafood supply chain, which varies between individual 
businesses and seafood species.  

The supply chain begins with businesses that provide 
services and products to fishing operators before the 
fishing trip, including financial services, boat launches, 
fuel, ice, nets, and other commercial fishing essentials. 
In turn, fishing operations serve a critical supply chain 
function, producing and preserving the catch until 
unloading it at the fish market. There are few docks 
on Louisiana’s inland rivers for unloading fish from 
commercial fishing vessels. Therefore, fish are typically 
moved in the boat via trailer from the river or lake 
to the fish market.  At the market, fish products are 
placed on ice and stored in coolers until processed for 
individual customers or transferred to seafood markets 
or processing operations that prepare the product 
for distribution. In cases like Ken King and Coco’s 
Seafood & Fish Market, fish are cut on site, packaged, 
and shipped to regional buyers like restaurants and 
seafood markets.

The central Louisiana seafood supply chain has limited 
large volume infrastructure for ice production, freezing, 
and cold storage. However, the supply chain does have a 
few large farm-raised catfish and crawfish (both wild and 
farmed) processors that distribute frozen value-added 
products nationwide. Outside of these large processors, 
the majority of central Louisiana product is purchased 
and shipped (processed or whole) fresh, not frozen.
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Figure 1: Overview of Louisiana Seafood Industry Supply Chain Summary

Since most freshwater seafood product is sold fresh to local 
customers in relatively small volumes, there is also a lack 
of packaging innovation in the supply chain. Fish that have 
been cut for retail operations are bulk packaged on ice in 
plastic bags for transport to markets that display the product 
on ice in seafood cases. Similarly, whole fish are shipped on 
ice in boxes and are either processed in restaurants/markets 
or displayed whole on ice in market seafood cases.

Another key element of the inland seafood supply chain is 
the role of transportation and logistics in the geographic 

distribution of fish and value-added products. Outside of 
operations like J. Bernard and Guidry’s catfish, most central 
Louisiana product is distributed fresh to markets in Texas 
(Dallas and Houston), Louisiana, Mississippi, Memphis, and 
Atlanta.  Efficient transportation and logistics businesses 
ensure that the product is delivered to consumers 
through fish houses, retailers (such as seafood markets 
and grocery stores), e-commerce websites, or restaurants. 
We explore the economic development challenges and 
solutions associated with these supply chain tiers further in 
following sections.
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FRESHWATER INDUSTRY PRODUCTS:

Table 1 summarizes information on the attributes, market values, availability, and uses of commercially harvested 
freshwater species in central Louisiana.  While this overview includes current uses for these species, please note each 
species has culinary variations and other uses which have yet to be discovered.

Docks Local

Small/Micro
Processors

Cold Storage

Product Attributes Pounds of Fish 
Produced (2020)

Total Revenue
(2020)

Availability and 
Popularity

Value Added
Product

Producers
National Restaurants

International Direct to
ConsumerFinacial 

Services

Varieties

Table 1: Overview of Freshwater Species Commercially Harvested in Central Louisiana 

Buffalo Fish Buffalo are in the 
sucker family. They 
have mild, white and 
flaky flesh. Buffalo 
fish ribs are fleshy 
and highly prized 
for eating. Strips can 
also be cut from the 
fillets—these 
contain small, 
intramuscular bones.

2,845,742 lbs. (2020) $634,298 (2020) Fast-growing fish, 
available year-round. 
Buffalo are widely 
consumed and are also 
used for crawfish and 
crab bait.

1. Bigmouth buffalo 
   Ictiobus cyprinellis,
   gourdhead, boxhead

2. Smallmouth buffalo
    Ictiobus bubalus, 
    razorback

3. Black buffalo 
   Ictiobus niger, 
   blue rooter

Carp Carp species in 
Louisiana have been
introduced from Asia 
and Europe. They are 
a mild, white, flaky fish 
highly prized food fish 
internationally. All have 
small intramuscular 
bones which must be 
removed in 
processing. Exotic Asian 
carp populations are 
being targeted for food 
product development 
but are currently mainly 
used for bait. 

470,492 lbs. (2020) $64,702 (2020) Fast-growing fish.  Can 
be caught easily in large 
volumes with gill net 
gear. Used for crawfish 
and crab bait. 

1. Bighead Carp 
   Hypothalmichthus         
   nobilis  

2. Silver carp   
   Hypothalmichthus 
   molitrix

3. Grass carp 
    Ctenopharyngodonidella

4. Black carp
    Mylopharyngodon piceus

5. German Carp
    Cyprinus carpio                 

 1. Market data from 2020 Louisiana Department of Fish and Wildlife                               
    fisheries landing data
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Docks Local

Cold Storage

Product Attributes Pounds of Fish 
Produced (2020)

Total Revenue
(2020)

Availability and 
Popularity

Value Added
Product

Producers
National

InternationalFinacial 
Services

Varieties

Wild Catfish Catfish are a white, 
flaky fish. Farmed 
catfish tend to have 
a consistent, clean 
taste and a mild 
sweetness.  Flathead 
catfish are widely 
considered premium 
table fare. Farmed 
catfish (particularly 
channel and blue 
catfish hybrids) are 
widely marketed 
throughout the U.S. 

3,600,118 lbs. (2020) $1,915,677 (2020) Popular fish, widely 
consumed, much
 development potential 
of underexploited 
wild stocks.    

1. Channel catfish 
   IIctaluras punctatus  
   Eel cat, Willow cat

2. Blue catfish 
    Ictaluras furcatus

3. Flathead catfish  
   Pylodictus olivaris, 
   Opelousas, Ops, Flathead      
   and goujon cat

 Farmed
Crawfish

Farmed crawfish  are 
grown mostly in 
rotations with 
commercial rice 
production. 
Farming acreage has 
expanded steadily 
in recent years. 

140,537,300 lbs. (2019) $201,039,839 (Gross 
Farm Value, 2019)

Most crawfish harvested 
and sold in Louisiana 
today is farmed, rather 
than wild-caught. The 
majority of both farmed 
and wild crawfish is  red 
swamp crawfish. 

1. Red Swamp Crawfish 
   Procambaris clarkii  

2. White river crawfish   
    Procambaris zonangulus

3

4

2

 Wild
Crawfish

Some consumers 
prefer wild crawfish 
as it tends to be larger 
in size.  Farmed raised 
and wild crawfish are 
sold live and are also 
processed into tail 
meat products. 

11,674,638 lbs. (2019) $13,075,595 (Gross 
Farm Value, 2019)

The volume of the 
wild crawfish harvest 
is constrained by the 
timing and duration of 
the annual winter/spring 
floodwater event in the 
Atchafalaya Basin. 

Species varieties are the 
same as farmed 
crawfish species 
(see above). 

  2.  https://www.tastingtable.com/865387/the-difference-between-farmed-and-wild-catfish/
  3. Crawfish data from LSU Ag Center 2019 Louisiana Summary: https://lsuagcenter.com/articles/page1633373114662 
  4. https://www.crawfishcafe.com/wild-caught-vs-farm-raised-crawfish-which-is-better/ - :~:text=While%20wild%2D                   
      caught%20crawfishes%20are,seasons%20and%20not%20in%20others



Docks Local

Cold Storage

Product Attributes Pounds of Fish 
Produced (2020)

Total Revenue
(2020)

Availability and 
Popularity

National

InternationalFinacial 
Services

Varieties

Gar flesh is lean, 
white, and firm with 
a mild taste.  Similar 
to chicken when 
fried.  

287,605 lbs. (2020) $235,549 (2020) Garfish were once very 
popular, particularly 
in Southern Louisiana. 
Today, demand for gar 
is returning.    

1. Alligator Gar  
   Atractosteus spatula 
  

 Freshwater 
Drum

Freshwater drum 
have a firm meat 
with high oil content 
that flakes into large 
chunks used locally 
for fish stew. Fish 
must be iced 
immediately to 
retain quality.  

1,787,487 lbs. (2020) $1,533,364 (2020) There is a small local 
market for freshwater 
drum. They are generally 
sought after by Asian 
customers. 

1. Freshwater Drum 
   Aplodinotus grunniens
  Gaspergou, “gou”

5

Turtle meat is reddish 
in color with firm, 
alligator-like texture 
and a meaty flavor. 

Insufficient public data Insufficient 
public data

Common snapping 
turtles, pond sliders and 
softshell turtles can all be 
processed and marketed 
as turtle meat. Alligator 
snapping turtles are 
illegal to harvest 
commercially in 
Louisiana.

  5. https://panfishnation.com/can-you-eat-gar-fish/
 

 Wild Turtle
Meat

Garfish
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1. Common Snapper 
   Chelydra 
   Serpentina               

2. Pond slider        
    Trachemys scripta, red ear             

3. Spiny Soft Shell   
   Apalone spinifera  

4. Smooth Soft Shell 
    Apalone mutica
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FRESHWATER INDUSTRY 
CHALLENGES AND 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
NEEDS

Louisiana’s freshwater fishing industry suffers from 
a steadily declining number of commercial fisheries 
and fishermen. The roadside signs once advertising 
freshwater products throughout Central Louisiana have 
vanished, and only a handful of fish markets remain. 
Climbing operating costs, labor shortages, regulatory 
inefficiencies, environmental disruptions, and difficulties 
with processing, quality assurance, and distribution 
have all contributed to this decline. To compound 
these supply-side problems, insufficient marketing and 
product promotion has restricted public awareness and 
demand for freshwater Louisiana seafood. 

This section details the following key challenges facing 
Louisiana’s freshwater industry:
 Costs and Economic Factors
 Labor Shortages
 Consistency and Product Quality
 Marketing and Publicity
 Cold Storage, Distribution, and Logistics
 Insufficient Economic Development Infrastructure
 Regulatory Challenges
 Severe Weather Events
 COVID-19 Pandemic

Section III, Economic Development Opportunities and 
Strategies for the Louisiana Freshwater Seafood Industry, 
outlines recommendations and strategies to address the 
challenges described in this section.

7
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COSTS AND ECONOMIC FACTORS aquaculture operations with access to inexpensive 
labor, chemicals, inputs, and government subsidies 
that allow them to produce and export seafood at a 
lower price than wild-caught domestic products. 
Moreover, as aquaculture operations can guarantee 
exact supply to restaurants and grocery stores up to a 
year in advance, they easily outcompete wild-caught 
Louisiana fisheries which have little control over 
naturally fluctuating fish stocks. 

As U.S. inflation spiked in the 1970s and 80s, operating 
costs in Louisiana’s freshwater fishing industry rose 
accordingly.  While freight costs stabilized following 
the oil shocks, fishing equipment prices (boats, nets 
and webbing, hooks, bait, etc.) never returned to pre-
shock levels.  Market prices of most freshwater species, 
meanwhile, have remained stagnant for over thirty 
years. Members of Louisiana’s freshwater industry thus 
struggle to purchase necessary equipment and retain 
profits—particularly as industry regulations have been 
strengthened and licensing fees have increased [see 
section below on regulatory challenges].

Competition from foreign seafood imports has 
exacerbated the seafood industry’s struggle for
profits. A proliferation of global aquaculture—
particularly for commodity species such as shrimp—
fueled a rise in seafood imports to meet growing U.S. 
consumer demand. Louisiana’s fishermen point to 
this influx of imported seafood products as a major 
driver of stagnating domestic seafood prices. Many large 
foreign aquaculture companies conduct large-scale 

 6. Historical Parallels to Today’s Inflationary Episode | The White House
 7. According to one equipment supplier, for instance, the price of Mustad hooks increased seven times in a single year. 

An employee at Henderson Fisheries (Henderson, Louisiana) 
with a hoop net. Henderson Fisheries retails catfish, crawfish, 
gaspergou, and buffalo fish, among other species.
 

[
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The Pierce Brothers 
unload a variety of 
fresh caught fish after 
a successful trip.
 

[
LABOR SHORTAGES

Labor supply is a persistent challenge for the Louisiana 
freshwater industry, with many freshwater seafood 
business owners fast approaching retirement and only 
a handful of industry hopefuls poised to take their 
place. A significant workforce transition accompanied 
the industry’s decline in profitability, with former 
freshwater fishermen and processors shifting to more 
stable employment—often in the petrochemical and 
manufacturing industries. Today, as operating costs rise 
and product prices remain low, entering the seafood 
industry can be a daunting prospect: many fishermen 
must work overtime or take on second jobs to make 
ends meet. 

Medium to large-scale freshwater business owners have 
supplemented labor shortages with foreign laborers 
through the H2B visa program. However, hiring H2B 
laborers requires that businesses provide additional 
worker housing, transportation, and pay lawyer 
fees—an impossibility for many smaller operators. 
Furthermore, there is a cap on the total number of 
H2B visas that are allocated each year and competition [

Some fishermen have overcome economic barriers 
thorough remarkable perseverance and ingenuity. The 
three Pierce brothers, for example, have made a name 
for themselves as the “biggest fishermen in the region,” 
catching and selling massive loads of Asian carp through 
grueling and extremely long workdays.

Originally a saltwater fishing family from Plaquemines 
Parish, the Pierce brothers grew up fishing with their father. 
They began working in Jonesville after Hurricane Katrina 
and have expanded their business with each passing year, 
purchasing progressively larger equipment. Just last year, 
they successfully captured and sold over 850,000 pounds 
of fish. Savvy businessmen, the Pierce brothers have forged 
new markets for Asian carp, largely by promoting their 
products on Facebook.
  
After over 15 years of hard labor, they are finally paying off 
the largest of their equipment loans and plan to purchase an 
industrial freezer. The family has discussed one day opening 
their own market, but fishing is their first and primary love: 
at 27, Daniel Pierce envisions himself and his brothers fishing 
until they’re too old to lift nets.
  

Beating the Odds
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LABOR SHORTAGES for how many laborers each business can hire. Some 
years, even if businesses can navigate the H2B process 
and afford to provide housing, transportation, and fees, 
they are still not able to hire enough help. 

Some fishermen and processors fill labor gaps 
by hiring family members or friends. As in coastal 
Louisiana fisheries, promotion of freshwater careers 
by educational institutions, expanding the H2B visa 
program, and helping businesses undergo targeted 
succession planning—the process of developing new 
workers and leaders to replace older individuals exiting 
the industry—is crucial to ensure the longevity of 
freshwater seafood supply chains.

King’s Fish Market is a family-operated business that has 
harvested, processed, and distributed fish in Jonesville, 
Louisiana for over 96 years. Despite its impressive legacy, 
the King family’s regional fishing dynasty faces an uncertain 
future. Current proprietor Ken King is approaching 
retirement, and none of his family members have interest 
in taking over the business.

Nevertheless, King is moving ahead at full speed. 
With only a few restaurants in his area, King’s operation 
fulfills regional, commercial, and direct-to-consumer orders. 
During the research team’s visits to his riverside processing 
facility in May and June 2021, King was busy taking orders 
and fileting buffalo with the skill of an artist. His technical 
knowledge is a rare advantage. Most employees and buyers 
lack training in buffalo processing, forcing King to go above 
and beyond when dressing buffalo for buyers. King, like 
other freshwater processors, could benefit from greater 
access to processing innovations, methods, and training
for employees.  

Left: Roadside signs advertising 
King’s Fish Market. 

Right: Ken King of King’s Fish 
Market filets a batch of buffalo fish.

[

Employees at Concordia Turtle Farm in Wildsville, Louisiana 
show the research team fresh turtle eggs.
 

[
 Rich History, Uncertain Future:

King’s Fish Market
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 CONSISTENCY AND PRODUCT QUALITY

To cultivate new, profitable market opportunities for 
Louisiana seafood products, the freshwater seafood 
industry must raise consumer awareness, and producer 
interest in quality tracking, seafood handling, storage, 
and packaging techniques. Flexible, convenient cold 
storage and transportation options are scarce in many 
rural Louisiana parishes, limiting fishermen’s ability 
to store their catch and transport fresh fish to the 
most profitable markets. For example, some smaller 
seafood processors filet fish by hand, store the filets 
in buckets with or without ice, and sell fish products 
by weight in plastic bags to local buyers. However, 
flash frozen and vaccum-packed product is becoming 
the industry standard for high-quality, wild-caught 
seafood. This form of preservation and packaging 
allows product to be safely stored and transported at 
much longer distances. 

Challenges with product consistency and quality relate 
to industry labor shortages and declining profitability, 
which complicate efforts to find and train employees 
with requisite technical knowledge to process product. 

Combined, labor shortages and lack of technical 
knowledge present a key bottleneck to future growth 
of the freshwater industry. 

MARKETING AND PUBLICITY

In the heyday of Louisiana’s freshwater industry, selling 
fish was simple: roadside signs advertised local markets 
where fishermen sold product in bulk, unpackaged, 
and on ice. Customers in Louisiana and beyond 

Left: Buffalo rib filets on ice  

Right: Flash frozen, vacuum-packed, and labeled wild-
caught Louisiana catfish

[
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enjoyed and depended on inexpensive, freshwater 
fish such as buffalo and gaspergou. Today, much has 
changed. Newer generations are unfamiliar with earlier 
traditions of cooking and eating local seafood, and are 
accustomed to processed, packaged, and branded 
products. Challenges with product consistency and 
quality relate to industry labor shortages and declining 
profitability, which complicate efforts to find and train 
employees with requisite technical knowledge to 
process product. 

The freshwater industry has an opportunity to highlight 
traditional freshwater fish products (e.g., buffalo ribs), 
educate the world about central Louisiana’s culinary 
heritage, and capitalize on growing consumer demand 
for local, sustainably caught seafood. To seize this 
opportunity, however, the industry needs coordinated 
marketing efforts, expanded use of vacuum packing 
and labeling technology, and better cold storage and 
transportation infrastructure. Those fishermen who 
prefer to focus exclusively on catching and delivering 
fish could benefit from connections to other supply 
chain actors with marketing and labeling expertise.

COLD STORAGE, DISTRIBUTION

AND LOGISTICS

As in coastal Louisiana fisheries, effective 
transportation and cold storage is vital to connecting 
seafood producers and processors with markets in 
Louisiana and beyond. The transportation of seafood 
from processors to markets is a gateway competency 
to succeed in the fishing industry. Many freshwater 
seafood businesses struggle to produce and transport 
enough product at a consistent volume and high 
enough quality to generate business opportunities 
and market demand outside of their local region. 
Similarly, many fishermen in rural areas do not 
produce enough supply to warrant an expansion of 
service by companies that specialize in the transport 
of fresh seafood products. This means that many 
companies must purchase their own transport 
vehicles, partner with larger seafood businesses, or 
limit sales to local markets. 

These challenges are not due to the availability 
of fish in local waterways—freshwater fish are 
in abundant supply—but rather due to limited 
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equipment, processing capacity, packaging, and 
storage techniques in the broader industry. A handful of 
fishermen and processors have overcome these barriers 
by developing their own transportation networks and 
aggregating high enough volumes of product from 
multiple producers for economical transportation [see 
description of J. Bernard Seafood Inc. on page 14] 

Ice to keep seafood products fresh is also severely 
limited in many areas. Fishermen in coastal Louisiana 
rely on ice plants, or ice houses, for their supply of 
ice. While the coastal region is currently experiencing 
a decline in the number of ice plants servicing the 
seafood industry, freshwater fisheries have not 
traditionally had ice plants as part of their supply 
chain whatsoever. Improving individual processors’ 
cold storage capacities and the availability of ice in the 
region overall would help connect the region to the 
global food “cold chain” by supporting improvements 
in product quality, sales, and distribution.

Thomas Hymel,  Fisheries Extension Agent at Louisiana Sea 
Grant, handles seafood stored on ice in a cooler. Improving 
availability of ice in central Louisiana would support 
improvements in product quality, sales, and distribution.

[
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J. Bernard Seafood Inc. is a family-owned seafood fulfillment 
center in Cottonport, Louisiana. The Bernard’s represent the 
industry’s striking potential: in just over three decades, they 
transformed their business from a small crawfish store into 
a large-scale processing plant with over 300 workers and a 
fleet of delivery vehicles. 

The keys to J. Bernard’s success? H2B labor, mastery 
of distribution logistics, successful packaging and 
labelling, e-commerce, and a diverse clientele. Utilizing an 
immigration lawyer’s services to hire hundreds of foreign 
workers, the plant can ensure consistent supply of crawfish, 
buffalo, catfish, shrimp, and boudin, as well as hundreds of 
other products and seasonings. 

Operating at such a scale, J. Bernard’s has successfully 
ended their reliance on third-party refrigerated trucking 
companies—using their own trucks with drivers who 
trade off to optimize delivery times. This superior logistical 
convenience alone draws loyal clientele. J. Bernard covers 
all their marketing bases, however, packaging and labeling 
many of their own products (crawfish tails and buffalo are 
specialties) and marketing themselves online. Aiming to 
“never put all of [their] eggs in one basket,” Bernard sells to 
customers from large grocers to retail outlets, distribution 

centers, restaurants, and mom and pop stores.

Industry Matters: J. Bernard Seafood Inc

(Top) Sign advertising Bernard’s local restaurant business. 

(Bottom) The research team interviews Jake Bernard, Dock 
Manager at J. Bernard Seafood, Inc. in Cottonport, Louisiana.

[
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 INSUFFICENT ECONOMIC

 DEVELOPMENT INFRASTRUCTURE

Economic development infrastructure and services 
are not as pervasive in rural areas of Louisiana as they 
are in urban and coastal areas. For example, many 
Louisiana coastal parishes have parish-level economic 
development bodies actively positioning seafood 
as a targeted growth industry. This is not the case in 
central Louisiana, the whole of which is served by the 
Kisatchie-Delta Regional Planning and Development 
District and, if available, parish level services.

Central Louisiana is part of a broader, state-level 
discussion on rural economic development. In February 
of 2020, Governor Edwards established the Advisory 
Council on Rural Revitalization to identify the needs and 
issues facing Louisiana’s rural communities.   This effort 
provides an opportunity for economic development and 
industry leaders to bring the needs of the freshwater 

8. https://gov.louisiana.gov/index.cfm/newsroom/detail/2373
    https://gov.louisiana.gov/assets/docs/RRC/Council-Strategic-Planning-Toolkit_LA-RR.PDF

industry to the forefront and ensure this critical industry
is recognized alongside other industries (like agriculture) 
as a driver within rural economies. 

The coastal seafood industry is beginning to receive 
assistance from state and regional economic 
development offices. These efforts were expanded 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, as national food 
supply chains were disrupted. In response, state 
officials resorted to expanding local food systems. 
In turn, there was engagement between economic 
developers and local fishers as a means for addressing 
food supply issues and improving the overall 
resilience of rural communities. Freshwater fisheries 
and related businesses are also beginning to garner 
similar attention from economic development 
agencies, consumers, and the seafood industry at 
large—largely thanks to recent work by LSU AgCenter 
and Louisiana Sea Grant.
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9. https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/why-the-us-government-treats-catfish-unlike-any-other-fish
https://meridian.allenpress.com/jfp/article-abstract/84/10/1741/465949/Effect-of-Federal-Inspection-
on-Louisiana-Wild?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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 REGULATORY CHALLENGES

While most seafood food safety falls under the 
jurisdiction of the Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA), special U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
regulations on catfish production pose additional 
economic and logistical challenges to seafood 
processors. Following a surge in foreign catfish imports 
at the conclusion of the U.S.-Vietnam trade embargo, 
catfish farmers campaigned for more stringent food 
safety regulations on domestically harvested catfish. 
They believed that this regulatory change would build 
the reputation of domestic catfish as cleaner and 
preferable to imported product. A special provision in 
the 2008 Farm Bill responded to the call, subjecting 
catfish (previously regulated by the FDA) to the same 
daily USDA inspections as meat and poultry.  

Hybrid processors of both catfish and other species 
have henceforth abided by a confusing, dual set of 
FDA and USDA regulations. While non-catfish seafood 

  Food Safety Inspections

processors receive only periodic visits from FDA 
inspectors, those who handle catfish face the costs and 
inconveniences of continuous USDA inspection. When 
inspectors work outside standard 40-hour workweek 
schedules, seafood businessowners foot overtime 
rates of $75 per hour. Most processors thus restrict 
operations to USDA employees’ normal schedules, 
limiting the quantity of fish they can process each day. 

Fish can be kept fresh on ice between viable operating 
hours, emphasizing the benefits of ice and the need 
to expand access to cold storage. A recent study by 
Louisiana Fish and Wildlife and Dr. Evelyn Watts, 
Seafood Extension Specialist for the Louisiana State 
University Agricultural Center and Louisiana Sea Grant, 
found that proper icing can keep fish microbial load 
stable for up to four days.

According to many members of the freshwater industry, 
a spike in government regulation has curtailed the (once 
extensive) underground seafood market. However, some

 Unlawful Competitors

https://meridian.allenpress.com/jfp/article-abstract/84/10/1741/465949/Effect-of-Federal-Inspection-on-Louisiana-Wild?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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claim that the USDA struggles to adequately enforce 
these new regulations and illegal fish businesses 
remain in operation. Furthermore, seafood businesses 
that do not keep accurate records of sales and revenue 
to avoid regulation and taxes are at risk of not being able 
to claim disaster support assistance in the aftermath of 
hurricanes or floods. Outreach is needed to these “off 
the books” seafood businesses to educate them about 
the benefits of following rules and regulations.

Members of Louisiana’s freshwater fishing industry 
generally regard the rising population of invasive Asian 
carp as a “disaster.” Their numbers introduce enormous 
costs to freshwater fishermen for a variety of reasons. 
Known for launching themselves out of the water 
and into boats, they often present a physical threat 
to fishermen. They can also crowd out other fish in 
fishing nets, making it increasingly difficult to catch 
desired species. For those actively seeking to catch 
Asian carp, they still cause headaches: an aggressive 

and uncommonly strong species, they force fishermen 
to spend more on tackle. Often most densely located in 
remote waterways, they also demand hours-long trips 
which wear down boar motors. 

While Asian carp can be caught in bulk despite these 
challenges, they are difficult to sell in most markets. 
East Asian and Asian-American customers are 
familiar with the species, but in many other regional 
communities, carp is stigmatized as undesirable: 
a “trash fish.” To complicate matters, government 
officials have portrayed carp as nothing more than a 
nuisance—hampering efforts to market Asian carp as a 
healthy and delicious freshwater seafood product. 

INVASIVE SPECIES

Asian Carp

Fresh caught silver carp. [Photo credit: Dan O’Keefe, Michigan 
Sea Grant]
 

[
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Several fishermen in Catahoula Parish that were 
interviewed by the research team cited Fish and 
Wildlife regulations as an additional hinderance to 
controlling Asian carp populations. These regulations 
dictate that fish cannot be captured less than 500 feet 
from any inlet, bayou, or dam—exactly where many 
fish (particularly Asian carp) tend to congregate during 
floods, piling up before scattering into large bodies of 
water to spawn once dam gates are opened. These 
dense pockets of fish present a prime opportunity to 
catch large amounts of fish and control this invasive 
species. Some fishermen described watching Asian 
carp jumping tantalizingly out of the water, without 
being able to fish for fear of arrest.

 Fishing Regulations

Louisiana fisherman Aaron Pierce shows off fresh-caught garfish. 

[
FIn Gourmet Foods is an Asian Carp seller founded 2010 in New Orleans, Louisiana and located today in Paducah, Kentucky. 
While co-founders John Crilly, PhD and Lan Chi (Lula) Luu, PhD recognize the ecological problems that Asian Carp cause, they 
have capitalized on plentiful supplies of Asian carp to make “high-quality value-add ready-to-eat products” which they ship 
across the United States and into Canada. They supply their fish from a set of independent fishermen along the Mississippi 
River, from Louisiana to Missouri. Though the entrepreneurs at FIn Gormet have been highly successful, they express frustration 
at government officials who limit their marketing efforts by producing “open-ended negative messaging about Asian carp.” 

Maximizing Market Possibilities of Invasive Species: FIn Gourmet Foods



19

As a coastal state in a sub-tropical climate, Louisiana’s 
seafood infrastructure is vulnerable to destruction 
from increasingly severe hurricane seasons and more 
frequent rain and flood events that threaten the entire 
Louisiana seafood supply chain. The combination of high 
winds and storm surge associated with hurricanes can 
decimate coastal and inland fishing operations in the 
storm’s path, as seen in Hurricanes Katrina, Rita, Laura, 
and, most recently, Hurricane Ida in August 2021. These 
severe hurricane threats pose a significant risk to seafood 
industry operations, which are typically located in flood 
plains and coastal zones. As a result, many seafood 
businesses are unable to find affordable flood insurance 
and must operate without insurance, assuming 
significant business risks.  

Without affordable insurance to help rebuild, a single 
flood or storm can put fishermen, processers, and 
docks out of business permanently. Consequently, 
severe weather threatens not only individual businesses, 

SEVERE WEATHER EVENTS but the entire seafood supply chain. State and parish 
programs that assist businesses and communities in 
planning for and responding to environmental hazards 
can have a significant impact on the local economy and 
community stability by considering longer-term climate 
adaptation strategies.

Even for freshwater operators spared of extreme 
damage, hurricanes can have rippling effects. 
Louisiana’s 2021 hurricanes decimated the cold 
storage capacity within Louisiana and contributed to 
a long-lasting, nationwide bait shortage—raising the 
price of bait and lowering profits.

Louisiana fishing vessel damaged by Hurricane Ida.

[
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Overall, the businesses of many central Louisiana 
fishermen, fish processors, and equipment suppliers 
were negatively impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The pandemic’s arrival in Louisiana coincided with 2020’s 
peak fishing season. As many unemployed needed 
to feed their families with inexpensive food sources 
and make extra cash, local orders for fishing supplies 
and freshwater product dramatically increased in this 
period. However, the national seafood supply chain was 
disrupted when restaurants were required to close their 
dining rooms. These restrictions dramatically slowed 
the flow of seafood through food service distribution 
companies and increased excess seafood inventories. 
As this occurred, the seafood supply chain adapted and 
ultimately redirected seafood volumes through grocery 
stores, markets, and direct-to-consumer initiatives. 

 THE COVID

THE COVID       PANDEMIC19 

(Top) When restaurants were required to close their dining 
rooms due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the flow of seafood 
through food service distribution companies dramatically 
slowed.

(Bottom) Trays of Louisiana crawfish.

[
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Jesse Evans of Concordia Turtle Farm has a remarkable 
past. Raised on a houseboat, Jesse Evans made a 
pocket cash by catching baby turtles from the river at 
10 years old. When he married his wife at age 19, he had 
no place to live. He purchased a 12-foot tent on credit, 
built a floor and a four-foot wall, stretched the tent over 
the wall, and lived there for a year until weather tore it 
up. With time, he made enough to build a house in the 
place of the tent and added on little by little.

Evans built a successful turtle business from the ground 
up. As a traveling salesman selling turtles to fur buyers, 
he got word out about his turtle business. Before long, 
he was making $500 per week, then expanded the 
business to ship turtles as far as the West Coast and 
China. Today, his farm has turtle production down to 
a science. In their best year, 2005, the farm sold 3.2 
million dollars of turtles.

The farm was heavily impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. When the economy shut down in 
2020, turtle business virtually halted and the farm 
was downsized. Evans sees business improving 
with markets re-opening, but the farm requires 
infrastructure investments in this new stage as
several structures collapsed under snow and ice during 
the harsh 2020 winter season.

Building a Legacy: Concordia Turtle Farm

(Top) Jesse Evans and his son Davie show the research team a box 
of turtle hatchlings.

(Bottom) Sign welcoming visitors to the Evans’s turtle farm in 
Wildsville, Louisiana.

[
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OPPORTUNITIES AND 
STRATEGIES FOR 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The freshwater seafood industry of Louisiana’s northern 
parishes is a key component of the state’s culture and 
history, as well as a valuable resource with great potential 
for growth. Targeted economic development initiatives 
are crucial to reinforce and expand the freshwater 
industry in the face of the challenges described above. 
These include measures to address gaps in fishing and 
processing infrastructure, enhance state-level economic 
development support, recruit, train, and retain members 
of the workforce, improve business acumen and product 
marketing, catalyze expansion into new markets, and 
capitalize on common-sense regulatory opportunities. 

Elevate freshwater seafood industry needs 
and opportunities within the economic 
development ecosystem at local, regional, 
and state levels.  

The Louisiana freshwater seafood industry would 
benefit from coordinated systems to ensure more 
consistent, direct communication between seafood 
business owners and policymakers at all levels.  
Currently, the industry makes their needs and concerns 
known through ad-hoc interactions with federal and 
state regulators, outreach conducted by non-profits, 
and university extension agents. Investing in the 
Louisiana Sea Grant and USDA AgCenter extension 
offices can help build this capacity for coordination 
and communication between the industry, economic 
developers, and policymakers.

23
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STRATEGIES

1.1:  Invest in extension and outreach programs 
through LSU AgCenter and Louisiana Sea Grant 
to provide resources and elevate issues facing 
freshwater business owners. Individual outreach 
and cultivating close, positive relationships with 
seafood businesses is key to meaningful industry 
engagement. More staff dedicated to connecting the 
freshwater seafood industry with technical assistance 
and resources is necessary to develop and implement 
programs to support seafood industry growth and 
development [see Goal 2].

1.2: Establish a regional seafood advisory council 
for Central Louisiana to engage with local and state 
economic development agencies and with industry/
business associations to advocate for critical industry 
investments and policy solutions. The freshwater 
seafood industry needs a unified voice to effectively 
self-advocate. A Central Louisiana seafood advisory 
council would allow key industry representatives to 
discuss industry needs and provide direct, industry-
specific guidance to parish and state-level policymakers, 

including those at the Kisatchie-Delta Regional Planning 
and Development District, Louisiana Economic 
Development (LED), Louisiana Department of Wildlife 
and Fisheries (LDWF), the USDA, and others. Louisiana 
Sea Grant would be well-positioned to organize and 
facilitate a regional freshwater seafood advisory council 
because it has already developed trusted relationships 
with many seafood industry businesses.

1.3:  Include parish-level seafood industry in economic 
development planning, including plans for disaster 
mitigation and recovery. Prompt, coordinated 
disaster response is critical to help seafood industry 
businesses minimize losses and recover quickly after 
hurricanes, floods, and economic disasters. Currently, 
disaster relief efforts for the industry are ad-hoc, and 
the seafood industry is often overlooked in state-wide 
efforts. Parish-level disaster response plans would map 
current seafood industry infrastructure and include 
granular, site-level data to help direct response efforts 
following an event. Parishes should seek feedback from 
regional and statewide seafood advisory councils in the 
preparation of these plans to ensure alignment with 
key industry concerns [see Strategy 1.2]. 
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A robust set of workforce development programs are 
needed to bring young talent into the industry and 
train industry newcomers to successfully harvest and 
market high-quality freshwater seafood products. 
Inland fishermen—unlike their coastal counterparts—
have fewer opportunities for second jobs in their 
local areas, so knowledge of fishing techniques and 
business management principles are particularly 
crucial. The following strategies are designed to 
address the freshwater fishing industry’s workforce 
development needs. 

STRATEGIES

2.1:  Develop curriculum and apprenticeship programs 
to educate youth about career opportunities in the 
seafood industry through high schools, community 
colleges, and universities. Louisiana 4H programs, 
local Future Farmers of America chapters, high schools, 
and community colleges should integrate curriculum 
about fisheries jobs to educate young people about 
opportunities in the seafood industry. Educational 
institutions can work with seafood businesses to 
coordinate information sessions and apprenticeship 
programs aimed at introducing children and young 
adults to the commercial fishing industry. These 
opportunities would expose potential industry 
newcomers to the daily realities of a fishing career, help 
them gain basic fishing, processing, and financial skills 
necessary for a successful business, and learn about the 
economic and cultural significance of fishing in central 
Louisiana. Programs should place special emphasis 
on pathways for historically underrepresented 
groups—including women and youth of color—to join 
the industry.

Facilitate efforts to provide for a diverse, 
stable, and well-trained workforce. 
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2.2: Create opportunities for fishing industry 
businessowners and laborers to share industry 
knowledge through LSU AgCenter and Louisiana 
Sea Grant extension programs. Many freshwater 
fishermen and processors acquire industry knowledge 
from colleagues, family members, and peers on the job. 
Educating the seafood industry workforce on the most 
modern seafood handling and processing skills and 
techniques is critical to improve the product quality 
and marketability of wild-caught freshwater seafood 
products. LSU AgCenter and Louisiana Sea Grant 
extension programming, like the Louisiana Fisheries 
Forward Summit, could create opportunities for 
fishermen and processors to share best practices and 
learn about new product processing techniques, and 
equipment operation. These learning opportunities 
could take place as one-on-one consultations with 
extension specialists, online tutorials, or in-person 
workshops in designated extension demonstration 
and training facilities. 

Louisiana Seafood Processing Demonstration Lab

Louisiana Sea Grant and Louisiana State University 
AgCenter are leading the way in workforce 
development for regional fishing operators, 
both large and small. Together, they are developing 
Louisiana’s first-ever seafood processing 
demonstration and training lab. Since its grand 
opening in July 2022, this facility (pictured above) 
has provided the space and machinery necessary 
to train industry members in processing, packing, 
and marketing Louisiana seafood. 

Seafood Processing Demonstration Lab currently under 
development at the LSU AgCenter Iberia Research Station near 
Jeanerette, Louisiana. This facility is stocked with equipment 
and supplies to educate fishing industry workers in seafood 
processing, packaging, and marketing. 

[
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2.3: Through economic development agencies, 
provide information on foreign guest worker, H-2A/
H-2B, programs and guide industry businessowners 
through the administrative challenges associated 
with these programs.  Federal H-2A/H-2B visa 
programs are key to bringing in the foreign labor 
that many freshwater businesses rely on for seafood 
processing. However, the program is notoriously 
unpredictable and difficult to navigate. Recruiting an 
expert to host application workshops and trainings 
and keep industry members updated on program 
shifts would help Louisiana’s fishing industry take full 
advantage of H-2A/H-2B programs. The Delta Regional 
Authority funding opportunities may support these 
(and other) fisheries extension initiatives. 

Bayouland Seafood

Adam Johnson and his family have been crawfishermen since the 1970s. When his uncle was ready to retire, Adam took over 
Bayouland Seafood, the family crawfish business. While he admits that the business can be a “headache” sometimes, Adam 
has “loved it since day one.” Adam sources his crawfish from wild crawfishermen and small number of crawfish farmers and 
sells product in a variety of forms (live, whole cooked, and peeled tail meat). As local employees are difficult to find, Adam’s 
business relies heavily on foreign laborers supported by the H-2B visa system. In the years that he failed to secure visas, labor 
shortages dealt a devastating blow to production and peeling capacity. 

Improve processing capabilities and 
modernize equipment across the seafood 
supply chain to facilitate the development 
of new product offerings and improve 
the quality and distribution of seafood 
products.

To raise the quality and price of Louisiana seafood 
products, overcome labor shortages, and effectively 
store and transport fish in expanded markets, 
freshwater businesses require substantial investments 
in equipment and physical infrastructure. Mechanizing 
more parts of seafood processing, for example, 
would help business owners compensate for labor 
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shortages and improve the overall efficency of the 
seafood industry statewide. Investments in technology 
and equipment are needed across the supply chain, 
from transporting fish from boat to dock, processing, 
packaging, freezing, storage, and transportation. 
Financial assistance programs could increase access 
to processing, storage, and shipping equipment, while 
greater staff capacity in extension offices could help 
them oversee the development of a statewide cold 
storage and transportation chain. 

STRATEGIES

3.1: Create an understanding of existing grant and 
lending opportunities that can facilitate small 
business purchases of new equipment/technologies 
and the creation of new value-added products. 
Due to the already tight margins of the seafood 
industry, financial assistance programs would allow 
Louisiana’s inland fishermen and processors to invest 
in vacuum sealing and labeling technology for value-
added, packaged product, processing equipment, 
and shipping and cold storage infrastructure (e.g., ice, 
nitrogen freezers, insulated boat storage, generators, 

and refrigerated trucks) necessary to transport product 
longer distances. 

3.2: Connect stakeholders in the freshwater industry 
to enable business-enhancing processing, cold 
storage, and distribution partnerships.  A small set of 
businesses in the freshwater industry have achieved 
superior processing and transportation capacity. 
These businesses are poised to support other industry 
members by serving as brokers between suppliers 
and means of transportation and storage—buying 
and processing surplus fish stocks, loaning out freezer 
space, and fulfilling orders. While grant programs 
could spur more freshwater businesses to own means 
of transportation and storage, additional investments 
in staff capacity could allow Louisiana Sea Grant and 
USDA AgCenter extension offices to leverage this 
capacity developed by a few business owners and 
facilitate business connections to develop a statewide 
cold storage and transportation chain—catalyzing 
strategic partnerships between businessowners to 
maximize use of storage space and truck capacity.
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who may be interested in investing in such a venture, 
economic developers could conduct or commission 
a study to identify associated costs and logistical 
necessities. What specific technology, equipment, 
storage, and transportation capacity would be required 
to successfully move fish from inland waterways to 
markets in larger numbers? Where could a facility like 
this be sited, and what would the overall investment 
be? Conducting this study for Asian carp in particular 
would help catalyze investment in developing new 
markets for this underutilized fish. 

3.3: Expand rural broadband connectivity to improve 
business capabilities which are Internet based, i.e. 
marketing, e-commerce, inventory management, 
distribution, etc.  Rural broadband and connectivity is 
crucial for seafood businesses to have access to online 
platforms and technologies, both on land and on boats. 
Developing an online presence is critical for fishermen 
to be able to quickly and accurately report their catch 
and efficiently connect with seafood buyers. In addition, 
broadband connectivity is a baseline infrastructure 
need for businesses to develop e-commerce sales 
platforms. Many rural areas in Louisiana still lack 
connectivity, and government investment is needed to 
expand this critical service to areas that are not served 
by existing utilities.

3.4: Conduct a feasibility study on the viability of 
Asian carp and other commercial freshwater species 
in addressing long-term fish bait needs in the crab and 
crawfish businesses and to review possibilities as food 
fish for consumer markets.  Many of Louisiana’s most 
common freshwater species (including wild caught 
catfish, Asian carp, and buffalo fish) have potential 
to be caught and sold in larger quantities, if there 
are significant investments in mechanizing seafood 
processing. To lay the groundwork for businesses 

Manpower and Machinery: The Pierce Brothers

Like many others in the Louisiana seafood industry,  the Pierce 
brothers  operate without the assistance of advanced equipment. They 
have achieved remarkable success on hard work alone. Nevertheless, 
investments in business-enhancing machinery such as forklifts or 
conveyor belts would help the Pierce brothers—and others like them—
to capitalize on existing momentum, overcome labor shortages, and 
maximize productivity. 

[The Pierce brothers unload large quantities of fish from their boats 
by hand.
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Successfully packaging and advertising seafood 
products, including “value-added” specialty products, 
is key to telling the story of Louisiana’s seafood 
industry and garnering higher prices for this heritage, 
local, wild-caught product.  Better marketing and 
branding for both individual businesses, and the 
seafood industry as a whole, is necessary for both 
inland freshwater fisheries and coastal fisheries in 
Louisiana. The seafood industry statewide struggles to 
distinguish itself from other imported and/or farmed 
seafood products, limiting the industry from reaching 
its full price point potential. 

Development agencies have an important role to 
play in enhancing the industry’s marketing capacity, 

educating fishermen about building a brand, and 
preventing marketing-related costs and logistical 
challenges from falling exclusively on small businesses. 
By highlighting inland seafood products in State-led 
seafood marketing initiatives, Louisiana State officials 
have an opportunity to revitalize Louisiana’s freshwater 
seafood industry, secure the livelihoods of current and 
future generations, and reconnect constituents with a 
crucial part of their state history.

Develop marketing and branding capacity 
in Louisiana’s freshwater seafood industry 
to raise market awareness and increase 
product demand. 

[Cajun Nation has 
successfully leveraged 
the Cajun identity of its 
founders, Troy and 
Alfonzo, to market local 
specialty products.

Marketing Culture: 

Cajun Nation Seasoning 

Louisianans Troy and Alfonzo have 
collaborated on their small business, 
Cajun Nation Seasoning Co., for 
over 17 years. The enterprise began 
when Alfonzo gained popularity by 
sharing stories, recipes, and historical 
information on Cajun culture on 
Facebook. Taking advantage of “Zo’s” 
following, the pair decided to market 
Cajun seasonings and build a brand 
called “Cajun Nation.”  Through word 
of mouth, social media, and appealing 
label design, Troy and Alfonzo are 
successfully leveraging their regional 
Cajun identity to market fresh, local 
specialty products. The two are living 
proof that, with passion, persistence, 
and cultural pride, local producers 
can differentiate their regional 
products from generic brands and 
imported foods.  
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STRATEGIES

4.1: Educate freshwater seafood businesses in how to 
effectively tell their story, build a brand and create 
marketing materials (logos, packaging and labels, 
social media accounts, and custom websites).  Like 
workshops on fishing and processing techniques (see 
Strategy 2.2), these learning opportunities could take 
place as one-on-one consultations with extension 
specialists, online tutorials, or in-person workshops 
in designated extension demonstration and training 
facilities. Fishermen who prefer to focus on catching 
and handling fish could benefit from connections to 
other supply chain actors with marketing and labeling 
expertise to lend.

4.2:  Encourage the Louisiana Seafood Promotion and 
Marketing Board to engage the  freshwater seafood 
industry in events and marketing campaigns.  
Replicating the work of the Alaska Seafood Marketing 
Institute (ASMI), the Louisiana Seafood Promotion and 
Marketing Board has an opportunity to develop a brand 
identity for local Louisiana seafood, actively develop 
new markets, advocate for Louisiana products in trade 

shows, and raise awareness of Louisiana seafood’s 
quality, sustainability, and cultural significance. This 
could include a “buy local” campaign to leverage the 
remarkable individual stories of Louisiana fishermen, 
as well as “meet the fishermen” events and materials 
which can help educate consumers and chefs about 
seafood product quality and how to source, handle, 
and prepare local Louisiana seafood products. Seafood 
promotion initiatives could also partner with chefs 
and well-known condiment brands to reach a larger 
audience and highlight culinary pairings. 

These state-led marketing initiatives, like ASMI’s work, 
could be funded by dock taxes paid by processors 
exporting out of Louisiana or federal financial 
assistance programs.

4.3: Explore USDA programs for the establishment 
of regional food networks that can provide
marketing support and access to local seafood 
products that can be sold through restaurants and 
retail markets.  Economic developers and State officials 
must help to differentiate Louisiana seafood from 
imported competitors across the restaurant industry 
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to educate the public about the difference in seafood 
quality and create incentives for restaurants to source 
local ingredients. These efforts will communicate a 
clear, consistent message to consumers and buyers 
throughout the state and beyond: sourcing Louisiana 
seafood guarantees a high quality, premium product. 
Thus far, this law requiring proper labeling has not 
been well enforced and many restaurants remain out 
of compliance. A third-party verification body could 
be enlisted to audit seafood restaurant sourcing and 
ensure compliance.

4.4: Market wild Buffalo, Gaspergou, Catfish and 
Asian Carp as unique, sustainable, delicious table fare. 
Public characterizations of carp as an “undesirable” 
food source have hampered efforts to sell the species 
for human consumption in local and national markets. 
To better control Asian carp populations and take full 
advantage of the market opportunity they provide, 
public officials must reverse negative messaging 
surrounding Asian carp.

4.5: Expand the Louisiana Direct Seafood marketplace 
to include inland Louisiana  fisheries products. 
Louisiana Direct Seafood is an online e-commerce site 
for Louisiana seafood products operated by Louisiana 
Sea Grant. While it currently focuses on coastal areas, the 
website could extend services to buyers and sellers of 
inland seafood with additional funding. 

4.6: Conduct a statewide feasibility study of bait 
alternatives. Several freshwater seafood species have 
significant market potential as bait. Asian carp meat, 
for example, can be used as crawfish bait during cooler 
seasons when it successfully sinks. Given nationwide 
menhaden shortages, a statewide assessment of the 
feasibility of Asian carp (and other species) as bait is 
necessary to catalyze business investment.

Transforming Invasives into Specialty Products: 

Chasing our Tails

Chasing our Tails is a vertically integrated company demonstrating 
the true range of possibilities for value-added product in Louisiana 
fisheries. Based in Minnesota with close ties to Louisiana, Chasing 
our Tails processes and markets innovative pet food and treats from 
invasive species, including Asian carp and nutria rat. With significant 
cold storage and processing capacity, the company successfully 
sources raw product for processing from fisheries and hunters in 
the South and ships value-added pet food nationwide. 

https://louisianadirectseafoodshop.com/shop/
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When enacted with small-scale operators in mind, 
government incentives and regulatory programs 
can play a decisive role in the success of Louisiana 
fisheries. To optimize the regulatory landscape for 
new business opportunities and increased profits 
in both coastal and freshwater fisheries, governing 
agencies must establish new programs and explore 
adjustments to existing regulations, including:

STRATEGIES

5.1: Revise regulations to allow for the catch of 
commercial species in areas currently prohibited, 
like near dams and other water control structures: 
Asian carp tend to collect by the thousands close 
to dams and other areas where fishing is illegal. 

Special licenses allowing experienced and trustworthy 
fishermen to catch carp in these areas would help 
manage carp populations while boosting revenues for 
those who catch and sell Asian carp.
 
5.2: Explore incentives for harvesting Asian carp and 
other invasive species:  There are bounties on Asian 
carp in Mississippi, Illinois, and other states providing 
fishermen with 10-15 additional cents per pound of 
fish. Incentivizing Asian carp capture with bounties 
would increase the profitability of fishing, encourage 
more newcomers to enter the industry, and help keep 
carp populations in check.

5.3: Review the negative economic impact of 
catfish regulations on the wild caught industry: 
Ever since a special provision in the 2008 Farm Bill 
placed catfish processing under the purview of USDA 
regulation,  catfish processors have been subjected to 
the same daily USDA inspections as meat and dairy 
processors. [For more information, see “Food Safety 
Inspections” on page 16.] While designed to help 
differentiate domestic catfish from foreign products, 
these regulations have unintended consequences: 
additional inspections present formidable logistical 
and financial burdens. 

Develop incentives and remove regulatory 
barriers to increase seafood catch and 
improve processing.  

10. https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/why-the-us-government-treats-catfish-unlike-
any-other-fish



To help Louisiana’s catfish industry reach its full potential, development agencies must review the negative economic 
impacts of catfish regulations and identify solutions for the small-scale businessowners most affected. 

Ms. Claudia Coco has been in business for 26 years, buying and processing USDA inspected fish. Before running a fish business, 
she cleaned houses and churches. When her husband (a fisherman) decided to open the market, she “didn’t know the difference 
between buffalo and gou.” Today, Coco’s Seafood & Fish Co. services a handful of local regulars and ships to customers in Shreveport, 
Louisiana, Texas, Georgia, Washington DC, Washington State, and Florida. Ms. Coco envisions staying open in the future to maintain 
a family income, but acknowledges the difficulties of working in the central Louisiana fishing industry. As a catfish processing 
facility, her shop is inspected by USDA officials daily, introducing significant additional costs and logistical inconveniences. 

(Left) The research team with Ms. 
Claudia Coco of Coco’s Seafood 
& Fish Market in Simmesport, 
Louisiana.

(Right) An employee at Coco’s 
Seafood & Fish Co. removes 
catfish from the freezer. 

 

[
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Processing Catfish at a Small Scale: Coco’s Seafood & Fish Co.
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CONCLUSION

Many of the challenges facing freshwater Louisiana 
fisheries parallel those of inland fisheries throughout 
the world. According to the Inland Fisheries Alliance, 
although small-scale inland fisheries are crucial sources 
of protein across the globe, they are widely under 
resourced, undervalued, and underrepresented in 
development decision-making.  However, recognizing 
the importance of these fisheries for rural livelihoods 
and investing in their future success can create powerful 
economic development opportunities for communities.

Like their coastal Louisiana counterparts and an 
estimated 90% of inland fisheries throughout the world, 
Louisiana’s freshwater fisheries are largely comprised 
of small-scale businesses with generations-old ties to 
the region. Like many rural areas, the central Louisiana 
parishes these fisheries call home have long required 
attention by economic developers to address high 
rates of poverty and low educational attainment. As 
fisheries once played a crucial role in Louisiana’s rural 

economies, supporting the success of even one small 
business can fuel an economic resurgence in the region. 
In the context of an ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and 
ongoing recovery from the 2020 and 2021 hurricane 
seasons, ensuring the resilience, profitability, and 
stability of Louisiana fisheries is more vital than ever.

When implemented alongside recommendations 
for coastal fisheries [see the Economic Development 
Strategy for Louisiana’s Coastal Seafood 
Industry at https://business.louisiana.edu/leed/
seafoodeconomicdevelopment], this collaboratively 
designed set of economic development goals and 
strategies will help developers to unlock the full economic 
potential of Louisiana’s seafood industry. This economic 
development plan aims to stimulate market development 
by supporting product innovation, rebuilding the 
industry’s workforce, improving transportation and 
distribution networks, and ensuring representation of 
freshwater businessowners in state and local decision-
making. Taken together, these measures would have 
ripple effects—boosting the state economy, introducing 
an expanded consumer base to a delicious, sustainable 
food source, and reconnecting Louisianans to a vital 
component of their regional heritage. 

11. A fresh look at blue foods. Blue food is a new term for an ancient… | by Inland Fisheries Alliance | Medium
https://inlandfisheriesalliance.medium.com/a-fresh-look-at-blue-foods-23be1b3f4a9e
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