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 Brett Tolley knows fi shing communities.  He 
grew up in Chatham, the grandson and son of 
commercial fi shermen.  His brother is a com-
mercial fi sherman.  His family’s roots in the 
industry go back half a century.
 Tolley, a 2001 Chatham High School gradu-
ate, took a different tack.  While majoring in 
international studies at Elon University in North 
Carolina, he got involved in border issues 
through the nonprofi t organization Borderlinks, 
the result of which was a 40-minute fi lm titled 
“Dying To Get In: Undocumented Immigration 
at the U.S./Mexican Border.”
 Now he’s applying what he learned in that 
experience about how the industrialization of 
farming and food is forcing people off land they 
farmed for generation to the industry that’s in 
his blood.
 “It’s really something that’s about to be repeated on 
the fi shing side as well,” he said in a telephone interview 
from his home in Brooklyn.
 Tolley is a community organizer and policy advocate for 
the North Atlantic Marine Alliance (NAMA), a nonprofi t 
which aim to “restore and enhance an enduring marine 
system supporting a healthy diversity and an abundance of 
marine life and human uses through a self-organizing and 
self-governing organization,” according to its website.
 On Sunday, Tolley will run in the Cape Cod Marathon 
to raise money for NAMA.  If he can raise $10,000, the 
amount will be matched by a private, anonymous donor.  
Although he’s never run a marathon before, Tolley started 
training in April and --- despite a tendonitis injury a month 
ago --- expects to go the distance at the Falmouth race.
 “I’m defi nitely excited and looking forward to it,” he 
said.
 Tolley said the work he’s doing with local fi shing com-
munities motivated him to take on the daunting challenge 

of running 26 miles.  Through the work, he was able to 
see the parallel between fi shing families and family farm-
ers in Mexico: global trends that are out of the control of 
individual fi shermen or farmers conspire to create condi-
tions that make their traditional work unsustainable.
 “It all starts with creating more sustainable models,” 
he said. The old models whereby fi shermen had to catch 
a high volume of fi sh that they sold for a small amount 
of money don’t work anymore. His work with NAMA 
involves helping to organize local fi shing communities 
to create locally supported fi sheries programs that help 
them get a better price.
 The issue dovetails with concern over locally grown 
food.  People are concerned about where their vegetables 
came from, who grew them and how they were grown.  
NAMA is working to convince people they need to show 
the same concern for fi sh, Tolley said.
 NAMA’s current campaign, “Who Fishes Matters,” has 
garnered a lot of support.  The group’s website includes 

dozens of videos of fi shermen testifying about their ex-
periences and concerns, including Chatham’s Shareen 
Davis.  
 “Current policy doesn’t factor in who fi shes,” said Tol-
ley.  “Dead fi sh are dead fi sh.  They can be caught by a 
corporation with no connection to the community, or by a 
family fi shermen whose family has fi shed for generations. 
What we’re trying to say is who fi shes does matter, and 
should be inserted into policy decisions.”
 His work involves gathering signatures and testimony, 
testifying before groups like the New England Fisheries 
Council, and connecting with fi shermen, their families 
and communities who want to keep alive the small-boat 
fi shery that is the backbone of the industry. 
 This weekend’s marathon also has personal meaning to 
Tolley. Almost two years ago, he was hit by a speeding 
van in Brooklyn.  He suffered short-term amnesia and 
traumatic injuries.
 “Two years ago I wasn’t even sure if I would be able 
to walk again,” he said.  Part of training and running is 
to celebrate his recovery from that experience.
 It’s also been a year since one of his best friends from 
Chatham, Ken Owens, died in a skydiving accident in 
Hawaii.  
 “A big part of running is to honor Kenny,” said Tolley.  
“He was always somebody who pushed himself physi-
cally to the maximum.  I think of those things each day I 
run.”
 To help Tolley reach his goal, visit www.causes.com/
causes/show/301581 to donate.
 Learn more about NAMA at namanet.org.  For informa-
tion about Tolley’s documentary, Google “Dying To Get 
In” and click on links video clips as well as interviews 
about the fi lm.
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