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Executive Summary 

The Bristol Bay Regional Seafood Development Association (BBRSDA) is tasked with increasing the value of 

Bristol Bay sockeye and has contracted with McDowell Group, Inc. to produce bi-annual sockeye market 

reports. These reports provide BBRSDA with strategic information about current market issues that will 

ultimately impact fishermen. More information about about data sources and research methods may be found in 

the introduction on page 5.  

2014 Season Outlook 

This will be the riskiest year in recent memory for Bristol Bay processors, according to many sockeye-market 

experts. Wholesale prices for sockeye are at peak levels and price resistance from buyers is increasing. The 

projected sockeye harvest for non-Alaskan sockeye fisheries is up 50 percent and age composition of the 

Bristol Bay projection suggests a high proportion of small, hard-to-market fish in the 2014 harvest. These risk 

factors are accompanied by an intensified competitive situation among Bristol Bay processors.  

More than any recent year, the 2014 season has the potential to produce major ripple effects in future years. 

Several factors have combined to increase risk for processors from both the buying and selling side of the 

business this year:  

• Relatively low Bristol Bay sockeye forecast with the expectation of more small fish 

• Increased competition for supply in the Bay as a result of two new processing operations 

• Potential for large increases in competing supply from the Fraser River in Canada 

• Declining retail sales volume for canned salmon 

• A weaker roe market 

• Potential for price fatigue in frozen markets 

The good news – for fishermen – is that competition for supply in the Bay has created strong upward 

pressure on ex-vessel prices, at a time when wholesale values are at their highest level since the 1980s. At 

least in the short term, this is forcing processors to operate more efficiently and be more generous to their 

fleet. With final prices for some processors approaching $1.90/lb for the 2013 season and even higher bids 

being circulated for 2014, it is clear that processors currently have both the capacity and the incentive to pay 

top dollar for the fish. 

The bad news is that this situation may be temporary and some processors could be in for a tough year, 

which may affect pricing in future years. The worst-case scenario would be for Bristol Bay to come in under 

forecast or produce significantly more small fish and 1) the Fraser River fishery produces significant sockeye 

volumes and 2) Russian sockeye harvests meet or exceed those of recent years. This worst-case combination 

would drive down wholesale prices, leaving Bristol Bay processors holding high-cost inventory in a declining 

market. However, if Russian and Canadian supplies do not overwhelm the market and retailers can afford to 

price most frozen product at $9.99/lb (plus or minus a dollar), there is a good chance the market can absorb 

at least a marginal increase in supply setting up a more manageable inventory situation in 2015.    
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While the fleet is currently enjoying the economic results of genuine competition between processors in 

Bristol Bay, the long-term capacity to pay a strong price rests on broader market conditions for sockeye and 

on processors’ capacity to sustain long-term profitability. See page 6 for full section.  

Competitive Threats 

RUSSIAN SOCKEYE… Exports of Russian sockeye increased 133 percent by value and 74 percent by volume 

in 2013.  Though Japan remains Russia’s largest trading partner, sockeye exports to the US, Canada, Central 

Europe, and Thailand increased 580 percent by value in 2013.  

FRASER RIVER SOCKEYE… Canadian fishery managers project total sockeye returns of 7 million to 73 million 

fish for the Fraser River system, with a baseline projection of 23 million fish. With this wide forecast range, the 

expected 2014 commercial harvest from the Fraser River system is roughly 10 million sockeye (or about 60 

million pounds), but it could easily be double that - provided fishermen and processors can handle such a 

run. Fishermen earned $1.00 to $1.25 per pound (in Canadian dollars) during 2010 – the last time Canada 

saw a large sockeye harvest. It is too early to speculate on ex-vessel prices this year as most fisheries do not 

start producing significant sockeye volumes until mid-August. 

FARMED SALMON… Farmed salmon prices are the highest they’ve been since 2011. Supply is tight in 

Atlantic and farmed-coho markets and is expected to remain so well into 2015. Chilean producers, once the 

low-cost farmed-salmon producer, have acknowledged dramatic cost increases associated with fighting 

disease and parasites. Still, analysts expect farmed prices will retreat somewhat during the summer as fresh 

wild salmon becomes available. Branded farmed salmon brands continue to grow. See page 27 for full section.  

Sockeye Market Conditions 

CANNED RED SALMON 

Canned salmon comprises 38 percent of wholesale value amongst all Bristol Bay sockeye products, and there 

is reason to be concerned about its future in the key markets of North America and the UK. For this report, 

McDowell Group worked with a market analyst in the UK, purchased point of sale data for the US market, 

and interviewed a North American canned fish retail manager. Findings indicate that traditional canned red 

salmon is in danger of becoming a niche product in the UK unless the brands can differentiate their products 

to justify a higher price.  

The key findings are as follows (see page 17 for full section):  

• The volume of the UK canned-red market declined by more than 50 percent between 2008 and 2013 

while the retail price increased by nearly the same proportion. Even more troublesome, large UK red-

salmon brands report trouble moving volumes at current prices, and processors speculate they may 

not purchase significant volumes until after the first of the year.  

• 80 percent of UK red salmon consumers are over 55 and nearly three-quarters of those are 65 or 

older. By comparison, the over-55 cohort represents just one-third of canned tuna consumers in the 

UK.  
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• Between 2011 and early 2014, nearly half of all red sales in the UK were units sold “on special.” This 

percentage has declined since early 2013, but not because demand has strengthened. Rather, it is a 

signal that retailers are less willing to promote the item due to profit-margin considerations.  

• Canned red salmon is most popular in the Northeastern and Great Lakes regions of the US.  

• US retail sales declined by 2 percent, by value, over the past 52 weeks and 10 percent by volume.   

• Like the UK, Canada is a large market relative to its population accounting for approximately 60 

percent of canned red sales in North America. The percentage of households buying the product has 

declined significantly and retail sales in the most recent quarter fell 17 percent due to rising prices.   

• The UK and North American canned red salmon markets are nearly equal with retail sales on the 

order of $90 to $100 million in each market.  

FRESH/FROZEN SALMON AND ROE MARKETS 

Some processors of fresh/frozen sockeye are seeing price resistance from North American buyers for the first 

time in several years and there are reports of secondary processors still holding 2013 inventory. Although 

demand for sockeye is strong - particularly in the US market - elevated wholesale prices leave less margin 

available for retailers. This situation coupled with the expectation of more supply from Canada may delay 

major buying decisions in 2014. The roe market will likely be softer in 2014 as well due to rising inventories in 

Japan and the Ukraine conflict. See page 22 for full section. 

Market Implications for Bristol Bay Fishermen 

Considering the developments in the canned sockeye market, processors are likely to focus more production 

effort on fillet and frozen H/G products this year. Processing recovery rates and finished product grades for 

fresh and frozen products are more sensitive to quality of raw material, so any product-form shift in that 

direction represents a greater sensitivity to fish quality. Additionally, if a large Canadian run emerges and ends 

up producing a significant volume of mature fish this year, the relative value of high-quality sockeye could 

become even greater.  

However, it is costly (and sometimes impossible) to separate production by quality on board tenders or when 

offloading tenders at the processing plant. In broad terms, the more efficient solution for the fishery as a 

whole is to continue raising the overall quality of the harvest. Improved quality is not simply a matter of 

chilling fish but of implementing widely known on-board handling practices that maximize value. With 

wholesale sockeye prices amounting to $20 - $25 per fish, there is a substantial loss to the entire industry 

when fish are downgraded from mishandling at the point of harvest. Several processors we interviewed for 

this project brought up how changing the attitude towards quality could increase the overall value of the 

fishery; and how they cringed when TV cameras were rolling as one captain instructed his crew to “pick it 

and kick it.” The Bristol Bay fleet is moving beyond that kind of flagrant disregard for quality, but it is worth 

noting that market conditions entering the 2014 season make overall pack quality more important than ever.  

Aside from Copper River, most retailers will not call out other river systems or regions unless they get a 

premium for doing so, but they do often note whether product is from Alaska. Maintaining a price premium 

for Alaska sockeye will require the industry to deliver quality fish and “tell the story” of its unique fisheries.  
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List of Abbreviations and Acronyms 

ADOR   Alaska Department of Revenue 

AFDG   Alaska Department of Fish and Game 

ASPR   Alaska Salmon Price Report (published by Alaska Department of Revenue) 

BBRSDA   Bristol Bay Regional Development Corporation 

COAR   Commercial Operators Annual Report (published by Alaska Dept. of Fish/Game) 

DFO   Canadian Department of Fisheries and Oceans 

FAO   United Nations Fisheries and Aquaculture Organization 

H/G   Headed and gutted 

IRI   Information Resources, Inc.  

MSC   Marine Stewardship Council 

NMFS   National Marine Fisheries Service 

ONS   UK Office for National Statistics 

PACFIN   Pacific Fisheries Information Network 
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Introduction 

The Bristol Bay Regional Seafood Development Association (BBRSDA) commissioned McDowell Group, Inc. to 

analyze sockeye markets and report findings bi-annually. In business since 1972, McDowell Group is Alaska’s 

most experienced research and consulting firm. Analyzing world markets for Alaska seafood has been an 

important part of the company’s practice for more than two decades. McDowell Group has served as a 

market research contractor for the Alaska Seafood Marketing Institute for the past 15 years.  

Study Purpose and Scope of Work 

BBRSDA represents the world’s largest group of sockeye fishermen and is tasked with increasing the value of 

Bristol Bay sockeye. The purpose of this market report is to document important trends affecting sockeye 

salmon, gather feedback from the retail and processing sectors, and assess key markets where Bristol Bay 

sockeye are sold. BBRSDA can use findings from this report to direct promotional efforts, inform its members 

about sockeye market trends, and react to emerging issues that could impact its members. The analysis in this 

report is based on point-of-sale data from retailers, interviews with canned sockeye buyers, and public-sector 

harvest/forecast data.  

Methodology and Data Sources 

McDowell Group compiled sockeye harvest data from Alaska state agencies and export data from the 

National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and the Global Trade Atlas. Point-of-sale data on US canned salmon 

spanning the previous 104 weeks was purchased from IRI, a company that specializes in compiling retail sales 

data. McDowell Group also contracted with an expert on UK canned salmon demand because of that 

market’s importance to the Bristol Bay sockeye fishery. Finally, McDowell Group conducted executive 

interviews with retailers, sales managers for processors, and other market experts.  

To the extent practicable, the analysis in this report focuses on data and trends specifically relevant to Bristol 

Bay sockeye. Where informative, the report incorporates broader subscription data from major trade-press 

outlets for context.    

Limitations of Data and Analysis 

Commercial fishing is a heavily regulated business, and government agencies collect data on a wide range of 

variables, from harvest, to price, to participation. As wild-seafood products begin to reach the consumer, 

however, the amount of public data diminishes considerably. For instance, there is no public data set that 

contains the average retail price of canned salmon or the quantity of sockeye fillets sold by Safeway stores. In 

some cases, information BBRSDA members might like to know is proprietary. However, it is possible to 

purchase point-of-sale information, and McDowell Group supplemented that data with interviews with 

sockeye buyers.  
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2014 Season Outlook 

The 2014 season may be the most uncertain one in many years for processers, though fishermen aren’t likely 

to see that uncertainty reflected in prices this year. The impact from increasing competition for fish and 

growing price-sensitivity in key markets may have a growing impact on pricing in future years, however.  

Processors buy raw product and produce what they think will be the most profitable product-mix based on a 

complex set of factors that changes each fishing season. The process is inherently risky because the 

processors don’t know what actual demand will be until after production is complete. As a result, each season 

they face the prospect of paying more for the harvest than markets will support, and/or creating the wrong 

mix of products. Several factors have combined to intensify these risks in Bristol Bay this season:  

• Relatively low Bristol Bay sockeye forecast with the expectation of more small fish 

• Increasing competition for supply in the Bay 

• Potential for large increases in competing supply from the Fraser River 

• Slowing demand for canned salmon 

• A weaker roe market 

• High prices for frozen product 

• A weaker Russian ruble (which makes Russian exports more attractive) 

The entry of two new processors into the Bay is putting upward pressure on ex-vessel prices. A small 

processing operation has circulated an offer of $2.00/lb. for bled/chilled sockeye, while the well-documented 

entry of Silver Bay Seafoods into the fishery means other processors must take steps to keep their fleet from 

switching buyers. Competition among processors is a good thing for fishermen, but in the long term ex-

vessel prices will reflect processors’ profitability and capacity. If profitability cannot be maintained, the prices 

processors are willing to pay for raw material will decline.   

On the sales side of the equation, processors expect many buyers will delay major purchasing decisions for 

frozen product until after the results of the Fraser River fishery are known. The Fraser River fishery doesn’t 

begin until August, after the bulk of Alaska sockeye has been bought and paid for. Retail and wholesale 

buyers will likely want to wait to see how the Fraser River fishery plays out because a large Fraser River harvest 

will likely depress wholesale prices. In addition, demand from canned buyers is reportedly lower than in past 

years due to higher prices. Finally, the roe market is unlikely to offer much support and could become even 

more challenging if sales to Russia and the Ukraine are impacted by the conflict.     

If Russian sockeye harvests and exports in 2014 reach the same high levels as in the prior two seasons, it 

could cause buyers to establish deeper relationships with Russian producers. A weak ruble could also 

encourage buyers to consider Russian sockeye, so long as the conflict does not inhibit trade with North 

American or European buyers.  
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The good news – for fishermen – is that maximizing throughput is the primary goal of any processing 

operation. So keeping a fleet large enough to maximize throughput is very important, and this places upward 

pressure on ex-vessel prices. In short, most processors will try to cut costs elsewhere before jeopardizing their 

fleet. This pressure will continue to keep ex-vessel prices competitive so long as the wholesale market is 

reasonably healthy.  

Worst Case Scenario 

The higher the overall wholesale value of a fishery, the more money flows back to fishermen (as processors 

compete for fish). This is what has happened in Alaska’s salmon industry in recent years as fishermen were 

paid a higher percentage of the rising wholesale value. However, many processing costs are relatively fixed 

once the season begins. For example, packaging is purchased, labor is contracted, and plants are serviced 

and made operational. If wholesale value drops, either due to lower volumes or lower wholesale prices, there 

is less marginal revenue available to bid up fish prices. Increasing supplies from competing producers (Fraser 

River and Russia) could negatively impact wholesale prices. In this “worst case scenario,” wholesale value 

would likely decline significantly relative to ex-vessel values.  

The greatest threat to ex-vessel prices beyond 2014 lies in the potential for three concurrent events: 1) Bristol 

Bay comes in under forecast or produces significantly more small fish; 2) the Fraser River fishery produces 

significant sockeye volumes; and 3) Russian sockeye harvests meet or exceed those of recent years.  

Another factor that could lower the overall value of the harvest is if the size or timing of the run forces 

processors to can more fish than they would like to. With already-elevated canned red salmon prices and 

weakening demand, it would likely not take much excess production to lower canned prices significantly. 

Processors would then be forced to hold canned salmon inventory and bear higher carrying costs (storage, 

interest, etc.) or sell at a steep discount.  

Sticky Prices and Industry Inertia 

Fish prices tend to be “sticky” meaning they often do not adjust quickly to market conditions, for a variety of 

reasons. These include competitive strategies, imperfect information, investment decisions, cash-

management or labor considerations, and plain old stubbornness or inertia. Sticky prices benefit different 

market segments during different points in the cycle.  

Processors often benefit when demand increases, as it takes time for new competitors to enter the widening 

market. That lack of new competition and lack of capacity can make ex-vessel prices lag behind those in the 

growing wholesale market.  

Retailers benefit when prices are high and supply increases because they can buy low in the (suddenly 

competitive) wholesale market and gradually reduce their retail prices. Retailers also benefit when wholesale 

prices are low and supply is plentiful, as it provides a wider margin between acceptable retail prices and the 

wholesale market.  
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Fishermen benefit when demand is high, there is ample processing capacity, and the supply of fish is healthy, 

but not overly abundant. This is the point at which the Bristol Bay fishery currently finds itself. A larger market 

value has attracted new entrants and increased the competition for supply as well as the processing capacity 

in the Bay.  

It is important for both fishermen and processors to recognize these cycles so they can plan for the long term, 

rather than base decisions on the current conditions at any point in time.       
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Sockeye Supply Overview 

Understanding the niche filled by Bristol Bay sockeye requires information about the larger, global salmon 

industry, both wild and farmed. This section provides a summary of global salmon production and contrasts 

these production areas/systems with Bristol Bay.  

Global Salmon Supply  

Salmon production has grown dramatically since 1980 and reached nearly seven billion pounds in 2012. 

Most of the increase in salmon supply is due to rising production of farmed Atlantic salmon. Farmed salmon 

accounted for 71 percent of all salmon caught/produced in 2012. Farmed salmon production outpaced wild 

salmon harvests by 150 percent in 2012. From 1980 to 1984, sockeye accounted for 21 percent of total 

salmon production. However, in the last two years with complete data (2011-2012), sockeye accounted for 

just 5 percent of total salmon production.   

Global Wild and Farmed Salmon Production vs. Percent Sockeye, 1980-2012 
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Source: United Nations FAO (Fisheries and Aquaculture Department).   

Although farmed salmon competes with wild salmon in the marketplace, it has also introduced new 

consumers to salmon and provided the volume to make salmon a year-round seafood offering. With more 

salmon available, marketers have greatly expanded the number of salmon products as well. As aquaculture 

operations increase, particularly in Chile, wild sockeye should become more and more of a niche product in 
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the long term. This new, evolving landscape presents both challenges (consumer confusion) and 

opportunities (premium for differentiated products).  

The largest farmed salmon producers in the world are Norway and Chile. Russia has overtaken Alaska as the 

largest wild salmon producer (exceeding Alaska in three of the last five years). Alaska accounted for 9.4 

percent of the total salmon supply in 2012, likely the first time Alaska has ever supplied less than 10 percent 

of the world’s salmon. Despite the growth of farmed salmon production and pink/chum harvests in Russia, 

Alaska still supplies much of the world’s high-value salmon (sockeye, coho, and Chinook).    

FARMED SALMON SUPPLY OUTLOOK 

The Atlantic salmon market is expected to remain tight for at least a couple years. Analysts predict supply 

growth of 5 percent in 2014, and 3 to 4 percent annual growth from 2015 to 2017. Meanwhile, demand for 

Atlantic salmon is growing by 6 to 8 percent per year. Atlantic salmon take three years to reach market 

weight, so the earliest salmon farmers will be able to scale up production in response to the higher prices 

seen during late 2012 is late 2015. However, widespread problems with disease and recent industry 

consolidation suggest supply will increase less dramatically than it has in the past in response to high prices.  

Global Sockeye Supply 

In the context of the global salmon supply, wild sockeye are rare creatures. Sockeye accounted for 5 percent 

of the world’s salmon (by volume) in 2012 and just 17 percent of all wild salmon.  

Global Salmon Harvest, 2012 

Other Wild 
Salmon

24%

Sockeye
5%

Farmed 
Salmon

71%

 
Source: ADFG and FAO. 

Since 1980, Bristol Bay has produced an average of 44 percent of the world’s annual commercial sockeye 

harvest. As recently as 2009, the region was responsible for more than 50 percent of global sockeye 
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production; however, harvests of Bristol Bay sockeye have trended down since then. Bristol Bay accounted for 

31 percent of the world’s sockeye production in 2013.  

The chart below shows Bristol Bay’s historical sockeye harvest and the contribution to total sockeye supply. 

The fishery has undergone two up/down cycles in the past two decades, so it is likely that the recent harvest 

decline is simply a continuation of this long-term trend. Investigating the causes of these natural fluctuations 

and speculating about future returns is a complex undertaking beyond the scope of this market report.  

Bristol Bay Sockeye Harvest, 1980-2013 

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

0

50

100

150

200

250

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2013

Pc
t.

 o
f 

W
o

rl
d

 S
o

ck
ey

e 
H

ar
ve

st

H
ar

ve
st

 (
M

ill
io

n
s 

o
f 

Po
un

d
s)

Bristol Bay Sockeye Harvest Pct. of Global Sockeye Harvest
 

Note: data for 2013 is preliminary.  
Source: ADFG and FAO.  

For the past decade, global sockeye harvests have ranged from 295 to 385 million pounds. It is estimated 

that global sockeye harvests declined 23 percent between 2010 and 2013, mostly as a result of smaller 

harvests in Bristol Bay. Meanwhile, Russian sockeye harvests increased. Sockeye fisheries produced a total 

harvest volume of 296 million pounds in 2013, the lowest total since 2003 (242 million pounds). See table on 

following page.  

SOCKEYE SUPPLY OUTLOOK   

Wild salmon seasons are always hard to predict, but the outlook for 2014 is perhaps cloudier than usual due 

to uncertainty about the Fraser River sockeye run. Baseline data from available forecasts suggests global 

sockeye production will reach 379 million pounds in 2014, an increase of 28 percent from the 2013 harvest. 

Collectively, the 2014 forecast represents a significant increase. It is possible the actual harvest could exceed 

420 million pounds. However, 379 million pounds seems a reasonable baseline forecast for 2014.  

Canadian fishery managers are projecting total sockeye returns ranging from 7 million to 73 million fish for 

the Fraser River system, with a baseline projection of 23 million fish (in the total run). Clearly this is an 
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extremely wide forecast range. The reason for optimism stems from the strength of the 2010 run, the parent 

class of this year’s returning sockeye. In 2010, fishery managers put out a forecast range of 4 to 29 million 

returning sockeye. The actual run came in at 28.3 million. The Canadian commercial harvest that year was 

7.7 million sockeye. The expected commercial harvest from the Fraser River system this year is roughly 10 

million sockeye, but it may be double that, assuming fishermen and processors can handle a large run. In 

2010, the volume caught the industry by surprise, but this year fishermen and processors will be somewhat 

more prepared. Since Fraser River sockeye return at roughly the same time as Bristol Bay sockeye, a larger-

than-expected run would not impact base prices in the Bay. However, a large Fraser River harvest would put 

downward pressure on post-season adjustments and possibly 2015 pricing.  

Official projections of Russian sockeye harvests call for a decline of 25 percent in 2014. However, Russian 

sockeye harvests have been trending up for several years. In the past, we have often seen Russian salmon 

forecasts increase as the season approaches based on ocean migration data. Experts interviewed for this 

report believe the Russian supply will be on par with previous years.  

Sockeye Harvest by Major Area, Millions of Pounds, 2010-2014 

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Forecast 

Alaska Total 242.6 248.7 213.8 177.7 202.1 

   Bristol Bay 169.8 134.7 119.2 92.0 107.7 

   Other AK Areas 72.8 114.0 94.6 85.7 94.4 

Other US States 11.3 1.8 0.9 0.2 - 

Russia 79.8 89.7 111.5 112.4 110.0 

Canada 44.1 6.6 4.6 0.8 60.8 

Japan 5.6 2.9 0.0 4.7 6.4 

Bristol Bay Pct. 44% 39% 36% 31% 31% 

Total Sockeye Harvest 383.5 349.6 330.9 295.8 379.3 

Note: Data for 2013 is preliminary or estimated based on available data. Other US State’s sockeye forecasts 
for 2014 are partially included in the Canadian total. 
Source: ADFG, FAO, PACFIN, DFO, Minato Tsujiki News Service, and McDowell Group estimates.  

Certified Sustainable Product 

All Alaska salmon is certified by an ISO-accredited third party against the United Nation’s Food and 

Agricultural Organization’s Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries. Therefore, Bristol Bay sockeye and other 

Alaska sockeye can be sold as “certified sustainable” product.  

Outside of Alaska, retailers who wish to sell “certified sustainable” sockeye have several options. Two sockeye 

fisheries are certified by the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), and one is currently under assessment by the 

same group:  

• Canada: British Columbia sockeye salmon (Certified September 2012, Volume: variable, typically less 

than 10 million lbs.) 
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• Russia: Ozernaya River sockeye salmon (Certified July 2012, Volume: generally 9 to 13 million lbs.) 

• Russia: Narody Severa-Bolsheretsk salmon, multiple species (In assessment, Volume in 2012: 67 

million pounds of all salmon species combined, 2.1 million pounds of sockeye harvested in 2010.) 

Alaska typically accounts for more than 90 percent of the world’s “certified sustainable” sockeye, and many 

consumers recognize the Alaska seafood industry’s dedication to sustainability. This means that Alaska’s 

fishing and processing sectors should continue to support messaging that highlights Alaska’s commitment to 

sustainability.  
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Production and Value by Product Form  

In order to assess what market factors influence ex-vessel prices, we must first examine what products drive 

wholesale value for Bristol Bay sockeye. The product mix changes each year, depending on factors such as 

product form demand, harvest volume, run timing/intensity, and fish quality. All those factors, therefore, 

have the potential to impact overall wholesale and ex-vessel value.   

Note: First wholesale value represents the first time product is sold to a buyer outside the processors affiliated 
network. First wholesale figures generally represent sales made to distributors or retailers.  

Bristol Bay sockeye is primarily made into frozen and canned products, which were 93 percent of the fishery’s 

total wholesale value in 2013. Roe, fresh H/G, fresh fillets, and other products made up the other 7 percent. 

Bristol Bay Sockeye Production and Wholesale Value, by Product Form, 2013 

 
First  

Wholesale Value  
(in $Millions) 

Pct. of  
Total 
Value 

First  
Wholesale Volume  

(in Millions lbs.) 

Pct. of 
Total 

Volume 

Avg. First 
Wholesale 

Price 
Frozen H/G & Fillets $180.03  55% 37.28 58% $4.83  
Fresh H/G & Fillets 4.86 1% 0.86 1% $5.65  
Canned Salmon 125.42 38% 23.41 37% $5.36  
Roe 18.39 6% 2.25 4% $8.19  
Other 0.71 <1% 0.10 <1% $7.51  
Total $329.42  - 63.90  - $5.16  

Note: Totals may not sum due to rounding.  
Source: ADFG (Commercial Operators Annual Report).      

Frozen products accounted for 55 percent of the total first-wholesale value of Bristol Bay sockeye in 2013. 

This includes both headed/gutted and fillet products. Based on data from the Alaska Department of 

Revenue’s Alaska Salmon Price Report (ASPR), it is clear that fillet production has increased in recent years.  

The Bristol Bay region produces roughly 80 percent of Alaska’s canned sockeye pack. Canned sockeye 

accounted for 38 percent of the Bay’s total first-wholesale value in 2013. This underscores the importance of 

the venerable product form for Bristol Bay fishermen and processors. Production of “talls” (one-pound cans) 

has declined in recent years relative to production of “halves.” Consumers prefer half and quarter cans in part 

because they represent a lower unit price. In addition, smaller harvest volumes have allowed processors 

flexibility to direct more product into these smaller-sized can lines in recent years. During years with higher 

volumes, producing more talls helps handle the larger volume of raw product.  

While roe is certainly a high value product, it makes up a relatively small part of the total Bristol Bay sockeye 

wholesale value, at just 6 percent of first wholesale value in 2013. The average yield of Bristol Bay sockeye roe 

is between 2.0 to 2.5 percent of the total round weight harvest. 
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Historical Mix of Product Forms 

Higher prices for canned red salmon has increased the overall importance of the canned category in recent 

years. Canned Bristol Bay sockeye went from 22 percent of first-wholesale value in 2009 to 38 percent in 

2013. Conversely, the total value derived from frozen products has declined during that time as more 

product has been diverted to canning lines.  

Product Form Percent of Overall First Wholesale Value, Bristol Bay Sockeye, 2006-2013 

 Frozen Canned Roe Total Wholesale  
Value ($Millions) 

2006 51% 38% 4% $247.9 
2007 52 38 5 262.3 
2008 58 27 8 290.2 
2009 67 22 7 315.7 
2010 67 26 5 408.8 
2011 65 26 5 370.4 
2012 47 43 6 301.9 
2013 55 38 6 329.4 

Note: Totals may not sum due to rounding. Totals do not include volume or value of fresh production, which is 
minimal compared to other product categories. 
Source: ADFG (Commercial Operators Annual Report).      

Roe typically accounts for 5 to 7 percent of the first wholesale value. Whereas processors can alter the 

proportion of salmon flesh used for frozen or canned products, the supply of roe simply reflects harvest 

volume. 

Average Wholesale Value of Bristol Bay Sockeye by Product Form 

Wholesale prices for frozen product jumped significantly in 2013. Frozen H/G prices increased 43 percent 

while frozen fillet prices increased 24 percent. Prices for frozen sockeye products was steady in 2011 and 

2012. Canned sockeye prices have steadily increased since the early 2000s. Canned tall prices increased 88 

percent between 2008 and 2013, while the average price of canned halves increased by 75 percent. Bristol 

Bay sockeye roe prices declined in 2013, primarily due to a weaker yen and a glut of pink salmon roe hitting 

the market.  

Bristol Bay Sockeye - Average First Wholesale Value per Pound, by Product Form, 2008 - 2013 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Frozen H/G $2.30 $2.56 $2.97 $3.20 $2.86 $4.10 

Frozen Fillets 4.51 4.58 4.13 5.31 5.45 6.74 

Canned Talls (Case) 108.18 118.88 125.10 170.13 192.60 203.84 

Canned Halves (Case) 64.71 69.21 72.22 90.33 100.09 113.44 

Roe 6.86 5.38 5.32 5.87 7.86 7.54 

Note: Bristol Bay figures are not always disclosed due to confidentiality concerns. Prices have been estimated in 
years when Bristol Bay data was not reported.   
Source: ADOR (Alaska Salmon Price Report) and McDowell Group estimates.      
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Although wholesale prices for canned and frozen products are up significantly, the total wholesale value of 

Bristol Bay sockeye peaked in 2010. Despite a significant increase in prices, it has not been enough to offset 

the overall effect of lower harvest volumes. 

Canned Sockeye Production in 2013 

Bristol Bay accounted for 78 percent of Alaska’s canned sockeye production for tall and half-sized cans in 

2013. Canneries in the Bay produced 794,033 cases of “halves” and 64,574 cases of “talls.” Canned halves 

are typically 7.5 ounces while canned talls are usually 14.75 ounces net weight. Bristol Bay production of talls 

was down dramatically in 2013, falling 62 percent from the prior year. Production of halves was down 11 

percent. Statewide production of tall and half-sized cans statewide was down 31 percent.  

Alaska Canned Sockeye Production by Region, Number of Cases, 2013. 

Bristol Bay
64,574
83%

Rest of AK
13,358
17%

Canned Talls

 

Bristol Bay
794,033

77%

Rest of AK
235,150

23%

Canned Halves

 
Source: ADOR (Alaska Salmon Production Report).  

Product Form Reactions and Other Ripple Effects 

The slowdown in canned salmon at the retail level has led to additional inventory, prompting processors to 

look elsewhere for margins. Several processors have speculated that more product may be directed to frozen 

H/G or fillet lines this year.  

Fillet demand is strong, however high-end fillets wholesale for around $8/lb., which makes it difficult for 

retailers to earn an acceptable margin. According to a major processor we interviewed, “If wholesale prices 

go up much further you’re looking at pricing yourself out of the retail market, kind of like halibut did.”  

If processors maximize fillet-line production in 2014, it will put an even larger emphasis on harvest quality. 

While bruising or gaping don’t affect the price of canned salmon and often aren’t apparent on H/G fish, they 

can significantly erode wholesale prices for fillets, where defects are readily identifiable. High-quality, large 

fish can command high prices, but processors may also need to offer discounts of 40 percent or more to sell 

“number 2’s”.  
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Canned Red Salmon Market 

Canned salmon is a grocery staple in the UK, the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. This section 

presents a detailed analysis of canned red salmon markets in North America and the UK, which are 

particularly important for the Bristol Bay salmon industry. 

United Kingdom 

McDowell Group contracted with David Caden1, a UK-based food industry consultant, for a first-hand analysis 

of his country’s canned red salmon market. Mr. Caden has a long consulting relationship with canned salmon 

brands and retailers who sell canned salmon in the UK. The UK analysis below was developed by Mr. Caden 

for this market report.  

MARKET OVERVIEW 

UK Canned Red Market: Relationship between Volume and Retail Price 

 
Source: IRI, ONS. 

The UK canned red market is currently worth about £57 million ($90 million) in annual retail sales (versus £14 

million for canned pinks). Whilst the value of the market has not changed significantly over the last 10 years, 

the volume has more than halved. As the chart above shows, the loss in volume is clearly correlated with the 

increase in price. After adjusting for average food inflation, the price of canned red has increased by more 

than one third. 

This increase in price is even more evident when compared with alternative canned fish products in the chart 

below (see next page). 

1 Mr. Caden can be reached at david.caden@mail.com.  

(Approx. $5.10/lb.) 

(Approx. $6.55/lb.) 
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UK Canned Fish Market: Real Prices of Different Species (£/kg) 

Source: IRI, ONS. 

More worrisome is the simultaneous decline in consumer penetration illustrated below. In the four weeks 

ending February 2nd this year, just 2.8 percent of UK households bought a can of red salmon - the lowest level 

seen for at least five years.  

UK Canned Red Salmon Penetration  

Source: Kantar. 

CONSUMER TRENDS  

For a long time, feedback from consumer panels have pointed to the changing role of salmon for UK 

consumers. Before the wide availability of farmed salmon, fresh salmon was considered an ‘expensive and rare 

Average Nominal Price (£/kg) 

Household Penetration (%) 
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treat, rich in taste and texture’. Today, fresh salmon with its ‘easily digestible texture, and distinctive but not too 

fishy flavour, make it a family favourite, affordable on a regular basis’. 

When fresh salmon was aspirational, canned salmon was considered a more accessible treat. Now, canned 

salmon is perceived to be expensive relative to both fresh salmon and canned tuna. In effect, for most 

consumers, canned salmon has lost its role. 

There is however still a small group of regular users of canned red salmon. They have a preference for the 

taste and texture of canned wild salmon over fresh farmed salmon. However, these users tend to be older, as 

the chart below illustrates. Whilst nearly 80 percent of housewives buying canned red salmon are over 55 

years old, just one-third of housewives buying canned tuna are over 55 years old. Furthermore, since younger 

consumers are generally no longer exposed to canned salmon, the real danger is that the cohort of older 

regular users will shrink over time leaving a significantly smaller consumer base. 

UK Canned Red Salmon Market by Housewife Age 

 
Source: Kantar. 

RETAILER OVERVIEW 

The market consists of two brands, John West and Princes, as well as store-brand labels (e.g. Tesco). In most 

supermarket chains, the store label is priced according to an EDLP (‘everyday low price’) strategy. As there is 

very little product differentiation between the brands and store label, the brands have adopted a high-low 

pricing strategy, principally to create noise in order to generate sales. The objective has always been to 

discount deep enough to generate enough sales to be merchandised in a high footfall area (ideally, gondola 

end).  

As the chart below shows, there is a clear correlation between the volume of sales and the proportion of sales 

made on promotion. Over the period shown in the chart, approximately half of the sales were made on 

promotion. 
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UK Canned Red Salmon Volume Sold On Deal 

 
Source: Kantar 

CURRENT STATUS 

With the 2013 production of canned red salmon priced even higher than the previous year, the brands were 

once again forced to increase their case price to retailers. In a surprising move, however, most retailers 

elected not to increase the base retail price of the brands, but also to discount less aggressively when on 

promotion. This appears to be admission that the consumer will just not take any further price increase 

without a dramatic reduction in sales. The issue of course is that the retailers’ trade margin will suffer so they 

will look to reduce the shelf space allocated to the category, either by reducing the range of SKUs or by 

removing one (or even both) brands. In some cases, this is already beginning to happen.  

Furthermore, as retailer discounting is now less dramatic, the range is less likely to be featured in high traffic 

areas and therefore volume is likely to drop further. 

With lower pricing available on canned pink salmon, together with more new product development (NPD), 

the focus in the category has switched from red to pink. 

HOW TO REVERSE THE DECLINE 

Whilst an investment in consumer education and awareness would obviously help, ultimately only two things 

can make a significant difference. First, brands must be able to offer differentiated products in order to justify 

premium pricing and an investment in the category. Second, all wholesale buyers need to feel a sense of 

commitment to the category from fishermen and packers. If canned salmon is considered a by-product of 

frozen, pricing and production will oscillate, and consumer demand will likely decline. 

In meetings with retail buyers last year, it was clear that buyers have respect for, and attachment to, 

traditional canned red salmon. However, those meetings were held before the 2013 production of canned 

red salmon was presented to them. The 2013 buying season appears to have been a turning point. Unless 
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the industry acts quickly, traditional canned red salmon is in danger of disappearing off supermarket shelves 

and becoming a niche product. 

North America 

The North American canned red salmon market is worth roughly $90 million. Although it’s only about one-

tenth of the US population, Canada accounts for approximately 60 percent of all red sales. The US market 

sells mostly talls while Canadian consumers prefer the half can size. Sales of both talls and halves in the US 

market fell by nearly the same amount over the past 52 weeks; however, sales of smaller can sizes between 

five and seven ounces increased 19 percent. Although this is a positive sign, it represents less than 4 percent 

of the canned red salmon market in the US.  

McDowell Group purchased point-of-sale data for the US canned salmon market spanning the previous two 

years (104 weeks as of 5/18/14). These data indicate canned red salmon sales are down 2 percent by value 

and down 10 percent by volume over the most recent 52 weeks versus the prior period. Meanwhile, the 

average price was up 9 percent. Canned red salmon accounts for 20 percent of all canned salmon sales in the 

US, as pink salmon is the predominant canned salmon product. By comparison, canned pink prices were 

down 4 percent, resulting in an increase of 8 percent by sales value and 12 percent by sales volume in the 

US. 

Canned Red Salmon Sales, US Market by Region, May 2012-13 vs May 2013-14 

 Pct. Change 
by Value 

Pct. Change 
 by Volume 

Sales per 1,000 
households 

Pct. of Total 
US Sales 

California -1% -13% $39.56 7% 
West -2 -12 47.23 7 
South Central 0 -6 30.27 5 
Mid-South -2 -12 48.42 8 
Plains -4 -14 88.90 8 
Great Lakes 4 -2 105.83 23 
Northeast -7 -14 108.23 27 
Southeast 2 -10 78.37 15 
Total US Market -2% -10% $71.30 - 
Source: IRI point-of-sale for US supermarket category. 

In contrast to the UK where 30 to 50 percent of sales come from products “on special”, only 4 percent of 

sales come from via promotion. Sales of canned pink on promotion nearly doubled in the past year.  

Note: McDowell Group requested interviews from 16 different US and Canadian grocery/department store 

companies. Unfortunately, only one of the canned seafood buyers we contacted were willing to participate. Their 
comments have been incorporated into the report.  
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Fresh/Frozen Sockeye and Roe Markets 

Fresh/Frozen Sockeye Markets 

For the first year since 2010, prices for fresh Copper River sockeye appear to be on the decline. Early season 

ex-vessel prices were down $0.50/lb, or 13 percent from 2013. Contributing factors might include an 

increase in the number of troll-caught Chinook salmon, a dramatic increase in imports of Russian sockeye, or 

general price fatigue. Whatever the reason, it is worth noting that Alaska’s most expensive sockeye offering is 

seeing less demand than it did the previous year. If the decline is limited to the fresh market, it should not 

impact Bristol Bay significantly since fresh products are a relatively small percentage of total value for the 

Bristol Bay harvest. 

Demand is steady in Europe and North America, particularly for 

large sockeye. However, high sockeye prices and the potential 

for a large supply of Canadian sockeye has buyers nervous 

about buying too much, too early, for too high a price.  Several 

contacts we interviewed believe large wholesale buyers may 

delay the bulk of their purchases until they know harvest levels 

for the Fraser River in August.  

North America has been a hot sockeye market in recent years. 

While Chilean coho has taken much of Alaska sockeye’s market share in Japan, markets in the US have more 

than made up for that lost demand. However, processors are reporting price resistance from some US buyers. 

This is particularly true for fish that are smaller than four pounds after being headed/gutted.  

There could be a shortage of the larger sockeye processors prefer. ADFG is forecasting a larger percentage of 

younger fish this year, meaning the average size of Bristol Bay sockeye could dip and add even more supply 

to the 2/4 (two-pound to four-pound) category while leaving less supply for the 4/6 and 6/9 categories.  

Europe also prefers to import larger fish (more than 6 pounds headed/gutted) because they fillet well. Most 

Alaska sockeye shipped to Europe is smoked according to European tastes (often cold smoked into Nova-style 

lox).  

In our Fall 2013 report we highlighted the dramatic decline of Alaska sockeye exports to Japan. With 

declining Chilean coho production in 2014, we noted it was likely coho prices would rise and could prompt 

renewed interest for Alaska sockeye in Japan. Chilean coho prices are rising, but contacts interviewed 

reported no increase in interest for Alaska sockeye from Japanese buyers. However, it is possible that Japan 

may look to buy opportunistically to offset declining coho supply as the summer progresses.  

Multiple processors have speculated that more product may be directed to frozen H/G and fillet lines this 

year, in part because inventories of canned salmon are higher due to slower sales. Although fillet demand is 

strong, processors still face challenges. High-end fillets wholesale for approximately $8/lb., making it very 

difficult for retailers to earn an acceptable margin. One processor recently speculated to the trade press, “If 

“Prices of H/G products hit a record in 

2013 for the 4/6 size but it might be the 

ceiling, in the US market we have seen 
some inventories of 2/4 sizes from last 

year and dressed product sourced from 

Russia’s 2013 harvest.”  

Executive of Alaska Processor 
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the prices of fillet products go up further, it might shrink the market… demand is strong but it has been 

losing momentum in recent years.”  

Retailers interviewed last fall noted that sales volume typically declines significantly once the price moves 

above $9.99/lb. Some retailers reported higher sockeye prices affecting demand while others said that higher 

prices last year did not have a big impact on sales volume. The average sockeye fillet sold on feature during 

the second quarter sold for $11.33/lb, a slight increase over the same quarter last year.  

Overall, processors and buyers are bearish on frozen H/G sockeye. “Prices of H/G products hit a record in 

2013 for the 4/6 size but it might be the ceiling In the US market we have seen some inventories of 2/4 sizes 

from last year and dressed product sourced from Russia’s 2013 harvest,” an executive recently told the 

Japanese trade press outlet Minato-Tsujiki.  

Naturally, different players will have conflicting views about the market. Input from interviews and available 

data suggests demand for sockeye fillets in the US and the UK remains strong despite higher prices (especially 

for larger fish). However, further increases would likely test the price acceptance of sockeye retailers. 

Meanwhile, competing supply from Russia is increasing.  

Roe Markets 

Sockeye roe typically accounts for 5 to 7 percent of the Bristol Bay sockeye fishery’s total wholesale value. The 

majority is exported to Japan. Other markets, such as Russia, Eastern Europe, and China’s domestic market, 

are also key salmon-roe markets.  

Demand for salmon roe in 2014 is expected to decline somewhat due to inventory hold-over from 2013. 

That season saw increased chum production out of Hokkaido and a record pink salmon harvest in Alaska. 

Chum roe production in Japan was up 26 percent in 2013. As a result, salmon roe inventories there are 

running 16 percent ahead of last year and Japanese roe prices have trended down over the past 18 months.   

Russia and the Ukraine are major importers of salmon roe, accounting for $78 million worth from Alaska in 

2013, and demand for salmon roe has been building in Russia and Eastern Europe for several years. With the 

2014 season unlikely to bring a bumper salmon harvest in either Russia or Alaska, it is likely that demand for 

salmon roe in these markets will remain strong. However, the political tension between the US, Russia, and 

the Ukraine could impact roe exports in 2014. Additionally, the Russian ruble is about 10 percent weaker 

than it was a year ago versus the dollar, which will hurt US exporters and benefit Russian roe-exporters. 

Implications for Fishermen 

Ex-vessel sockeye prices have increased every year since 2008, but if harvest forecasts from Russia and Canada 

are accurate, 2015 might break that streak. Increased competition in the Bay and price resistance from buyers 

will force processors to become more efficient and/or eventually to pay lower ex-vessel prices. The “die-is-

cast” for 2014 and early indications are that at least a few processors will offer a higher base price than last 

year. These problems are strictly on the processors for the moment, but this year’s profits become next year’s 

payments to fishermen.   
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There is some sticker shock in the fresh/frozen markets, but not nearly to the same extent as in the canned 

market. Continued high can prices will likely force more and more product into the fresh/frozen market in 

coming years. This means there should be a greater emphasis on chilling and handling. With a big year 

projected in Canada, Alaska processors may try to maximize fillet production.  

Fishermen should take steps to minimize bruising and remind their crews: no kicking or tail-grabbing. Also, 

those boats that pressure bleed should ensure they have the proper pressure so as not to tear the meat. The 

quality delta will probably be worth more this year than any of the last several seasons. Higher quality 

bonuses could be in order and perhaps it would be worth a small bonus for ramps, slides, or some type of 

“soft-landing solution.”   
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Where Does Bristol Bay Sockeye Go? 

In 2012, foreign markets account for an estimated 56 percent of the total wholesale value of Alaska sockeye, 

leaving 44 percent for the US domestic market.2 This makes the US market the largest single destination for 

Alaska sockeye by a wide margin; but the export markets as a whole are even more important to Alaska 

sockeye fishermen.  

Alaska Sockeye Markets by Estimated Wholesale Value, 2012 

U.K.
15%

Japan
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Other 
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44%

 
Source: McDowell Group estimates based on 
NMFS trade data and personal interviews.  

Most sockeye, regardless of the product form, is sold in retail (grocery) markets. This is obvious in markets like 

the U.K. and Australia where most sockeye is packaged in a can; however, it is also much more common to 

see sockeye fillets in retail cases than on restaurant menus. One major processor estimates that even in the 

United States where consumers typically eat seafood outside of the home, retail accounts for three-quarters of 

sockeye sales.  

McDowell Group conducted additional estimates of market share for Alaska sockeye, by “fishing” season 

rather than calendar year from 2010 to 2013. A fishing season encompasses the months following the 

summer sockeye season, so June 2012 to May 2013 would encompass the 2012 fishing season.3  

Although complete data is not yet available for the 2013 fishing season, it appears that market share for 

Japan and the UK will decline in the 2013 fishing season. Exports to Central European countries and Australia 

2 These figures are based on a calendar year basis, and involve product from two different fishing seasons 
(2011 and 2012).  
3 Although some fisheries begin fishing in May, the bulk of Alaska’s sockeye do not begin showing up in 
sales/export data until June or July.  

Sockeye Market Analysis – Spring 2014  McDowell Group, Inc.  Page 25 

                                                   



increased, but not enough to offset the losses in larger export markets. Canada has seen its market share 

quadruple since 2010; however, it is difficult to say exactly how much is re-exported though we have used 

available trade data to adjust for product passing through Canada.  

Note: It is not possible to track the supply chain of Bristol Bay sockeye – specifically - using publically available data. 
However, interviews conducted with buyers and distributors indicate that frozen sockeye from outside of Bristol Bay 

are just as likely to be exported as frozen sockeye from Bristol Bay. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that frozen 

Bristol Bay sockeye follow the same general market pattern as other Alaska sockeye. Regarding canned sockeye, 
Bristol Bay accounts for the majority of Alaska’s canned salmon and canned product makes up a much larger share 

of total value than in other regions. Therefore, Bristol Bay has more exposure to canned sockeye markets in the 

U.K., North America, and Australia compared to other Alaska sockeye fisheries.  
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Competitive Threat Analysis 

Bristol Bay sockeye compete with 1) other Alaska sockeye, 2) Russian sockeye, 3) other high-end wild salmon 

species like Chinook and coho, and 4) farmed salmon (branded or unbranded, depending on the market 

place). This section explores the supply/demand for competing species relative to all Alaska sockeye because 

most retailers do not typically call out sockeye origin within Alaska (outside of Copper River), but do often 

distinguish Alaskan sockeye from non-Alaskan sockeye.  

Alaskan Sockeye vs. Russian Sockeye 

Alaska sockeye production has declined in recent years while Russian sockeye harvests have increased. At the 

same time prices for Alaska sockeye products have increased significantly. Such a situation presents an 

obvious temptation for retailers: substitute Alaskan sockeye with less costly Russian sockeye and maintain 

price. In some cases this is intentional; in other cases it may be less of a choice as there is not enough Alaska 

sockeye supply to go around so retailers are forced to look elsewhere to fill their orders.  

Regardless of whether retailers are intentionally displacing Alaska sockeye, there is evidence that Russian 

sockeye is finding its way into important Alaska sockeye markets. Imports of Russian sockeye by US and 

Canadian buyers went from 2.9 million pounds in 2012 to 20.6 million pounds in 2013. Central European 

countries imported no Russian sockeye in 2012, but imported 1.9 million pounds in 2013. Even Russian 

sockeye exports to Thailand nearly doubled in 2013 (Thailand is a major producer of canned salmon).  

Imports of Frozen Russian Sockeye by Market, 2010 - 2013 

 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Import Value ($000s)    

Japan 145,171 162,217 108,768 190,203 

United States 466 77 1,053 26,749 

Canada 30 161 7,291 48,314 

Central Europe 0 0 0 8,615 

China 877 2,421 873 4,461 

Thailand 2,752 4,735 5,096 9,312 

Major Market Total $149,296 $169,612 $123,081 $287,653 
Import Volume (000s lbs.)    

Japan 46,315 53,273 47,604 63,764 

United States 130 22 293 7,123 

Canada 11 46 2,605 13,460 

Central Europe 0 0 0 1,917 

China 661 1,765 436 1,386 

Thailand 822 1,413 1,563 3,502 

Major Market Total 47,939 56,519 52,501 91,153 

Source: Global Trade Atlas, compiled by McDowell Group.      
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In total, Russian exports to major markets jumped 133 percent by value and 74 percent by volume in 2013. 

These statistics are somewhat provocative, since most Russian sockeye is traditionally exported and the 2013 

harvest volume was relatively unchanged versus 2012 (based on data from Russian fishery agencies and FAO’s 

FishStat database). Exploring the issue in greater detail is beyond the scope of this report.  

Japanese importers have routinely bought a high proportion of Russian sockeye for many years, but the 

insurgence of Russian sockeye into other markets is unprecedented.  

Competition from Russian sockeye represents a growing challenge to Alaska sockeye prices and underscores 

the importance of branding and identity for Alaskan seafood - particularly in North American and Central 

European markets. Unless Alaska product can be associated with all the positive attributes surrounding its 

fisheries, it becomes a commodity. At that point, price is strictly based on supply and demand, with no 

premium for place of origin. In some markets, and in broader overall sense, Alaska seafood will always be 

something of a commodity. However, the industry can create marginal increases in value above competing 

products through branding and a commitment to quality. Without a strong brand image, it is likely we will 

see more Russian sockeye finding its way into markets outside of Japan so long as sockeye prices in other 

markets remain high.  

Alaskan Sockeye vs. Chinook/Coho Salmon 

Like sockeye, Chinook and coho are high-end wild salmon. Last year, Alaska produced a bumper crop of troll-

caught coho. This year, the Chinook forecast in Southeast Alaska and the Columbia River is significantly 

higher than previous years. With managers forecasting a large run of Fraser River sockeye, the wild salmon 

market in the Pacific Northwest may be oversupplied with high-end fish in 2014.  

It is too early to tell what (if any) impact these factors will have on ex-vessel prices in Bristol Bay, but they 

could impact the wholesale market for sockeye if Chinook prices fall far enough. Last year two of the retailers 

we interviewed noted they sought to replace some sockeye offerings with coho. However, these situations 

arose because the retailers were unable to procure enough sockeye supply.  

Overall, the situation presents a potential headwind for Alaska sockeye prices, primarily in the Pacific 

Northwest.  

Alaskan Sockeye vs. Farmed Chilean Coho in Japan 

Chilean coho and Russian sockeye have eroded much of Alaska’s once-formidable market position in Japan. 

However, Japanese demand for Chilean coho may have peaked in 2012. Import volume of Chilean coho fell 

in 2013, and Cermaq – a major Chilean coho producer – notes Russia and Brazil are emerging as the most 

promising coho markets.  

According to Japanese trade press outlets, Chilean coho production will be down 10-20 percent in 2014 and 

exports to Japan are forecast to decline by 30-40 percent as prices rise and buyers in other markets take a 

larger share. The emergence of Russia and Brazil as sizable coho markets is driving prices up. The market price 

offered by importers of Chilean coho in Japan, is 80 percent higher than the previous year.  
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Japanese trade press outlets also noted strong sockeye demand in European and American markets, and 

expect imports into Japan of sockeye from the US to remain small. This sentiment suggests the overall salmon 

market in Japan is relatively weak, with less ability to pass on higher prices and maintain sales volume – a 

condition mirrored in the Japanese markets for several other species. 

Japanese Salmon Imports, Alaska Sockeye and Chilean Coho, 2010-2013 
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Source: Global Trade Atlas.  
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Alaskan Sockeye vs. Branded Farmed Atlantic Salmon 

In our last market report, we identified “branded farmed salmon” as a potential threat. Skuna Bay (salmon) 

out of British Columbia and Verlasso out of Chile are billed as more natural and more environmentally-

friendly than other farmed salmon. Since last fall, Skuna Bay suffered a production setback and had to leave 

many orders unfilled. Demand for Verlasso salmon appears to 

be steadily growing, as expected. The company was 

highlighted in a National Geographic article from March 19, 

2014 entitled “Salmon Farming Gets Leaner and Greener.” At 

this time, these farms still produce relatively modest amounts of 

fish. Skuna Bay production is estimated at 1.5 million pounds 

while Verlasso production is 2.2 million pounds. However, the 

growth of these companies is impressive. After starting with one market in November 2011, Skuna Bay now 

sells its salmon in 30 states to about 800 chefs. Verlasso has stated its strategy is to focus on four to six US 

cities initially. While 95 percent of Skuna Bay salmon goes to restaurants, Verlasso is working towards a bigger 

presence in grocery stores (in addition to its restaurant sales).  

LOWER IMPACT ON FISHERIES AND LOWER DENSITY 

Both companies tout their feed conversion ratio (FCR), or the weight of fish needed to produce one kilogram 

of salmon. In general, it takes about four pounds of fish to produce one pound of farmed salmon on 

conventional farms (a 4:1 ratio), which can be an obstacle for environmentally-conscious consumers. Skuna 

Bay and Verlasso claim a certifiable FCR of close to 1:1. 

In addition to a better FCR, these craft-raised salmon live in pens with lower densities than traditionally 

farmed salmon. Brand advocates say this lessens the impact on the marine environment around the farms, 

while improving the health of the fish.  

These companies are poised for continued growth, which may come at the expense of high-end wild 

product. Current production levels have little impact on the high-end salmon marketplace. However, 50 or 

100 million pounds of branded, farm-raised salmon per year could present a significant challenge to wild 

salmon sales, and it is too early to tell whether the market will expand enough to assimilate both products. 

“This new category – neither traditional 
[ly farmed] nor wild caught – is the sweet 

spot for aquaculture moving forward.”  

Scott Nichols 
Verlasso Director 
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Relative Price Analysis of Bristol Bay Sockeye 

This section compares the ex-vessel price of sockeye caught in different areas of Alaska. Differences in prices 

across the state result from several factors. Run timing, remoteness, run size, access to fresh markets, 

infrastructure, economies of scale, and fish quality all play a big role in determining the ex-vessel value of any 

salmon species in Alaska.  

Ex-vessel prices and the price premium other sockeye receive are a function of many factors. Bristol Bay is one 

of the state’s most remote areas and this results in higher mobilization, operating and transportation costs for 

processors. Processors in Bristol Bay must also handle a great many fish in a short period, which limits their 

product-form choices.  

Ex-Vessel Price Summary for Alaska Sockeye 

It is widely known that Bristol Bay fishermen receive lower prices for their sockeye than most other Alaska 

fishermen. Bristol Bay fishermen received an average price of $1.56 per pound in 2013 (including base price, 

bonuses, and other retro-payments) while sockeye from other regions netted an average ex-vessel price of 

$1.99. The difference of $0.43 was the largest since 2010 but about the same as the prior year, as a 

percentage of the Bristol Bay price.       

Average Ex-Vessel Price of Alaska Sockeye by Region, 2006-2013 

 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Southeast $1.14 $1.14 $1.37 $1.24 $1.68 $1.62 $1.32 $1.74 

Prince William Sound 1.61 1.55 1.69 1.83 2.01 1.82 1.83 2.44 

Cook Inlet 1.07 1.00 1.26 1.27 1.65 1.38 1.44 2.18 

Kodiak 0.84 1.00 1.00 1.12 1.41 1.53 1.47 1.79 

Chignik 0.72 0.76 0.88 0.98 1.27 1.30 1.26 N/A 

AK Peninsula 0.66 0.73 0.84 0.84 1.23 1.25 1.26 1.66 

Bristol Bay 0.71 0.67 0.83 0.89 1.06 1.18 1.17 1.56 

Other AK Sockeye 
(Total) $0.98 $1.02 $1.12 $1.38 $1.51 $1.46 $1.48 $1.99 

Price Diff. between 
“Other AK Sockeye” 
& BB Sockeye 

$0.27 $0.35 $0.29 $0.49 $0.45 $0.28 $0.31 $0.43 

Premium as Pct. of 
Bristol Bay  
Sockeye Price 

39% 52% 35% 55% 43% 24% 27% 28% 

Source: ADFG, compiled by McDowell Group.     

McDowell Group’s prior fall report used preliminary pricing data to analyze 2013. That analysis showed a 

difference of $0.21 per pound between Bristol Bay and other sockeye fisheries, suggesting the gap was 

narrowing. However, final pricing data from the Commercial Operators Annual Report shows the price 

difference actually increased in 2013.  
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Comparing Sockeye Revenue:  
Fishing vs. Processing 

This section compares the ex-vessel value earned by fishermen to the total first wholesale value received by 

processors for Alaska sockeye. First wholesale data represents the value of a product when it is first sold 

outside a processor’s affiliate network and includes the ex-vessel value of the product plus the value added by 

the processor. Data is drawn from ADFG’s Commercial Operators Annual Report (COAR). The analysis shows 

total sockeye, rather than only Bristol Bay, because historical COAR’s regional data cannot account for Bristol 

Bay salmon processed in areas outside of the Bay.   

Prices for Alaska sockeye have increased in recent years, benefitting both fishermen and processors. Since 

2006, total earnings have increased but so has the percentage of first wholesale value paid to fishermen (as 

shown in the graph below). In 2006, the ex-vessel value paid to fishermen accounted for 44.3 percent of 

total first wholesale value. This percentage increased to 49.0 percent in 2012 but declined to 47.4 percent in 

2013.  

Gross Earnings of Commercial Fishermen and Processors, Alaska Sockeye, 2006-2013 
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Note: Value added by processors is equal to first wholesale value less the ex-vessel cost of fish.  
Source: ADFG, compiled by McDowell Group.  

From 2004 to 2006, the annual average ex-vessel value of Alaska sockeye was $176 million and the annual 

average first wholesale value was $407 million. Less the cost of fish, processors grossed $230 million per year. 

During the last three seasons (2011-2013), total ex-vessel value increased 70 percent, or $123 million despite 

a drop in harvest volume since the 2004-2006 period. The average value added by processors rose 40 

percent, or $92 million during the same period.  

 

Sockeye Market Analysis – Spring 2014  McDowell Group, Inc.  Page 32 



Average Value of Alaska Sockeye, 2004-2006 and 2011-2013 

 2004-2006 2011-2013 Increase 

Ex-Vessel Value ($Millions) $176.5 $299.2 $122.8 

First Wholesale Value ($Millions) $406.8 $621.1 $214.3 

Value Added by Processors ($Millions) $230.3 $321.8 $91.5 

Ex-Vessel Value as Pct. of First Wholesale 43.3% 48.2% 4.9% 

Note: Value added by processors is equal to first wholesale value less the ex-vessel cost of fish. 
Source: ADFG (Commercial Operators Annual Report), compiled by McDowell Group.        

The table shows that, as both ex-vessel and first-wholesale values have increased in recent years, fishermen 

have gained a greater proportion of first wholesale value, from 43.3 percent to 48.2 percent. These data 

suggest that fishermen have benefitted from increasing wholesale prices, possibly more than processors in 

recent years. Intuitively, this makes sense because many processing costs are fixed. Therefore as wholesale 

value increases beyond the point needed to cover those fixed costs, a greater share of revenue is available to 

compete for fish. As processors compete with each other for fish, more wholesale dollars flow through to the 

harvesting sector.  

It should be noted, however, that none of these figures is a measure of net profit. Both fishermen and 

processors have seen rising costs for everything from permits, to fuel, to labor. 

Sockeye Market Analysis – Spring 2014  McDowell Group, Inc.  Page 33 



Feedback from Buyers 

McDowell Group interviewed sockeye buyers in various segments of the supply chain. Most responses are 

woven into the report, but we have presented some of their feedback here as unedited comments: 

If you were an advisor to this fishermen’s association from Bristol Bay, how would you suggest they 

spend their money to increase the overall value of their sockeye? 

Improve quality! It has improved, but there are still some issues. A lot of the problems we see are in the main 

part of the meat (i.e. bruising from being dropped on a hard deck) or gaping from being grabbed by the tail. 

We have to give discounts of $0.50 to $2.00 per pound for number 2’s (primarily on fillets). Just think, each 

time that fish goes “thunk” or gets thrown by the tail, that’s a $5 bill (of wholesale value that is gone). 

Sales agent with major Bristol Bay processor 

Anything that can lower the cost of goods. 

Canned Fish Retail Buyer 

Things are really good right now. Prices are around $2.00/lb. Now is probably a good time to put some 

money away and build up a reserve.  

Sales agent with major Bristol Bay processor 

Can you talk about how much quality has improved in Bristol Bay? How close to the finish line do you 

think we are, in terms of delivering high quality fish given the hectic nature of the fishery?  

The quality has improved a lot, that’s obvious. In terms of how far we have to go? Technology-wise we’ve hit 

a plateau but where we can still improve is attitudinal. A lot of it is just taking pride in your fish. This is maybe 

something that will happen gradually over a generation, because it’s hard to get people to change when 

something has “always been done this way.” But it’s a tremendous opportunity and just changing 

fishermen’s attitudes could improve quality a lot.  

…What about incentives for quality, how do you convince fishermen to fish slower (in some cases) when they 

are paid on volume?  

That’s true and it’s tough. There’s a cost to tracking quality and tracking fish from individual boats. You need 

separate tenders. Unfortunately right now a lot of the fish get mixed together. It would be cheaper and more 

efficient for everyone if all the boats delivered quality fish. Then the base prices could better reflect that.  

Sales agent with major Bristol Bay processor 
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