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By JOSH WARREN

      
jobs in 2013

Alaska’s rich seafood resources 
are an important part of the 
state’s economy and a source of 

jobs and income for thousands of peo-
ple. At the beginning of a long econom-
ic chain that ends with salmon or halibut 
on someone’s dinner table are the people 
who harvest the seafood from the state’s 
oceans and rivers.

That group is not captured in the most 
visible government job numbers. Those 
numbers, usually called “nonfarm pay-
roll employment,” also exclude the self-
employed, the military, and other jobs 
defi ned as “agricultural” for various rea-
sons, generally because those numbers 
are harder to come by.

To fi ll that gap, the Alaska Department 
of Labor and Workforce Development 
worked with the Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game about a decade ago to 
develop a method to estimate seafood 
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harvesting jobs that was the most comparable 
to the nonfarm payroll employment numbers. 
The comparisons aren’t perfect, but they al-
low someone to get a sense of how seafood 
harvesting compares as a source of jobs to 
other industries for which job numbers are 
more readily available.

Seafood harves  ng
    employment grew in 2013
In 2013, Alaska’s seafood harves  ng average 
monthly employment grew to a level not seen 
since 2000. 

Jobs grew by 2.4 percent, primarily driven by 
increased salmon harves  ng. This brought 
the year’s monthly average to 8,393, less than 
400 shy of 2000’s level. (See Exhibit 1.) 

The increase in harves  ng and jobs has also 
produced a larger seasonal swing. Alaska’s 
seafood harves  ng has one of the strongest 
seasonal pa  erns in the na  on, with a diff er-
ence of about 25,000 jobs between the high-
est and lowest months.

Winter employment shrank or remained 
stable in 2013 while peak summer employ-
ment reached a record 25,859 jobs in July. 
June alone had 2,500 more harvesters than it 
had in 2012. 

Large gains in salmon
    fi sheries employment
Salmon harves  ng jobs were the main source 
of growth between 2012 and 2013, with a gain 
of 452 jobs, or 10 percent. (See Exhibit 3.) This 
growth came from a small increase in reported 
crew sizes by permit holders as well as more 
fi shing. (See the sidebar on page 6.)

Employment increased somewhat in the 
smaller sablefi sh, herring, and shellfi sh fi sheries. Her-
ring fi sheries grew the most in terms of a percentage 
at 25 percent, which translated to 32 addi  onal jobs.

Off se   ng the growth in these fi sheries, groundfi sh 
and crab lost employment over the year. Crab har-
ves  ng lost around 100 jobs, a drop of 17 percent. 
These losses were mostly in late spring and early sum-
mer, and minor growth in the winter wasn’t enough 
to off set them. Groundfi sh job losses were spread 
evenly across the year with every month but one 
showing fewer harves  ng jobs. The average loss over 
the year was 187 jobs, or 15 percent.

Groundfi sh species con  nue
    to dominate catch volume
The job numbers here have a much lower profi le 
than other fi sheries data, such as catch volume and 
value. State and federal biologists and other experts 
manage the fi sheries as a renewable economic and 
subsistence asset.

According to the most recent NOAA report, Alaska 
fi sheries produce over half the United States’ total 
harvest volume and a third of the total value. 
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About these numbers
Unlike the “nonfarm payroll employment” 
numbers published every month by state and 
federal sta  s  cal agencies, fi sh harves  ng 
employment es  mates can’t be generated 
simply by asking employers how many people 
they had on their payroll in a certain month. 

Instead, employment of a certain number 
of people has to be inferred from the fi sh or 
other seafood “landings” — the ini  al sale of 
the catch. 

Because of the way the fi sheries are man-
aged — by permits that are generally associ-
ated with a specifi c type of gear, including 
boat size — a landing under a certain permit 
requires about the same number of people to 

be involved in the catch. Those numbers are 
called “crew factors.”

For example, a certain permit to fi sh for king 
crab in Bristol Bay with pot gear on a vessel 
more than 60 feet long requires about six 
people to be involved in the crab harvest 
according to the survey responses of people 
who own those permits. So when a crab har-
vest is landed under that permit in a calendar 
month, we assume the permit generated six 
jobs in that month.     

The jobs are assigned to a loca  on based on 
harvest areas rather than by place of resi-
dence of the permit holder. That approach 
approximates what’s done with payroll em-
ployment numbers, which are categorized by 
place of work rather than by the place of the 
workers’ residence. 

Most permits have a geographic designa  on 
for where the specifi c species can be har-
vested. Employment generated under permits 
that allow fi shing anywhere in the state is 
assigned to a region by a diff erent method (a 
special harvest area code).

The numbers are presented here as annual 
averages because that is also what comes 
closest to the way payroll employment num-
bers are published and analyzed. Like seafood 
harves  ng employment, construc  on and 
tourism jobs have much higher summer em-
ployment levels than they do during the win-
ter. Averaging the seafood harves  ng employ-
ment numbers across all 12 months allows for 
more meaningful comparisons between job 
counts in diff erent industries.

Groundfi sh make up the largest share in 
terms of volume and salmon in value1 
among all fi sheries, with nearly $680 mil-
lion worth brought to dock in 2013. 

Though salmon harvested in Alaska made 
up about 17.5 percent of total seafood 
volume, it was 36.5 percent of total com-
mercial fi sheries value. In contrast, wall-
eye pollock was well over half the volume 
– 3 billion pounds in 2013 – but around 
25 percent of total Alaska landings value. 

The varia  ons in methods, regula  on, 
and markets dictate the eff ort and em-
ployment necessary for each fi shery. 
Limits on size, equipment type, and the 
number of days allowed for salmon fi sh-
ing mean more job opportuni  es and 
crew are needed. For example, larger ships that fi sh 
the Bering Sea for pollock can get by with fewer crew 
and fetch higher catch prices.

Southeast leads regions
Southeast Alaska has been the regional leader in both 
volume and value of the high-eff ort salmon fi shery 
since 2011, thus genera  ng the largest job counts. 
(See Exhibit 4.) 

Southcentral was next in 2013 with its halibut fl eet 
and Prince William Sound and Cook Inlet salmon fi sh-
eries. The Aleu  ans/Pribilof Islands’ employment was 
third-highest  because of its diversity and triple-digit 

1It’s important to note that these data break out halibut and sable-
fi sh from the “groundfi sh” category. If all species of groundfi sh were 
combined, groundfi sh value would be higher than that of salmon. 

employment in salmon, halibut, groundfi sh, and crab 
harves  ng. 

Kodiak loses jobs
Employment in Kodiak fi sheries dropped 12.6 percent 
overall in 2013, but s  ll remained higher than 2011 
levels. Like most of the other regions, Kodiak’s salm-
on fi sheries grew — but employment dropped in hali-
but and various other groundfi sh fi sheries because 
of an overall decrease in the number of landings and 
a reported decline in the number of crew members 
necessary to fi sh each permit.

Bristol Bay pa  ern diff ers 
The Bristol Bay Region’s employment growth pa  ern 

Harvesters pull in an 800-pound cod pot on the Obsession. Photo by Nick Rahaim
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Salmon Fishing Jobs Up Over Decade
A , 2000  20135
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diff ered from the rest of the state, with salmon em-
ployment fl at. 

The salmon job count was stable mostly because of 
how the harves  ng seasons and landings meshed 
with calendar months. In 2013, June and July had re-
cord employment but August employment was half 
what it had been the prior year. August employment 
swings wildly depending on whether the harvest sea-
son con  nues that long into the year. Salmon gener-
ates 98 percent of the region’s harves  ng jobs.

Northern a small piece
Northern Region has a compara  vely small harvest-
ing employment level, but the jobs are important to 
the area. The region gained an average of just four 
yearly jobs, largely from a strong herring return. Her-
ring harvest employment was fi ve  mes higher than 
it was the year before, but the yearly average doesn’t 
refl ect that because the herring season lasts just one 
month, dilu  ng the annual average with months of 
inac  vity.

Aleu  ans area loses
    150 total jobs
The Aleu  ans and neighboring Pribilof Islands lost 
150 jobs in 2013. Only August and November gained 
jobs, with the other 10 months refl ec  ng varying de-
clines. 

Aleu  ans salmon harves  ng employment rebounded 

to its 2011 level, which was a 20 percent increase 
from 2012. The declines in the region’s other fi sheries 
overpowered the rebounding salmon employment, 
because salmon is such a small share. (See Exhibit 6.)

Southeast sets a record
Southeast fi sheries gained more than 210 harves  ng 
jobs in 2013, reaching a level not seen since 2000. 

Most species showed employment 
growth from the prior year, with the 
excep  ons of groundfi sh and crab, 
which had negligible losses.

The area’s longest con  nuous growth 
has been in its salmon fi sheries. Salm-
on harves  ng reached new highs since 
in 2000 in 2010, 2011, and 2013. 

Southcentral has 
    a big summer boost
Salmon harves  ng is almost as domi-
nant in Southcentral as it is in Bristol 
Bay, at 73 percent of all harves  ng 
jobs. (See Exhibit 6.) 

While salmon fi sheries across Alaska 
gained jobs on an average monthly 
basis, Southcentral gained the most in 
its peak months. The region’s average 
increase was only 197 for the year, but 

Kodiak 770

Southcentral 1,619

Northern 146

Southeast 2,510

Islands 1,513

Bristol Bay 1,364

Yukon Delta 380



8 ALASKA ECONOMIC TRENDSNOVEMBER 2014 

June alone was up 1,515 jobs from the 
year before. 

Harves  ng jobs for all the other species 
in Southcentral mostly remained stable. 
Steady overall job increases have been 
the norm for this region in recent years. 

For more informa  on, see our Web site 
at laborstats.alaska.gov.
Josh Warren is a Department of Labor economist in 
Juneau. To reach him, call (907) 465-6032 or e-mail 
him at Joshua.Warren@alaska.gov.

Source: Alaska 
Department of Labor and 
Workforce Development, 
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