among the Trends 50 with locations
beyond Anchorage was Sheffield
Enterprises-now owned by Holland
AmericalWestours and operated un
der the name Westmark Hotels.
Unique among the Trends 50 are the
oil and construction companies loca
tion of operations. The oil companies
ope rate on the North Slope and in
Cook Inlet, but have their headquart
ers i n Anchorage. T he construction
firm, Brown & Root U.S.A., is much
the same as the oil fi rms. Headquar
tered in Anchorage, its main opera
t ions are on the North Slope, re lated
to oil fiel d construct io n.
The m ajority of ma nufacturi ng firm s
among the Trends 50 are in the fi sh
processing and lumber and paper
manufacturing secto rs. Th ese fi rm s
are the most likely not to be located
in Anchorage. On the other hand,
Alaska's two largest newsp apers are
Anchorage based, but distributed
statewide.
Conclusion
Alaska's 50 largest employers con
t ribute a large share o f total j obs in
A laska. In 1986 they accounted for
over 31 ,200 jobs, 21% of total private
emp l oy ment in A l as ka. T h ey
represent a variety of industries and
have operations across the state.
These firms have been m ajor co ntr i
butors to the economy and will con 
tinue to play a leadership role in
Alaska's future.

Trends 50 Data Table
Provided in Table 1 are the Trends 50
ranked by employment. Also provid
ed are the firms headquarters loca
tion and industry information.
Ranking is based on 1986 annual
average employment data, which are
provided in column 4 of Table 1. The
next column conta ins employment
data for the first six months of 1987
(the most current data available at
survey time). Although the 1987 data
are not direct ly comparable with the
1986 annual average data because of
seasonal and other cyclical fluctua
tions they provide some insig hts into
the em p loyment trends of these
fi rm s.
Overall, the co mpanies in the Trends
50 will remain rel atively stable from
1986 to 1987. The ranking s will sh ift
around, but onl y Alaska National
B ank o f the Nort h will d rop out fo r
certai n. A nother one or two appear on
the ve rge of d ropping out based on
their data fo r the fi rst half of 1987. In
ad dition, their rela t ive economic
durabi lity is illustrated by the fact that
total em ploym ent among t hese em 
ployers fell about hal f as much as t he
decl ine in total private employment
from 1986 to 1987.
Column 6 is the firms p rima ry b usi
ness activity. This would not include
all busin ess activities whi ch a firm
may be involved in. Column 7 and 8
contain l ocation information. If t he
firm operates in more than one com

munity, then it is designated a
statewide firm. If it operates in only
one location that place is listed. The
second location provided gives the
company's Alaska headquarters or
the location of its largest operation.

1 The employment data are based on
records of unemployment insurance
tax, which every employer in the state
with one or more employees must pay.
The em ployment data are based on U.I
account numbers, so the employment
figures m ay not include the total em·
ployment of a parent company if the
subsidiaries are under another account
number. The employment information
is protected by confidentiality laws and
therefore it was necessary to receive
writlen permission fro m each compa·
ny to release their employ ment infor
m ation.

The number of employees is a job
coW1/;. It represents the tolaJ number of
people who w orked during the p ay
period including the 12 th of each
month. This is not an unduplicated
count of the number of different in 
dividuals because some workers are
reported by m ore than one employer
due to d ual job holding and labor tur
nover. No distinction is made between
full-time and part· time employ m ent.

The Center of Alaska's Bottomfish Grounds:
Kodiak and the Aleutian Islands
By Neal Fried
ot until recent news articles reported on the boom town of Unalas
ka/Dutch Harbor were ma ny Alaskans aware of the flourishing bot
tomfish industry taking the Kodiak-Aleutian Island region by storm.
The remoteness of the Aleutian chain and the Bering Sea are par
tially responsible for this lack of awareness. Additionally, not many Alaskans
are familiar with activity in the Aleutians, as so much of their commerce is
with Seattle and other areas outside of the state.
While the news of layoffs, foreclosures, record vacancies, and bankruptcies
dominate the state's economic news, Kodiak Island and the Aleutian chain are
prospering. As a consequence, labor shortages are a problem and housing is
in short supply. Things weren't always this way. Prior to 1985, while most of
the rest of state basked in a petroleum revenue economic boom, many com·
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munities in the Kodiak-Aleutian
region were suffering from econom
ic decline. The crash of the lucrative
king crab fishery hit many of the
communities in this region hard.
Dutch Harbor plummeted from the
number one port in value of produc·
tion in the nation to number 22. Ko ·
dlak's fate was not much different.
The present prosperity of the region
is perhaps making up for lost ti me.

The Emergence of the Groundfish
Boom
N o o n e si ngle eve nt initia te d
prosperity but the develo pment of
A laska's " bottom fish" resource is one
p rimary ca use. In addition large opi·
lio crab (snow crab) harvests have
aug m ent ed fisherm en's income. In·
creased m il itary activity on the A leu·
tians p rovides additional st im ulus to
the reg ion's economy. O ther favorable
infl uences include better than aver·
age salm on and halibut catches and
prices, favorable exchange rates, and
signs of a comeback in the Bering
Sea/Aleut ian king crab fi shery.
T he Al eutian chain and Kodiak sit in
the midd le of one of the r ichest bot·
tomfi sh waters in the worl d. Last year
the ports of Kod iak and Una laska
ranked seco nd and fo urth in the na·
tion for value of fish production. Un·
alaska's 1987 value of production of
$62.7 million represented almost a
doublin g in the value of the fishery
over the previous yea r. In 1987 the ex·
vessel value! of the state's gro undfish
fishery was $3 88 m illion.

Some communities are doing well
without an increase in fishing activi
ty. Shemya and Adak are military in
stallations. Cold Bay is a former
military base and is now a govern
ment and transportation center. The
Navy budget in Adak has more than
doubled since 1980. Uniformed mili
tary personnel on the Aleutian Is
lands increased from 2,200 in 1983
to 2,984 in 1987. This has been
another major source of economic
stimulus to the A leutians, though the
benefits from this activity have reo
mained localized.
O the r towns such as Atka and Nikol·
ski with populations of less than 100
have yet to benefit from the commer
cial fishery primarily because they are
more subsistence ori ented . T h e
Pribilof Island communi ties of St. Ge
orge and St. Paul used to rel y on the
seal harvest as the basis of their econ
omy. Presently, t hey are build ing in·
frastruct ures to ta ke advantage of the
local fi shery resources.

More than 92 % of the
bottomfish harvest
comes from the Bering
Sea/Aleutian Islands
area.

What are Bottomfish?
Bottom or g roundfish (the terms can
be used interchangeably) loosely
refers to po ll ock, cod, sablefish,
perch, roc kfi sh, flounder, and other
species (Figure 2). The Japanese and
others have fished t hese resources
heavily si nce the 19505, exploiting a
giant resource which created little in
te rest in Alaska. More than 92% of

Figure 1
Kodiak and the Aleutian Islands
Location of Shore-based
Groundfish Processors

For all of Kodiak's communit ies, and
more than three quarters of the co m ·
munities on the Aleutians, fishi ng
reigns ki ng. Acco rding to Stephen
Braund and Associates, roughly 70%
of King Cove's income com es from
fishing. Many of the other economies
in the reg ion are not m uch di fferent.
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the bottomfish harvest comes from
the Bering Sea/Aleutian Islands area.
If we add the waters surrounding Ko
diak Island the figures would climb to
nearly 100%.
The "Americanization" of
the Fishery
In 1976 Congress passed the Magnu
son Act. One intent of the act was to
American ize the fishery within the
200 mile limit by allocating an in
creasing share of the bottomfish
resource to domestic fishermen at the
expense o f fore ign harvesters. For a
number of years the act had little im 

Figure 2
Alaska Groundfish Harvest by Species, 1987
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Source:
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Figure 3
Alaska Groundfish Harvest 1982-1987
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pact on Alaska or on the domestic in
dustry. Through the early 1980s,
American fishermen continued to fish
only for the higher value species
(salmon, herring, halibut, and shell 
fish) and ignored bottomfish.
In 1982 almost 1.3 million metric
tons of bottomfish were caught in
Alaskan waters and processed by for
eign vessels. The foreign catch
represented 86% of the area's har
vest. Though some of these foreign
operations made occasional calls at
Unalaska and other ports in the
region, most were self-contain ed
operation s. Littl e or no economic
benefit s accrued to.the communities
of Kodiak or the Aleutian Chain.
A s the w~rldwid e and domestic de
m and for all fi sh grew rapidly, prices
began to rise and th e resource be
ca me m o re attractive to domestic
fish ermen. Then in 1981 the k ing
crab fishery crashed. Many fishermen
had m ade la rge investments in crab
b oats and needed to find an alterna
t ive way to make paym ents on their
vessels. T hey began to turn to joint
venture bottomfish operations as a
way to keep their boats operating.
Th is is an example of where adverse
circumstances led to the develop
ment of a new industry.
Joint ventures meant American
fi sherm en harvested the fish and for
eign factory ships bought their fish
and processed them at sea. This
provided a market fo r domestic
fishermen with prices high enough to
make these ventures profitable. In
1981 joint ventures harvested 94,689
metric tons in Alaska. By 1985 it in
creased nine fold, to 884,000 m etric
tons (A m et ric ton is equivalent to
2,205 pounds). Last year joint ven
tures in the region harvested 1.4 mil
lion metric tons.
The volume of domestically caught
and processed fish began to grow al
bei t more slowly. In 1982, domestic
operations caught and processed
33,000 metric tons of groundfish, and
by 1987 it climbed to 296,000 m et
ric tons. The growth in joint ventures
and domestically caught and
processed fish came at the expense
of the foreign catch (Figure 3). By
1987 the foreign catch fell to 3 % of
the state's entire catch, in comparison
to more than 86% of the catch in
1982. In 1988 there is no forei gn quo

ta for fish as domestic and joint ven
tures will harvest the entire catch.
Development of the joint ventures
and domestic bottom fishery has al·
lowed a number of communities in
the region to reap economic benefits
which had been previously elusive.
Domestic fishing boats bought more
s upplies from the local communities.
Residents began harvesting the fish,
boosting local income. In 1981, 130
Alaskans were issued fishing permits
for groundfish and by 1987 the num
ber had g rown to 1,230 (Fig ure 4).
Though most reside nts still be nefit
more from traditio na l fisheries, the
bottomfish industry is providing an
e conomic boost to ma ny of the
regio n's resIdents. Une mpl oyment
rates have fa lle n to rem a rkab ly low
levels since t he high rates d uri ng the
king c ra b bust. In 1982, Kodia k's un·
e mployment was 11.4% and by 1987
it had fallen to the seco nd lowest in
the state, 6.1 %. The Aleutians unem
ployment rate fo r the same period
decl ined from 7.3% to 3.6%, the
lowest in the state.
Recent investment in the region indi
cates an expanding economy. The
most dramatic example occurred in
Un alaska. Accord ing to Alaska Con
struction and Oil Magazine, hundreds
of millions of dollars are being sunk
into harbors, warehouses, processing
plants, shipyards, hotels and housing
in Unalaska. Almost all of it is private
capital. The biggest projects include
the Captains Bay $7-10 million ma
rine industrial park and ship repair fa 
cility, a $7.5 million project by
Offshore Systems Inc. (similar to Cap
tains Bay), and $20 million for new
surimi production facilities by Alyes
ka Seafoods. Great Land Seafoods
also made substantial investments in
their surimi plant.
S maJler com m unities such as Sand
Po int and Ki ng Cove have ex
perie nced major upg rades in the ir fa
ci liti es. Sand Poi nt is presently
spendi ng $2.4 millio n in harbor ex
pansion. In King Cove, Pete r Pan
Seafoods has nea rly completed a $7
million upg rade to their plant.

Alaskan Seafoods expanded their
plant last year and Western Alaskan
is enlarging their facility in anticipa
tion of surimi production. Other
processors have increased the utiliza'
tion of their space and have added
processing equipment for bottomfish.
In many cases this has meant convert
ing their king crab and shrimp lines
into bottomfish operations.
Possibl y the single most ambitious
project is being undertaken on St. Ge
o rge, one of the Pribilof Islands.
Presently, there is on ly a small
processing and cold storage facil ity
on St. George, despite its central lo
catio n in the Be ring Sea. A $20 mil·
lion brea kwate rkiock is presently
being completed. St. George hopes to
becom e a major support base fo r the
domesti c fish ing fl eet and serve as a
processing cente r for crab, halibut
and bottomfish. St. Paul , t he ot her
Prib ilof isla nd, is underta king a simi·
lar p roject.

The groundfish fishery
has made the fishing
industry far less
seasonal.

Processing Bottomfish

An additional economic benefit to
the region's communities is shore
based processing of g rou ndfi sh.
Alaska shore-based processi ng of
groundfish is relatively recent, taki ng
hold in 1985, though a numbe r of
false starts and smaller operations oc
curred earlier.
Local production of surimi provided
an initial boost to the region's sho re 
based processing. Surimi, a sub-

Figure 4
N umber of Commercial Fishing Permits
Issued in Alaska to Alaska Residents, 1981-1987
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ture expansion to support the fishin g
industry took place in the early to
mid 1980s. Recently, a number of
p rocessors have e xpan d e d. All
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stance described as an "odorless,
tasteless and gelatinous substance:'
is a fish paste made from minced pol
lock. Imitation seafood. such as scal
lops, crab and shrimp are made from
surimL The region produces all of the
surimi in the state. The first produc·
tion of surimi in Alaska was in a
demonstration plant in Kodiak in
1984. In 1985 Alaska Pac i fic
Seafoods of Kodiak produced the fi rst
commercial surim i in the state. By
1987, three shore-based plants were
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T able 1
Kodiak Employment by Indus try

1980 - 1987
1985

1986

4,399 4,880 4,866 4,688

4,981

4,734

101
304
582
342
280
276
136
1.880 1.547 1,275 1,378 1,473 1,380 1,733
1,544 1,424 1,167 1,285 1,423 1,326 1,708
123
108
50
54
25
336
93
352
320
297
311
298
231
188
723
757
611
595
708
749
813
17
52
35
27
37
35
49
576
578
681
715
764
706
686
105
98
95
101
104
103
110
605
641
545
570
562
611
663
1,038 1,051 1,044 1,114 1,165 1,174 1,209
241
243
243
257
252
253
286
282
207
253
260
273
282
266
545
541
532
588
643
650
700

198
1,569
1,534
35
222
834
50
784
108
717
1,081
234
237
610

19 80
Nonag . Wage & Salary
Mining
Construction
Manufact uring
Food & Ki nd red Prod. 1
All Other Mfg .
Trans. Comm. & Utilities
Trade
Wholesale
Retail
Finance· lns. & R:E.
Services
Government
Federal
State
Local
Miscellaneous

1981

. .

4,464

4,381

1982

1983

1984

. .

• Nondi sclosable
I

In Kodiak' s case , these figures represe nt fish processing empl oy ment.

Source: Alask a Department of Labo r, Researc h and A nal ysis.
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Processing groundfish into fillets and
fish blocks (for fish sticks) also caught
on quickly. By 1987, 17 of the
region's 25 shore based plants were
processing bottomfish. Five years
earlier there was not one substantial
operat ion.
Th e manufacturing figures in table 1
and 2 illustrate the growth in bottom
fish processing. O n the Aleutian
chain employment fell dramatically in
1982 and continued its descent
through 1984. Kodiak fish processing
employment fell even more dramati
cally. T he decli nes came as a result
o f the king crab fishery which almost
closed down compl et ely for a few
years. Beginn ing in 1985 bottomfish
activity helped to replace these loss
es. Total employm ent in both areas
increased as a result o f the em erging
fishery. Though we can't always iso
late bottom fish processing numbers
from those o f other species, it's pos
sibl e to estimate jobs in certain
month s. Fo r exam ple during t he first
quarter of 1987, there were 1,385 fish
processin g jobs in Kodiak. most of
them processing bottomfish. In May,
empl oyment reached nearly 2,000.
Kodi ak has becom e the bottom fi sh
shore-based processing center in the
state (Figure 5), Unalaska, on the
other hand, is more of a service and
supply center to the Bering Sea/A leu
ti an fi shing fleet.

Figure 5
Kodiak!Aleutian Islands Fish Processing
Employment 1980-1987

2000

producing surimi. One is in the city
of Kodiak and two in Unalaska-Dutch
Harbor. Another surimi line is being
added this year in Kodiak.

1987

. .

In addition to boosting employment
numbers, the grouridfish fi shery has
m ade t he fi shing industry far less
seasonal. The pursuit of groundfish is
a year- round activity, unlike the
salmon season that lasts 2 ·3 month&,
or f isheries fo r halibut or herring
which last 1-3 days. It has meant
many plants are remaining open
almost the entire year, although th is
could change as the fleet harvesting
groundfish continues to g row. This is
already happening for some of the
fisheries. Management of the fishery
will determine the future length of the
seasons.
Recent data indicates nonresidents fill
73% of the Aleutians' and 53% of Ko
diak's fi sh processing jobs. These
numbers are probably conservative,
because these figures fail to capture
m ost of the tloating processor's em

ployment. However, if bottomfish can
help provide a continuing source of
year-round shore-based processing
employment more local residents
might choose to work in this indus
try. In addition, seasonal workers who
currently leave the area m ight choose
to make a longer commitmen t to
these communities if year-round em·
ployment were available.
How Much Does The Region
Benefit?
The numbe r of float ing processors in
the domestic fleet has grown dramat
ically. According to the Alas ka
Departm ent of Environme ntal Con
servation's records the re were about
three times as many floa ti ng proces
sors permitted in 1987 than in 1980.
In 1985 floating processors landed 82
mil lio n pounds of groundfish com
pared to 142 mill ion pounds in 1987.
For exa mpl e , the largest ca tc h
er/processor operator in the cou ntry,
Seattle-based Arctic Alas ka Seafoods
operated two vessels in 1982. They
hope to be operating 19 by the end
of the year. In 1986 Arctic Alaska ac
counted fo r 34 % the U.S_processed
North Pacific bottomfis h.

Table 2
Aleutian Islands Employment by Industry
1980· 1987
1980 1981
Nonag . Wage £, Salary
M ining
Const ruct ion
Manufact u ring '
T rans . Com m . £, Ut i\.
Whol esale T rade
Retail T rade
Finance-Ins £, R.E.
Serv ices
Government
Federal
State
Local
M iscellaneous

1982

. .

1984 1965

1983

1966

2,589 3,435 3,157 3,388 3,139 3,172 3,418 3564
112
1,586
127

•

•

131
1,269
191

108
870
186

192
874
237

210
214
959 1,173
247
312

115
109
92
97
162
307
1,230 1,267
723
729
72
76
431
467

105
144
367
1,324
720
74
530

117
129
299
1,337
694
80
563

199
214
133
119
264
188
1,385 1,31 5
742
682
74
70
569
563

•

118
81
1,625 1,255
183
209

104
113
76
97
146
146
1,081 1, 131
676
686
68
66
337
379

•

• Nondisclosable
I Fi sh processing employment represents more than
turing employment

95 % of the Aleutian Island m anufac

Source:Alaska Department of Labor, Research an d Analysi s.

Table 3
Aleutian Islands Population
1980 & 1985
Percent

The re is a concern r-egard ing the
growi ng number of floati ng proces
sors in the region's com munities and
thro ughout the state. Since most of
the floa ting processors a re based in
Washin gton state, th is type of activi
ty usua lly provides little econo mic
benefit to the com mun ities which sit
in the midd le of these fishing
grounds. Crews ofte n come from out·
side. The floating processors don't
pay local property taxes or in most
cases the raw fis h tax. They buy few
supplies o r pe rform majo r repa irs in
the local communit ies. Some opera
to rs are begin ning to home port in
Alaska and hire local workers. More
of the region's comm unities are build
ing repa ir faci lities that are capable
of handling the la rger vessels. But the
econo m ic leakages remain con
side rable.
The leakages are not limited to the
processing part of the industry be
cause the harvest end may provide a
larger drain. Though Americanization
of the fish harvesting has occurred
rapidly during the past five years, it
has not necessarily meant "Alaskani
zation:' Accordi ng to Alaska Business
Monthly, only 10 of the 150 catche r

1967

1980

1985

Change

Total Aleutian Islands

7,768

9,061

16.6

Adak
Akutan
Atka
Attu
Cold Bay
False Pass
King Cove
Nelson Lagoon
Nikolski
Sand Point
Shemya
St. George
St. Paul
Unalaska

3,315
169
93
29
228
70
460
59
50
625
600
158
551
1,322

4,665
80
93
31
157

40.7
- 52.7
0.0
6.9
-3 1.1
10.0
18.9
- 25.4
- 8.0
7.4
2.2
20.9
-15.4
0.7

39

49

Rest of Aleutian Islands

77

547
44
46
67 1
613
191
466
1,331

Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research and An alysis.

vessels ope rating in the Bering Sea
were Alaska owned or based. In 1985,
the Washington fl eet harvested 92%
of Alaska's domestic and 82% of the
joint venture catch. Natural Resource
Consultants of Seattle estimate 79%
of Washington state's groundfish har
vest comes from Alaskan waters.
Some people refer to Seattle as the
"whitefish capital of the world,"
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25.6 '

some New Zealand communities to
day.

Table 4
Kodiak Island Population
1980 & 1985

Total Kod iak Island
Akhiok
Karluk
Kod iak
Larse n Bay
O ld Harbo r
O uzinkie
Port Lions
Rest Kodi ak Island

1980

1985

Percent
Change

8.569

11,221

30.9

105

109
114

3.8
18,8
29.8
29.2
1.2
35.8

96
4. 756
168
340
173

6, 173
217

344
235

215

302

40.5

2, 716

3,727

37 .2

Source: Alaska Department of Labo r, Research and Analysis.

though most of the catch comes frorr
Alaskan waters.
Accord ing to a University of A lask~
study o n the state's commercial fish 
ery, the income multip lier in the
region was 1.2, the lowest in the state.
Nearly 37 % of all fishermen in South
west Alaska (excludes Kodiak) were
nonresidents. The combined Ko diak
Aleutian Island wage and salary work
force was 43 % nonresident. Much of
the economic activi ty takin g pl ace is
not benefiting the region or the state.
Solutions

If the region reaps more
of the benefits of this
incredibly rich fishery,
the growth occurring to
day could be magnified
immensely in the future.

The Southwest Alaska Municipal
Conference and the City of Unalaska
have i ntro d uced a numbe r of
proposals for changing how the fish
ing industry conducts business. They
would give the region the ability to
capture a bigger share of the benefits
the industry produces. One proposal
i s to Americanize the fuel and trans
portation segment of the fi shing in
dustry. It would require the foreign
fi shing fleet to ship their products on
U.S. carriers and purchase fuel from
U.S. distributors_ They believe the in
tent of the M agnuson Act is broad
enough to include such a provision.
Another proposal would have a more
localized impact on all of the region's
communit ies. They propose the in
dividual communities in the reg ion
receive part o f th e botto m fish
allocation-known as community de
vel opment quotas. The communities
would be fre e to harvest the resource
themselves or sell the rig hts to th e
harvest. A similar system exists in
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Other solutions include: getting the
state to provide additional funds for
infrastructure development, such as
sewer and water lines, airports and
harbors; providing tax incentives to
encourage more shore-based process
ing and cold storage facilities; and de
veloping educational opportunities in
Alaska emphasizing fish eries.
Conclusions
The groundfish resource is there, and
more importantly a demand for it ex
ists. This is in contrast to the situation
for some of Alaska's other natural
resources. Dutch Harbor, growing to
the present size of Kodiak, and Ko
diak growing considerab ly larger is
not inconceivable. All communities in
the region are likely to benefit from
th is fishery. Other parts of Alaska, in
cluding Anchorage, could be major
benefactors. The potential is huge,
even if no increase in catch were to
occur. The Japanese once e stimat~ d
that the Bering Sea produced
500,000 jobs in Japan. This is double
the present size of Alaska s entire
work force_ Capturing more of the
present activity in the form of harvest
ing and processing the fish could
result in the growth described above.
In addition, value added and market
ing activity provides additional poten
tial. Shippin g blocks of suri mi to
Seattle or Japan for processing it into
crab legs or shrimp could become
less common. Processing and pack
aging large blocks of Alaskan caught
frozen fish into fish sticks locally is no
impossible task. If the region reaps
more of the benefits of this incredi
b ly rich fishery, the growth occurring
today could be magnified immense
ly in the future.
NOTES:
1 Ex- vessel value is the renwneration
paid to the seafood harvester {or the
value of fISh or seafood offloaded from
the catch vessel.

