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What will happen if we 
leave the þ shery alone? 

Leaving the structure of the þ shery 
alone is clearly an option. If nothing 
is done, the þ shery will continue to 
change or restructure on its own. 
High-cost harvesters and processors will 
continue to sell out, but this will do 
little to improve income for remaining 
participants. Annual harvests and prices 
are expected to remain at levels seen 
in the last few years. The study found 
that in 2001, þ shermen took home 
an average of only about 5 cents per 
pound from their catch. High-volume 
þ shermen made more than this, while 
others made less or even lost money.

Is there anything that 
can be done?

Yes. Things could be done to improve 
peoplesõ income from the þ shery.

Economists use the term òwealthó 
to describe the take-home pay from 
the þ shery after all expenses have 
been paid, including fuel, crew shares, 
permit payments, insurance, etc. A 
goal of restructuring the þ shery is to 
increase the wealth from the þ shery or 
more speciþ cally, increase everyoneõs 
take-home pay. To increase the wealth 
from the þ shery, participants can either 
work to increase the price of þ sh or 
reduce the cost of getting þ sh from the 
water to the market. There are clearly 
times and places in the current þ shery 
where more than necessary is spent to 
catch and process the þ sh and where 
higher prices are possible.

With input from those in the 
industry, the study identiþ ed six 
signiþ cant sources of additional wealth 
that could be created in the Bristol Bay 
salmon þ shery:

Reduce the þ shing ÿ eet.
Spread out harvesting over time.
Use different þ shing methods.

The Future of the 
Bristol Bay 

Salmon Fishery

The Bristol Bay Economic 
Development Corporation 
(BBEDC) has þ nished a year-long 

study to examine ways to revitalize 
Bristol Bayõs salmon þ shery. This 
brochure summarizes some of the 
studyõs þ ndings and invites you to take 
a look at what has been done and share 
your ideas and concerns. BBEDC wants 
to give you as many opportunities as 
possible to learn more about the work 
and voice your opinions.

The economic viability of our þ shery 
is at stake. The þ shery and many 
communities in the region are on the 
verge of þ nancial collapse. If nothing 
is done, income from the þ shery will 
remain low, and the economic hardship 
in the region will expand.

Fortunately, options are available to 
signiþ cantly improve the þ shery. The 
project report describes the options 
and issues surrounding them in much 
greater detail than provided here.

A key conclusion from the report 
is that any plan must be designed by 
the people involved in the þ shery. Any 
restructuring effort will only work if 
it is designed and supported by you 
and your fellow stakeholders in the 
industry. That is why your input and 
help are needed.

Why should I care? 
How can this affect me?

You should care because 
restructuring may affect you in many 
important ways. Restructuring might:

Increase annual incomes to those 
remaining in the þ shery.
Change the value of your permit.
Decrease the number of permits 
and people in the þ shery.
Signiþ cantly change local 
participation in the þ shery, 
thereby having a long-term effect 
on communities.
Impact your community tax base 

and affect services such as schools 
and roads.

Whatõs the problem?
The problem is that salmon returns 

have declined from the unusually 
high years of the 1980s and 1990s, 
and salmon prices have been steadily 
declining since the late 1980s. Lower 
returns are due in large part to a 
natural cycle. The increasingly large 
output from salmon farms has driven 
Bristol Bay prices down to levels not 
seen in 30 years.

Take a look at the two graphs on the 
next page: The þ rst shows how Bristol 
Bay sockeye runs have varied over the 
last 120 years and are now down to 
levels similar to the þ rst half of the 
20th century. The second shows that 
the value of the catch has settled back 
to levels seen in the 1960s and 1970s 
(adjusted to todayõs dollars).

Making the situation worse, overall 
harvesting costs in the þ shery have 
increased over the last 25 years.

 É
 Bart Eaton

Fishing the north Egegik line, Bristol Bay.
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Improve product quality.
Market the harvest better.
Eliminate the òrace for þ shó (see 
sidebar on next page).

Restructuring options to 
capture new wealth

Take-home pay for þ shermen 
and processors can be increased by 
reducing costs and/or raising revenues.
To reduce costs, we must þ nd where it 
costs more than necessary to harvest 
and process þ sh in Bristol Bay. To 
raise revenues, we must þ nd ways to 
sell the þ sh for a higher price. These 
two categories of locked-up income 
encompass the six sources 
of wealth mentioned above. 
Addressing the six areas could 
potentially add $2.6 million 
to $42 million annually to the 
take-home pay from the þ shery 
ñ compared to the estimated 
$3.8 million net income in 
2001. On a harvest of 14 million 
þ sh, these improvements range 
from about 3 to 47 cents per 
pound. 

These are substantial 
improvements to the net 
income from the þ shery, 
especially if most of the savings 
are passed on to þ shermen. 
Given that þ shermen currently 
take home about 5 cents per 
pound on average, restructuring 
the þ shery has the potential 
to almost double take-home 
pay and possibly increase it as 
much as 10 times. The trick is 

to identify speciþ c actions to unlock 
these potential proþ ts from the þ shery. 
The study identiþ ed three options 
which may be implemented alone or in 
combination.

1. Reduce ÿ eet size by permit 
reduction and/or consolidation

Reducing the size of the þ shing 
ÿ eet can be accomplished in several 
different ways. Permit buybacks and 
permit stacking are two common ways; 
licensing þ shermen to þ sh alternating 
periods or days is another way. In 
Bristol Bay, the setnet and driftnet 
ÿ eets could be reduced by as much 
as 50% and still be able to catch the 

annual harvest. Signiþ cantly reducing 
the þ shing capacity below the current 
levels would clearly raise net incomes 
for those still in the þ shery. A smaller 
ÿ eet would reduce the money spent on 
boats, fuel, and supplies. Fewer people 
would share the catch and the harvest 
would be spread over time. 

2. Increase the role of þ shery 
managers
State þ shery managers currently 

focus on managing the þ shery to 
conserve stocks while trying to 
maximize the size of the catch. 
Managers do not have a mandate to 
maximize the market value of the 

catch. New income could be 
generated if managers took 
economic and market factors 
into account when regulating 
the þ shery. Managers might 
limit the amount each boat 
can catch per day, further limit 
the number of vessels to þ sh 
a particular day or week in a 
district, authorize different 
harvesting methods, and/or 
implement handling and quality 
standards. These actions could: 

Improve quality,
Provide better marketing 
opportunities, and
Slow the race for þ sh.

3. Assign harvest shares to 
participants
It may be possible to assign 

a share or percentage of the 
annual harvest to participants 
in the þ shery. Individuals with 
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Estimates of Potential Improvements 
to Net Income from the 

Bristol Bay Salmon Fishery

The average annual catch is declining and approaching 15 million þ sh ñ a level similar to the þ rst half 
of the 20th century. The value of the catch has declined to levels last seen in the 1970s.

Reduce fleet
with buyback

Spread out
harvesting

Use difffff erent
harvesting
methods

Improve
product quality

MaMaM rket harvest
better

Eliminate the
race fofof r fish 19-47Â/lb

8-12Â/lb

4.5Â/lb

4.5Â/lb

4.5Â/lb

3-7Â/lb




