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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Washington state is one of the largest players in the US seafood industry and its location gives it 

a pivotal place in the US seafood economy. Washington state’s commercial fishing and seafood 

industry accounts for 15,900 jobs statewide that pay an average annual wage of $67,600, $6,000 

more than the state average. The seafood industry in Washington therefore plays a key role in 

the region’s economy, culture and lifestyle. Although catch statistics suggest relatively robust 

commercial fisheries, recent fluctuations in landings and low dock prices are making life difficult 

for some of Washington’s smaller-scale fishermen. Continued uncertainty therefore lingers for 

many of Washington’s aging fishing fleet, uncertainties amplified by the potential of future climatic 

anomalies, regulatory uncertainty, concentrated ownership, and changes in market drivers that 

are largely outside the control of local fishermen. 

Through the Community Catch project (funded by a NOAA Saltonstall-Kennedy), The Nature 

Conservancy is working with fishermen, building partnerships, and seeking to create markets and 

market pipelines for local, resilient sustainable seafood businesses. Fisheries markets in Washington 

largely focus on high profiled and high demand species like salmon, oysters, and Dungeness 

crab. However, there are other markets that can be leveraged to produce more tangible gains 

for coastal communities. This report focuses on Washington’s undervalued groundfish species 

and local market opportunities within communities close to the WA Pacific coastline and those 

running along the Juan de Fuca Strait. 

To understand which groundfish species could sustainably provide additional revenues to 

Washington’s seafood industry, candidate species were selected using a series of analyses using the 

Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife Groundfish Expanded Mortality Multiyear (GEMM) 

data set. Potential candidate species on which to focus future efforts were those that have shown 

high historical catches but are currently well within safe biological limits: those available and not 

close to being overfished. Eleven candidate groundfish species were identified including, 2 sole 

species, 2 flounder, 2 rockfish, 2 thornyheads, Lingcod, Longnose skate and Sablefish. Analyses 

show that if catches of these candidate species were increased to reach 50% of their total stock 

capacity, Washington’s fishers could land an additional $417 million in ex-vessel revenue, not 

accounting for the value-added benefits of local processing and additional sector employment. Such 

paper-based analyses and calculations are, however, theoretical and market access and regulation 

will clearly play a significant part in leveraging the additional capacity of these candidate species. 

To evaluate the likelihood of each candidate successfully penetrating local markets, a qualitative 

score-card system was developed to compare candidates to one another based on their current 

market success, market prices, differentiation, ease of processing and taste. The scoring highlighted 
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that each of the 11 groundfish candidate species has their own set of unique positive and negative 

characteristics that will aid and hinder future processing and market sales locally, within Washington.

To understand the broader bottlenecks limiting increased landings, market entry, local processing, 

and consumption across all the candidate species, an in-depth Key Informant (KI) interview approach 

was carried out. Researchers visited the main fishing ports along Washington’s Pacific and Juan 

de Fuca coast interviewing a total of 29 different fisheries stakeholders to inform generalized 

conclusions about what will likely hold Washington’s fishermen back from making better use of 

the candidate species identified. Future challenges echoed by many KIs included concentrated 

ownership of processing facilities that makes small-scale value addition difficult, the risks associated 

with diversifying as single-fisherman operations, an overall lack of freezer storage that would 

allow increased stabilization of supply, and a lack of training in both Washington’s established 

fishermen and the few newcomers starting out in the industry. KIs were largely unanimous in their 

belief that more, local benefits could be made locally from Washington’s groundfish by promoting 

small-scale processing, product diversification, value addition, and increasing local consumption 

through seafood events and large-scale marketing campaigns. 

Longer-term market possibilities highlighted by KIs included fish-in-schools programs, improvements 

in branding Washington’s seafood, and business workshop series for local communities to increase 

margins whilst lowering the risk of new ventures. A final, but more contentious opportunity appears 

to lie in the idea of cooperative formation which would allow pooling of resources, sharing of risks 

associated with new ventures, and a louder voice when it comes to market pricings and relationships 

with larger-scale processors, who many believe have ultimate control over the revenues of the 

fishermen.

The uncertainty facing many of the state’s fisheries along with community hesitation to take new 

risks is stalling the use of Washington’s groundfish species that hold significant promise and 

untapped potential for local seafood stakeholders. This report highlights the groundfish species that 

hold most promise, the market-related bottlenecks that need addressing to move forward and the 

opinions of Washington’s seafood stakeholders. Most importantly, the report demonstrates local 

fishermen share a common set of beliefs and ideals, which if strengthened and mobilized should 

be able to start a new wave of small-scale, regional opportunities to strengthen local livelihoods.

This report is an abridged version of the original full project document for the “Fisheries Market 

Analysis for Washington’s Coast as part of the Community Catch Project”. This report does not 

contain the full species profile tables, gear scenarios, value chain analysis, additional materials, 

bibliography, interview templates, raw KI notes and quotations or data considerations sections. 

Copies of the full report are available from projects@marfisheco.com.
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STUDY BACKGROUND

Washington’s Pacific coast has some of the largest fisheries markets in the region. However, 

some fisheries face reduced landings, availability and in some cases low dock prices for 

local fishermen. Continued uncertainty therefore lingers for many of Washington’s fishing 

fleet amplified by the potential of future climatic anomalies and changes in market drivers 

that are largely outside the control of local fishermen. In many cases, coastal communities 

also face limited access to fresh and affordable fish. Through the Community Catch project 

(funded by a NOAA Saltonstall-Kennedy Grant), The Nature Conservancy (TNC) is working 

with fishermen, building partnerships and seeking to create markets and market pipelines 

for local sustainable seafood. MarFishEco Fisheries Consultants Ltd were contracted from 

September 2019 to October 2020 to undertake a review and market analysis of the current 

commercial fisheries along Washington’s Pacific coast and the Juan de Fuca Strait. 

Fisheries markets in Washington largely focus on salmon, Dungeness crab, and other high 

profiled and high demand species. The current study, however, aims to focus on other 

markets to identify tangible gains for coastal communities. Attention is therefore focused on 

Washington’s groundfish species prioritizing local market scales. 

TNC’s goal is to provide and share the information herein with Washington’s Pacific and Juan 

de Fuca coastal communities. TNC hopes to connect local fishermen, restaurants, educational 

institutes and grocers with the results herein to build new interest in new fishery market 

streams and opportunities. Ideally, this study will support local and indigenous fishermen by 

increasing job pay and opportunities via different mechanisms, community access to fresh 

fish at a lower cost, and overall, a more localized fisheries food system.  
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The focus of this study was undervalued 

groundfish species. This encompasses any 

groundfish species that can potentially be 

caught by Washington’s fishing fleet but are 

those not in the top ten species (by weight 

or value) landed by the fleet. This therefore 

means that the list of potentially undervalued 

species is a long one. 

Twenty seven of the 43 groundfish species 

listed in the WDFW Groundfish Expanded 

Mortality Multiyear (GEMM) data set occur 

in Washington’s waters. To understand how 

much each of these 27 species is already fished 

and how much more fishing of a species can 

occur before it is overfished meant comparing 

the history of landings for each species with 

their respective overfishing limit (OFL) (the 

WHICH SPECIES?

amount of fish landed that would be classified 

as overfishing, and therefore unsustainable) 

(Figure 1). An OFL value of 1 means a fish 

species is fully exploited and anything past 

this is classified as overfished / unsustainably 

fished. We used a conservative OFL value 

of 0.5 as a biologically safe limit for each 

species. At an OFL value of 0.5, a fish species 

is being fished at half of its full sustainable 

capacity, before it becomes overfished. In this 

study we assumed that a species with an OFL 

value of less than 0.5 is therefore one that is 

under-exploited and a potential fishery that 

has a lot more catch potential. 
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Figure 1. Examples of time series of total fishing mortality and % of the overfishing limit (OFL) for 2 of the 27 species 
analyzed from the WDFW GEMM dataset. The red dashed line represents 50% of the overfishing limit for each species. 
If the blue time series line passes above the red line, this signifies that a species is at half of its full exploitation for 
a given year. Arrowtooth flounder (top) and Big skate (bottom). Interactive visualizations for all the 27 species are 
available here.
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The time series for Arrowtooth flounder shows 

that the catch has generally been declining 

over the last 10 years. When comparing the 

fishing mortality of Arrowtooth flounder to the 

overfishing limit this species is a long way from 

overexploitation / overfishing. The time series 

for Big skate illustrates that the catch of this 

species increased sharply in 2014, peaking 

in 2016 and decreased rapidly again in 2017 

and 2018. This peak in catches corresponds 

to the species exceeding its overfishing limit 

in 2015-2017. This same time-series approach 

was taken for all 27 species and all results can 

be found here which houses an interactive 

visualization that allows a user to select each 

species and see what the fishing mortality 

over time looks like and how the fishing 

mortality of each species compares to the 

50% overfishing limit. 

Although the time series visualizations allowed 

us to evaluate the fishing mortality in relation 

to the overfishing limit over time for each 

species, they did not allow direct comparisons 

to be made between species. For this reason, 

we next produced a bar chart that compared 

the fishing mortality of all the 27 species 

(each one as a blue bar) and highlighted those 

species that exceeded the overfishing limit for 

each year (red bars) (Figure 2, for all years  go 

here to the species comparisons tab).

In 2002, the fishing mortality of 3 of the 27 

species was higher than 50% of their respective 

overfishing limits (Petrale, Sablefish and Spiny 

dogfish). By contrast, in 2018 there were 8 

species whose fishing mortality was equal to 

or higher than 50% of their overfishing limit 

(Black rockfish, Darkblotched rockfish, Minor 

nearshore rockfish, Petrale sole, Sablefish, 

Spiny dogfish, Widow rockfish and Yellowtail 

rockfish. Interactive bar charts comparing the 

fishing mortality of all 27 species between 

2002 and 2018 can be found here in the 

species comparisons tab.
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Figure 2. Bar charts comparing the fishing mortality of each of the 27 species for 2002 (a) and 2018 (b). Those bars in 
red denote the species whose fishing mortality was higher than 50% of their overfishing limit. Interactive versions of 
these graphs for the years between 2002 and 2018 can be found here in the species comparisons tab.
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To narrow down our list of species to the best potential candidates in terms of further research 

and future investments in fishing effort, we looked specifically at the data from 2018 (the 

latest year of data available). Fish species that have high catches but are still below 50% of 

their OFL are those that show the most potential in terms of biological capacity to be caught 

and promoted on local markets (Figure 3). If a fish species showed high catches but was 

close to the overfishing limit (e.g. OFL = 0.9) this species would not make a good candidate 
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Figure 3. Scatterplot showing the fishing mortality of all 27 groundfish species in 2018 recorded by WDFW in Washington 
(numbers next to circles represent the species ID, see Table 1). The red line represents the point at which a species is at 50% 
of its total exploitation (%OFL = 1). The size of the circles represent the Total Allowable Catch of the species. If a species 
were to appear above the fully exploited level (%OFL>1) then this fish would be exploited at levels deemed unsustainable 
(our chosen 0.5 OFL is a conservative threshold). Fishing mortality (x-axis) represents the amount of fish caught (not just 
landed) and includes discarded biomass. The red circles represent our selection of suitable candidate species (11 of the 27 
total species) (see also here - species comparisons tab). 

Based on the above selection criteria that a good candidate species is one with high catches 

(high fishing mortality), and a low current catch level of the overfishing limit (<0.5 OFL) we 

selected 11 species as potential candidates that could safely be targeted more by Washington’s 

fishermen (Table 1). It is important to note that this selection is based on availability and the 

potential biological capacity of the species. Our selection does not consider market or customer 

preferences. Interactive profiles of each of the candidate species can be found here. Table 1 

summarizes the key information for each candidate species related to their current exploitation 

statuses and their suitability as candidate species.

as one could envisage it soon, with increased fishery effort, becoming over exploited. Such 

species would likely face management constraints in the future to curb overexploitation 

and biologically might not be able to provide enough catch volume to meet future market 

demand (e.g. because of poor recruitment in coming years and potential stock collapse). 
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Table 1. Eleven candidate species selected based on 2018 fishing mortality (higher is preferable), % of their overfishing 
limit (lower is preferable) at which they were exploited and the estimated change in revenues when targeting each of the 
species at 50% of their OFL (price data used comes from PacFIN). Color legend is below the main table. 

¥Abundance (fishing mortality and discards): 0 – 2,160 = Low, 2,170 – 4,330 = Medium, 4,340 – 6,600 = High
*Exploitation rates (% of OFL): Very Low = 0 - 0.167, Low = 0.168 – 3.33, Medium = 0.334 – 5, High = >5

Fish 
category

#  Fig. 3 Common name
Latin 
name

Primary 
Gear Type

Secondary 
Gear Type

Fishing mort. 
+ discards ¥

% of 
Overfishing 

limit*

Expected 
∆Revenue at 

0.5 OFL
(Million USD)

Status 
description

Flatfish

14 Dover sole
Microstomus 

pacificus

Trawling 
gear

Hook and 
Line

6,505 0.072 211.85
Very Low exploitation / 

high abundance

15 English sole
Parophrys 

vetulus

Trawling 
gear

Hook and 
Line

297 0.036 25.11
Very Low exploitation / 

high abundance

36 Starry flounder
Platichthys 

stellatus

Trawling 
gear

NA 7 0.0039 7.1
Very Low exploitation / 

low abundance

1 Arrowtooth flounder
Atheresthes 

stomias

Trawling 
gear

Hook and 
Line

1,133 0.068 145.82
Very Low exploitation / 

high abundance

Rockfish

33 Shortbelly rockfish
Sebastes 

jordani

Trawling 
gear

NA 508 0.073 14.32
Very Low exploitation / 

high abundance

43 Yellowtail rockfish
Sebastes 

flavidus

Trawling 
gear

Hook and 
Line

3,520 0.535 -1.57
High exploitation / high 

abundance

Other

37
Longspine 
thornyhead

Sebastolobus 

altivelis

Trawling 
gear

Hook and 
Line

370 0.085 8.55
Very Low exploitation / 

high abundance

39
Shortspine 
thornyhead

Sebastolobus 

alascanus

Trawling 
gear

Hook and 
Line

813 0.26 2.08
Low exploitation / high 

abundance

16 Lingcod
Ophiodon 

elongatus

Trawling 
gear

Hook and 
line

1,012 0.30 1.64
Very Low exploitation / 

high abundance

18 Longnose skate

Beringraja 

rhina / Raja 

rhina

Trawling 
gear

Hook and 
Line

792 0.314 3.08
Low exploitation / high 

abundance

31 Sablefish
Anoplopoma 

fimbria

Hook and 
Line

Pots and 
Traps

4,980 0.598 -1.03
High exploitation / high 

abundance

Color code Classification

Excellent A species that was abundant in catches in 2018 and was a very long way from being fully exploited

Good A species that was abundant in catches in 2018 and was a long way from being fully exploited

Fair A species that was abundant in catches in 2018 but was also closer to being fully exploited

Poor A species that was not abundant in catches
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If each candidate species were fished at 

the 0.5 OFL, there would be an additional 

$ 417 million of potential revenue gain for 

Washington’s fisheries (ex-vessel value) (Figure 

4). The species with the most economic gains 

to be made are Arrowtooth flounder ($145.8 

million) and Dover sole ($ 211.9 million). 

Sablefish and Yellowtail Rockfish would see 

a loss in total ex-vessel values if fished at the 

0.5 OFL because they are already fished past 

this point, therefore bringing them to a 0.5 

OFL level would mean a slight reduction in 

their total landings. 
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Figure 4. Estimate of changes in revenues in million USD when targeting all species at 50% of their OFL (values estimated 
using 2019 average ex-vessel price for each species). Note: if each candidate species was fished at 0.5 OFL this would 
generate an additional revenue of $417 million to Washington’s fisheries
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PROCESSING CONSIDERATIONS AND

 MARKET HISTORY OF CANDIDATE SPECIES

When considering future investments in fisheries it is important to both evaluate the biological 

feasibility of catching more fish (as we have done above) but also to understand the past market 

history of the 11 potential candidate species. Even if there is a considerable biological potential 

for a species to be brought to market, if the market considers this species distasteful, or difficult 

to process for example, then such a candidate species may not be as suitable for increased 

market expansion as previously expected. Table 2 notes the positive and negative characteristics 

of each candidate species that may aid or inhibit local market expansion of each.  

Candidate 
species

Processing & Market Considerations

Final Score
Positives Negatives Notes

Dover Sole

- Generally, understated but well 
received

- Provides a delicate and mild flavor 
and firm texture

- Curls when seared therefore only 
appetizing as baked or poached 

- Requires skilled labor to fillet
- Processing yield is low
- Can suffer from being jellied if caught 
late in year or from northern grounds

- Quality of fish highly variable and 
difficult to predict

- Quick freezing gives firm flesh but limits “fresh” 
value

- Was once considered of no value
-3

English 
Sole

- Provides a delicate and mild flavor 
and firm texture

- Curls when seared therefore only 
appetizing as baked or poached 

- Iodine smell prior to cooking can be 
off putting

- They do not form dense spawning 
aggregations and appear in mixed trawl 
catches in low volumes

- Processors have already imposed size 
restrictions due to limited markets

- Requires skilled labor to fillet
- Processing yield is low

-5

Starry 
Flounder

- Texture of the meat improves after 
freezing

- Large individuals have a poor-quality 
flavor and texture 

- Softer meat means it is better prepared 
baked or poached

- Removing the skin is very difficult and 
dulls knives quickly

- Not commercially profitable to land 
until >3 years old

- Generally, sold as sole or flounder fillets
- South Korea’s fried whole flounder is prepared 
scaled and skin-on

- In Russia, it is breaded, fried, and canned with 
tomato sauce as a luxury item

-3

Table 2. Summary table of the primary processing and marketing considerations of each of the 11 candidate species. Each 
positive point is given a value of +1, each negative point a value of -1. The final score therefore gives an estimation of the 
ease (higher score) or difficulty (lower score) with which each of the 11 candidate species can be processed and marketed. 
The color code relates to the score: green denotes a high score (2 to 3), orange denotes an intermediate score (-3 to -1) 
and red denotes a low score (-4 to -6)
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Arrowtooth 
Flounder 

- Arrowshimi is now a new product 
with an Asian market

- Quality of the fillets, fishery 
regulations, and inconsistent demand 
has led to inconsistent landings and a 
limited market

- Taste is often described as bland and 
upon cooking flesh turns to paste-like 
texture

- Has suffered significant bad press as 
“nasty”
- Bycatch of rockfish have limited 
catches (choking Arrowtooth catches)

- Exempted permits no longer available

- Prior to 1970 fillet market, was almost entirely 
sold as animal feed

- Arrowtooth flounder is now sold in various forms 
including fillet, headed-gutted-tailed, round, 
frozen engawa, and as surimi

- Microwaving can improve the problems with 
texture

-4

Shortbelly 
Rockfish

-  Generally, individuals are small with 
no market demand

- Avoided by commercial trawlers 
(recognizable on sonar) as large 
catches foul trawl mesh

- Processing yields are low and 
processing options are scant

-3

Yellowtail 
Rockfish

- Aggregate in schools of thousands 
well off the bottom making easy 
catches

- Colloquially known as “greenies”
- Market for rockfish is largely 
undifferentiated

- Has a shorter shelf-life than other 
rockfish

- Variable size fish means difficulty 
in consistently marketing statement 
whole-fish dishes

- Better market if headed and gutted
- Red-skinned rockfish favoured on the market 
(therefore greenies are somewhat less favorable)

- Most commonly served as fish and chips or in 
stews

- Sometimes served fried and whole as a statement 
dish for two

-3

Long/
Shortspine
Thornyhead

- Considered buttery, flaky and sweet 
(high fat content)

-Two tier price structure exists 
instead of minimum landing size for 
processing

- No swimbladder means they can be 
live caught which commands high 
price - also released alive in some 
cases

- Rebranding / renaming attempts 
underway in USA

- Flesh is delicate and prone to falling 
apart in the cooking process

- Colloquially known on the US West 
Coast as “thornyhead” or “idiotcod”

- In Japanese cuisine it is served as sashimi, stewed 
or simmered on the bone, or fried whole

- Marketed on Japanese market as “kinki” and 
“kichiji”
- Historically caught with Dover Sole and Sablefish
- Marketed as Ocean Catfish in the 1960’s 
- Larger shortspine sold on the domestic market as 
“rockfish” fillets
- Live fish is large proportion of recognized value 
of species 

-1

Lingcod

- Can be caught by a variety of 
different methods 

- The meat is mild, lean, and firm, 
with large flakes

- Cooked fillet comparable to halibut 
but with smaller flakes

- Meat well-suited to frying and 
grilling

- Already command a high price 
compared to the other candidate 
species

- Older, larger specimens often 
considered to have tough and gritty 
meat

- Some individuals have bright blue flesh 
(“smurf cod”) prior to cooking (usually 
caught inshore)

- Important to properly bleed, ice or 
freeze as its texture and flavor are 
sensitive to mishandling

- In 1999 declared overfished, in 2005 recovered
-Sold as fresh and frozen fillets, as well as dressed 
whole fish 1

Longnose 
Skate

- Unique flaking pattern of the flesh 
is described as tender, mild, and 
delicate 

- Good demand on Asian markets

- Completely tough and inedible if 
overcooked

- Little western culinary knowledge on 
how to break down whole skate

-  Caught in almost all West Coast demersal trawl 
fisheries

- Appear on domestic market as fresh or fresh-
frozen skinned pectoral fins (“wings”)

- Commonly sold dried or salted and dehydrated, 
in addition to fresh and fresh-frozen on Asian 
markets

0

Sablefish

- Commands a high market price
- Can be caught with a variety of 
gears

- Considered a luxury commodity
- Gaining recognition in domestic 
markets for its buttery taste and 
flaky texture

- Increasingly regarded as a premium 
table fish competitive with salmon 
and halibut

- Asian markets will accept smaller 
fish

- Longline fishermen have noted that in 
recent years, landed fish are smaller 
on average

- Somewhat fragile in the pan, best 
served with gentle preparations like 
steaming and baking

- Chefs note that struggling to remove 
pinbones from raw fillets can damage 
the meat (better to debone after 
cooking, as the bones are then easily 
removed)

- Also known as black cod
- Different pricings based on how it is caught (and 
subsequent quality of fish)

- Greatest market demand is for large fillets
3
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SUMMARY ANALYTICS FOR THE 

CANDIDATE GROUNDFISH SPECIES

The suitability of a species for increased catch and marketing investment is determined by the 

sustainability of increased catch levels and the likelihood a species will be purchased on the 

local market. Below we summarize the results of the two prior analyses to highlight which 

species, in theory, would make good candidates for Washington’s fishermen to invest more 

effort in, assuming local market opportunities exist.

Species

Candidate species 
selection If fished to 50% of the OFL Primary processing 

and marketing Prices since 2010

OFL and Current 
Catch (color code)

Potential revenues 
(million $ USD)

Positive vs negative 
scorings ($ USD / lb)

Dover sole1 Excellent 211.9 -3 0.4

English sole Excellent 25.1 -5 0.3

Starry flounder2 Poor 7.1 -3 0.3

Arrowtooth flounder3 Excellent 145.8 -4 0.1

Shortbelly rockfish Excellent 14.3 -3 0.5

Yellowtail rockfish Fair -1.6 -3 0.4

Longspine thornyhead Excellent 8.6 -1 0.5

Shortspine thornyhead Good 2.1 -1 0.7

Lingcod Excellent 1.6 1 0.9

Longnose skate Good 3.1 0 0.4

Sablefish4 Fair -1 3 2.8

Table 3. Final summary of results used to determine new candidate groundfish species, the biological / catch potential of each, 
the potential revenue gains if each species was fished at 50% of the Over Fishing Limit (OFL), their processing / marketing 
scores, and their average prices since 2010. Superscript numbers relate to the full example descriptions given below the table.
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1) Dover sole: An excellent candidate species with a lot of current landings and well within 

biological limits (if fished at 0.5 OFL it would produce approximately $ 211.9 million additional 

revenue). It has a moderate scoring in terms of processing issues and marketing potential, landings 

of current discards would generate approximately $ 20,000 and since 2020 it has commanded 

an average price of 40 cents per pound.

 

2) Starry flounder: A poor candidate species that currently shows low catches but is well 

within biological limits and would generate an additional $ 7.1 million in revenues if fished to 

0.5 OFL. It has a moderate scoring in terms of processing issues and marketing potential, landings 

of current discards would generate approximately $ 5,000 and since 2020 it has commanded 

an average price of 30 cents per pound. 

3) Arrowtooth flounder: An excellent candidate species with considerable current landings 

and well within biological limits (if fished at 0.5 OFL it would generate $145.8 million additional 

revenue). Of the candidate species it has the worst processing and marketing potential. Landing 

current discards would generate approximately $20,000 and since 2010 the average price per 

pound was 10 cents.

4) Sablefish: A fair candidate species with considerable landings at present but also fished at 

more than 0.5 OFL (therefore if we use 0.5 OFL as a reference there is little more sustainable 

potential to fish this species). It scored the highest in terms of processing and marketing. If current 

discards of sablefish were landed this would generate an additional $1.3 million in revenues 

and it has commanded a high price of approximately $2.8 / lb since 2010.
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VALUE ADDITION

When considering value addition in this report it is important to remember that 

the goal of the community catch project is to increase revenues for Washington’s 

fishermen by making use of currently under-valued groundfish species, many of 

which are under-exploited.  It is also to keep catch local, allowing these additional 

revenues to come from local sales and the local consumption of seafood caught 

off the Washington coastline. Not only does the presence of local markets open 

opportunities for fishermen to innovate and bypass certain “normal” steps in the 

value chain (e.g. by distributing their own fresh or processed fish), but it also means 

an increased, local fisheries workforce. By increasing the amount of processing by 

landing more under-valued species for example, more processing staff are needed to 

process this additional catch. If more small-scale processing facilities are available, 

it will provide more opportunity for fishermen to innovate and experiment with 

their own value additions, providing longer-term possibilities of processing, value 

adding and distributing their own catch. This will increase revenue generation for 

local fishermen but also improve the reputation and branding of Washington’s local 

seafood products once consumers are made aware they are consuming local produce 

from small-scale, cottage industry operations. All of this, however, requires marketing 

– something that was noted as distinctly lacking among Washington’s fishermen. 

Below we have noted the benefits and challenges of direct marketing, processing 

and value adding (see also Alaska Seagrant “Fishermen’s direct marketing manuals” 

(Lagerwey et al., 2017))
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• Receive a higher price-per-pound than local processors usually pay

• Product can be sold in small and/or large quantities

• Customers provide feedback about products, potentially leading to 

ideas for new products

• Opportunities to connect with and develop loyalty among customers

• Diversifies markets, reducing market risk

• Control of where and when product is sold

• Requires greater time commitment, both during the season and the rest of the year

• Catch may not match demand and may not meet consumers’ needs

• May not be possible to provide desired products

• Socially demanding (taking time away from families, friends)

• May put relationship with traditional buyers at risk

• Requires additional bookkeeping and business management skills and practices

• Less flexibility to take advantage of good fishing days due to scheduled marketing activities

Benefits

Challenges
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REVENUE EXTRAPOLATIONS

WASHINGTON’S PACIFIC COAST POPULATION:

In 2019 there were a total of just over 200 thousand people living in Washington state’s Pacific 

coast counties (Clallam: 77.3, Grays Harbor: 75k, Jefferson: 31.7k, and Pacific: 22k). The Food 

and Drug Administration (FDA)  recommends adults to eat at least 8 oz of seafood per week. 

If we assume that the ratio of <18 year olds to >18 years olds is the same across Washington 

State (28.2% of people are 18 or under) then this means there are 147k adults in Washington’s 

coastal counties. If each one of these adults was to eat 8oz of locally caught flatfish once a 

week this would generate $370,000 per week gross (assuming an average sale price of $5 per 

lb for a flatfish at a local grocery store). 

WASHINGTON’S PACIFIC COAST CORRECTIONAL FACILITIES:

As of 2019 there were 3,541 resident prisoners in Clallam, Grays Harbor, Jefferson and Pacific 

counties (Data Analytics | Washington State Department of Corrections). If each of these inmates 

ate the FDA-recommended minimum of 8oz of flatfish each week, this would amount to a 

potential revenue generation of between approximately $17,000 gross.

WASHINGTON’S SCHOOLS:

In 2019, there were a total of 1.3 million school students in the State of Washington (Data 

Portal | OSPI). If everyone one of those school children ate 4 oz of flatfish per week (assuming 

a smaller recommended portion size for younger children as per the FDA guidelines) this would 

generate an approximate state-wide revenue of $1.625 million gross. 

TOURISM IN WASHINGTON STATE:

In 2018, there were almost 16,000 eating places in Washington State (National Restaurant 

Association, 2019). If we assume that one eighth of these eateries has the customer base to serve 

fresh seafood and served 15 fresh flatfish dishes per week (8 oz each), a total of approximately 

$750,000 revenues gross respectively could be generated per week, assuming one flatfish 

cover costs $25.
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KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS AND 

PERCEIVED OBSTACLES AND IDEAS

It must be remembered that all the above revenue extrapolations are based on market availability, 

stabilized pricing based on the average values we have calculated from the data gathered and 

do not consider extraneous variability caused by local economies, climate / stock variability etc. 

They do, however, illustrate that considering the untapped potential in many of Washington’s 

groundfish species (in particular the candidate species that we highlight in this report), there 

are significant revenue gains to be made if local markets are available. These gains will bring 

new revenue to all sectors of the supply chain, and if processing, value additions, distribution 

and marketing is kept local they will also bring significant employment to the coastal counties 

of Washington state.

Until now, the content of this report has been 

largely based on theory which although useful 

as a starting point, is dangerous without some 

foundation in reality. We therefore interviewed 

29 people and received 4 full interview 

responses from our online surveys. These 

interviews provided important insight into the 

history and local dynamics of Washington’s 

fish markets and fishing industry. Many of the 

Key Informants (KIs) were keen on the idea 

of creating and promoting local markets for 

groundfish species, keeping catch local and 

increasing the potential catch portfolios of 

commercial fishermen in Washington. Many, 

however, expressed numerous obstacles to 

the idea. The full length project report covers 

these conversations in detail, but here we have 

summarized the findings from the interviews 

as a SWOT analysis (below).
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STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES OPPORTUNITIES 

AND THREATS (S.W.O.T.)

• Sufficient biological capacity in many of 

Washintgon’s fish stocks to increase catches.

• Considerable value in landing currently 

discarded catch.

• A broad diversity of currently undervalued 

species options. 

• Coherence among Washington fishery 

stakeholders as to current SWOT’s.

• A lot of local drive and passion to improve 

on the current state of affairs.

• Diversity of gears and different species seasons 

to allow portfolio diversification.

• Talented chefs and good restaurants to 

experiment with new products.

• Low local populations outside of tourist 

seasons.

• Lack of local entrepreneurism / innovation.

• General fear and uncertainty about investing 

in unstable catches and markets.

• Diversification and local benefits overshadowed 

by large monolith processors.

• Blinkered mindset of local population in 

relation to work opportunities and seafood 

purchasing / consumption.

• Prohibitive costs and regulations to start new 

ventures. 

• Geographic isolation of some fishermen make 

it difficult to “join” local supply chains efficiently.

• Continued shortage of seafood sector workers 

locally.

Strengths Weaknesses 
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• Washington has not yet tried to brand its 

fisheries (or re-brand species with more 

appealing names).

• Landing currently discarded catches bring 

extra value to fishermen.

• Provision of better and more freezers will be 

an easy fix for supply variability issues.

• Building more collaborative partnerships 

between fishery stakeholders (coops and 

stakeholder owned).

• Tourism events / structures like food festivals 

and the culinary loop are as yet underutilized.

• Lucrative markets in Vancouver and Seattle 

can help ensure value is possible if local markets 

faulter.

• Currently not much value-addition beyond 

simple processing.

• Diversification means resilience and 

adaptability to change (Fuller et al., 2017).

• New freezing technologies producing “as 

good as fresh” product.

• Climate uncertainty leading to variable catches 

and shifts in species distributions.

• Regulatory uncertainty may lead to variable 

and unpredictable fishing restrictions.

• Potential conflicts arising between different 

groups with diverse ranges of interest.

• Historic attitudes of the industry turning off 

younger generations.

• Saturation of markets by concentrated 

ownership, large processors and corporation 

product.

• The current Washington fleet is in general 

less diverse than 30 years ago (Kasperski & 

Holland, 2013).

• Continued consumer preference for fresh 

even if frozen is equal quality.

• Quota allocation continuing to favor large 

enterprise (trawlers) over small-medium 

enterprise.

Opportunities Threats

The SWOT analysis gleaned from the KI interviews highlights numerous areas for improvement 

and opportunities for increasing market resilience and sales. For the sake of brevity, we have also 

summarised the key recommendations that have been developed since the KI interviews took place. 

This development has involved a number of follow-up calls with KIs as well as two workshops and 

detailed conversations with the TNC team. 
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

The demand in the US for domestic seafood has been steadily growing since 2014, particularly 

value-added products. Our analyses indicate that there is both a lot of biological capacity and 

economic potential in Washington’s waters, if markets can be mobilized through stabilized 

supplies of local seafood, increased local demand of seafood products and a move away from 

large processors, back towards smaller-scale operations. One of the most important findings 

from our evaluations is the consistent coherence in opinions and responses to our questions 

and surveys. This consistency is important, so forward momentum is more of the masses, than 

select individuals who would otherwise have to take on significant risk without the support of 

their surrounding industry. This coherence also suggests that collective efforts to support new 

change will likely be welcomed. 

Below we list key recommendations that will help Washington turn a new corner to make 

better use of their fisheries resources to help fishermen earn more for their catch, make use of 

currently undervalued species and provide more seafood-related livelihoods for the coastal 

populations of Washington. These recommendations are not presented in an order of importance. 

We recommend all to be taken on board as they will act synergistically with one another to 

improve the current situation.

1) More local produce needs to be seen in local grocery outlets. The easiest way for this 

to begin is for fishermen to seed local stores with their produce in collaboration with store 

owners who then must make efforts to market and advertise local, healthy, delicious seafood.

2) A customer intention / purchase analysis survey to understand the consumption and 

buying behaviours would be extremely beneficial to target future marketing campaigns.

3) A fish in schools program needs to be promoted and driven by local fishermen as it will 

help establish a consistent demand for local seafood and improve the visibility and collaborative 

nature of Washington’s fishing sector.

4) Local seafood needs to be promoted via a thorough branding of Washington seafood 
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as well as large-scale events like cook-offs, fayres and similar events. These can be used as test 

beds for new species and to teach locals and tourists what Washington has to offer in the way 

of seafood produce.

5) The industry needs more investment in freezing technologies both onboard vessels 

and onshore to help stabilise the supply of high-quality seafood and the local seafood sector 

employment market.

6) Education and workshops on small-scale marketing and business innovation need to be 

held for both current and incoming young fishermen. It is likely that paid trainings will be met 

with resistance until the benefits of the trainings are seen. It is therefore advisable to either set 

up a fund to support the cost of such events and / or apply for federal business development 

money to hold them (at least at the outset).

7) The benefits of collaboration and networking need to be fostered within the Washington 

seafood sector. At present there is a lot of risk if individuals take on suggestions from this report 

alone. Collaboration and cooperation will be key to driving lower risk innovations and testing 

new grounds for Washington’s fishermen.

8)  Recognizing the robust number of marketable species (sustainably) available for 

commercial harvest on the WA coast, it is recommended that any market development not be 

species dependent but rather prioritize adaptability in the face of climate change and other 

future challenges.
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