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Back in June of 2012 I wrote After 35 years of NOAA/NMFS fisheries management, how are they doing? How 

are we doing because of their efforts? (http://www.fishnet-usa.com/After_ 35_Years.pdf) in which I looked at U.S. 

commercial landings on a regional basis. While there were some bright spots, overall the picture was somewhat dismal, with 

total landings minus Alaska’s swinging up slightly after a trending downward over the previous 5 years and being only 60% 

of what they were in 1979, the year that inflation corrected landings were at their highest value. Regionally, landings (minus 

scallops and lobster) in New England, in the Mid-Atlantic (minus scallops), in the Southeast and in the Gulf of Mexico were 

trending downwards with only Pacific landings heading up. 

The latest available data from the NOAA/NMFS Commercial Landings website, for the years 2011 to 2014 

(http://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/st1/commercial/landings/annual_landings.html) tell a different, and much more optimistic, 

story (But please bear in mind that any indicated “trends” since 2010 are for four years at most and at this point aren’t neces-

sarily anything that people should hang their hats on).  

(Note that in all of the following charts 2010, the last year in the original FishNet article for which data was available, is indi-

cated by a red bar. The most current data are for 2014. Also note that all values reported were corrected for inflation, using 

federal government conversion tables and 2010 as the base year.) 

Value of Total U.S. landings 

Total U.S. landings reached a maximum of $6.8 billion in 1979. From a recent low of $3.9 billion in 2009 they increased to 

$5.2 billion in 2011 and are currently (as of 2014) at $5.0 billion.  

  

The value of total U.S. landings has been increasing fairly steadily since 2002. 

____________________ 

A number of people had commented on the original article that it would have  been interesting to see a listing of all of the 

commercial species and their individual contributions to the total value of domestic landings. With landings of 485 species 

reported in 2014, that would take up a prohibitive amount of space here, but on the following page is a chart listing the top 50 

fisheries in terms of value. At the bottom of the list were frigate mackerel ($39), shortbelly rockfish ($22), Chubs ($12), 

redstripe rockfish ($10) and spider crab (42 lbs landed, no value listed).  The values are in 2014 dollars. For reference I’ve 

also included a chart of the top 50 species in 2005 (the values here are listed in 2004 dollars).  
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It shouldn’t surprise anyone at all familiar with our commercial fisheries that American lobster,  sea scallops and walleye 

pollock are the three most valuable U.S. fisheries. But that seven of the ten most valuable species being shellfish might be. 

At this point NOAA/NMFS doesn’t differentiate between capture fisheries and aquaculture production in the commercial 

landings database. Tracking the growth – or not – of aquculture through actual production would be an effective way of 

determining how realistic the pronouncements of the “future  of aquaculture” which have been periodically resurfacing for 

almost 50 years actually are and it would be most useful. 

The fifty highest value fisheries in the U.S. in 2005 (in 2005 dollars) and 2014 (in 2014 dollars)

 

Forty-five fisheries that were in the fifty most valuable in 2005 were still in the top fifty in 2014. When adjusted for inflation, 

in 2010 dollars, landings in the top 50 fisheries were valued at $3.9 billion in 2005 and at $4.5 billion in 2014. 

Other facts that you might find interesting – or that in emergencies can serve as conversation starters: 

 

2005 - SPECIES 2005 - VALUE

SCALLOP, SEA $432,514,317

LOBSTER, AMERICAN $415,414,861

POLLOCK, WALLEYE $306,971,755

SHRIMP, WHITE $192,608,512

SALMON, SOCKEYE $187,210,745

HALIBUT, PACIFIC $177,483,005

SHRIMP, BROWN $156,025,654

COD, PACIFIC $150,738,379

SABLEFISH $136,239,864

CRAB, BLUE $124,340,159

CRAB, DUNGENESS $101,842,970

CRAB, KING $91,042,174

OYSTER, EASTERN $71,212,540

MENHADEN $62,519,721

SALMON, PINK $49,040,872

SALMON, CHINOOK $48,698,577

CRAB, SNOW $42,760,967

GOOSEFISH $42,252,278

OYSTER, PACIFIC $41,350,392

TUNA, BIGEYE $37,930,751

CLAM, QUAHOG $33,041,357

SQUID, CALIFORNIA MARKET $31,472,519

CLAM, PACIFIC GEODUCK $30,984,490

FLOUNDER, SUMMER $30,118,259

CLAM, ATLANTIC SURF $30,009,192

CLAMS OR BIVALVES $29,146,535

HAKE, PACIFIC (WHITING) $29,139,283

SQUID, LONGFIN $28,766,828

SHRIMP, PINK $27,904,789

SALMON, COHO $25,966,781

SOLE, YELLOWFIN $23,485,027

CLAM, SOFTSHELL $22,822,603

TUNA, ALBACORE $22,186,435

CRAB, FLORIDA STONE CLAWS $21,640,750

COD, ATLANTIC $20,847,327

HERRING, SEA $20,220,979

SALMON, CHUM $19,895,101

HADDOCK $19,044,869

CLAM, MANILA $18,722,472

TUNA, YELLOWFIN $18,308,832

SHELLFISH $16,885,378

LOBSTER, CARIBBEAN SPINY $16,680,080

SWORDFISH $16,365,384

BASS, STRIPED $15,916,616

SOLE, ROCK $15,438,840

ATKA MACKEREL $14,892,866

SHRIMP, MARINE, OTHER $14,079,811

HERRING, PACIFIC $13,801,755

GROUPER, RED $13,752,899

SEA URCHINS $11,805,155

2014 - SPECIES 2014 - VALUE

LOBSTER, AMERICAN $567,319,010

SCALLOP, SEA $424,479,428

POLLOCK, WALLEYE $399,883,397

SALMON, SOCKEYE $349,452,970

SHRIMP, BROWN $305,768,676

SHRIMP, WHITE $270,062,710

CRAB, DUNGENESS $211,087,010

CRAB, BLUE $202,203,607

OYSTER, EASTERN $174,966,991

COD, PACIFIC $153,724,018

CRAB, SNOW $115,365,728

HALIBUT, PACIFIC $114,806,893

SABLEFISH $110,771,164

MENHADEN $104,548,627

SALMON, PINK $86,068,322

CRAB, KING $85,586,833

SQUID, CALIFORNIA MARKET $72,382,494

SALMON, CHINOOK $71,001,708

TUNA, BIGEYE $67,602,472

OYSTER, PACIFIC $62,802,352

CLAM, PACIFIC GEODUCK $61,858,701

HAKE, PACIFIC (WHITING) $58,629,718

SALMON, CHUM $55,339,282

LOBSTER, CARIBBEAN SPINY $55,231,871

SALMON, COHO $54,865,837

SOLE, YELLOWFIN $52,030,008

SHRIMP, OCEAN $50,132,328

CLAM, NORTHERN QUAHOG $46,072,038

TUNA, ALBACORE $35,469,942

FLOUNDER, SUMMER $32,299,399

SHRIMP, PINK $30,921,070

CLAM, ATLANTIC SURF $29,614,951

HERRING, ATLANTIC $28,788,974

CRAB, FLORIDA STONE CLAWS $28,080,135

SQUID, LONGFIN $25,935,113

CLAM, SOFTSHELL $25,818,268

TUNA, YELLOWFIN $23,695,492

SNAPPER, RED $23,372,284

SHRIMP, MARINE, OTHER $23,019,037

ATKA MACKEREL $22,493,575

BASS, STRIPED $21,748,439

ROCKFISH, PACIFIC OCEAN PERCH $21,303,546

GROUPER, RED $21,222,995

CLAM, MANILA $20,934,830

CRAB, SOUTHERN TANNER $20,874,508

GOOSEFISH $18,693,766

LOBSTER, CALIFORNIA SPINY $18,239,087

SOLE, ROCK $18,236,151

SWORDFISH $18,031,708

SEA URCHINS $15,182,837
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 Of the top fifty species, twenty-three  were shellfish. 

 In spite of all of the associated hand-wringing, Atlantic cod were #69 ($9.4 million). 

 Ditto for American eels at #66 ($9.8 million). 

 Ditto for swordfish at #51 ($18 million). 

 Bloodworms were #86 ($6.0 million). 

 Florida stone crab claws – the fishermen keep one, the crabs keep one – were #35 ($28 million). 

(For anyone who is interested in exploring the reported landings of any species in any regions or states on a year-by-year 

basis, the above linked NOAA/NMFS database provides a wealth of information. With a basic knowledge of spreadsheets you 

can get an accurate picture of any commercial species (with limited exceptions)  for the last 75 years, or for as long as that 

species supported a fishery. I've made one of my worksheets for this FishNet available at http://www.fishnet-

usa.com/HowWeDoing_Update.xlsx to give you an idea of what's possible. If you have any questions, feel free to contact me 

by replying to this email.) 

____________________ 

Ignoring Alaska, the value of U.S. landings appear to be increasing after a decline that began in 1979.   

 
Correcting for inflation, total U.S. landings in 2014 were 74% of what they were at their highest point (1979). Minus Alaska, 

total U.S. landings were 71% of what they were in 1979. 

The story region by region – New England first 

Starting out in New England, home of our oldest and not so long ago some of our most valuable “traditional” fisheries, at first 

glance things appear to be rosy. Reaching a post-Magnuson plateau of just over $1 billion in 1987, the value of total landings 

declined from then until 2001, from there increasing until almost $1 billion in 2005 and then falling again. But in 2011 they 

topped $1 billion again, and have remained there ever since.  

 

Unfortunately, the reality in many New England fisheries is not what is indicated by the total landings. Since 1950 about half 

of the value of New England landings (converted to 2010 dollars) has been in the lobster and sea scallop fisheries. In 2010 
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these two fisheries accounted for 41% of the value of New England’s total landings (in the previous FishNet I had erroneous-

ly reported “over 69%”). In 2014, driven by a large increase in lobster landings which wasn’t offset by smaller decrease in 

scallop landings, that increased to 47%.  

Subtracting the value of sea scallop and lobster landings from the total New England landings, there ws a decline in value 

extending from the early 90s to 2009. This was offset by an increase beginning in 2010 that increased the value to levels last 

seen in 1995. 

 

In 2010 dollars, the New England lobster fishery has increased in value from $73 million in 1950 to $518 million in 2014. 

That’s an increase of 700%. The sea scallop fishery has increased from $57 million to $273  million, an increase of 480% 

(“record” scallop landings were $370 million in 2012). 

In 2014 the next three most valuable fisheries were oysters, soft clams and Atlantic herring. Together with sea scallops and 

lobsters, landings in these 5 most valuable fisheries were $941 million. This represented 85% of the total New England land-

ings in 2014. In 2000, 2005 and 2010 the 5 most valuable New England fisheries represented respectively 57%, 68% and 

77% of the total value of New England landings.         

The Mid-Atlantic 

With the exception of 2013-14 the total value of Mid-Atlantic landings appear to have been fluctuating pretty widely but 

staying mostly between $200,000 and $250,000 since the early 1980s. However, the dramatic increase in the value of sea 

scallop landings have been compensating for a pronounced and prolonged decrease in the value total of landings of the other 

fisheries.   
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The South Atlantic 

The value of South Atlantic landings declined almost steadily from a peak at in 1979 to 2005 or so and has been fairly con-

stant since then.  

 

Commercial landings in the South Atlantic in 2014 were 38% of what they were at their highest point (1979). 

 

The Gulf of Mexico 

The value of commercial landings in the Gulf of Mexico declined until 2010, when it reached the level that it hadn’t been at 

since 1960. Since then the total value has increased significantly, in 2014 being at 67% of what it was in 1979, when they 

were at their  highest value. 

$0

$50,000,000

$100,000,000

$150,000,000

$200,000,000

$250,000,000

$300,000,000

Mid-Atlantic Landings minus scallops 
(in 2010 dollars) 

$0
$50,000,000

$100,000,000
$150,000,000
$200,000,000
$250,000,000
$300,000,000
$350,000,000
$400,000,000
$450,000,000
$500,000,000

South Atlantic Landings 
(in 2010 dollars) 

$0

$50,000,000

$100,000,000

$150,000,000

$200,000,000

$250,000,000

$300,000,000

South Atlantic Landings Minus Shrimp 
(in 2010 dollars) 



 

6 

 

 

As in the South Atlantic, the value of shrimp landings has varied much as the value of the other species has. 

 

West Coast  

The value of total West Coast landings appears to be continuing a 10+ year upward trend which had been interrupted by a 

drop in 2009/10. The total value of West Coast landings in 2014 was 69% of the highest value, which was in 1988.  
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The value of Hawaii landings in 2012 almost equaled the highest level reported, which was in 1992 (Hawaii landings were 

only reported in the NMFS/NOAA commercial landings database beginning in 1981). The value of landings has dropped in 

the subsequent two years. 

 

The total value of Alaska’s landings appears to have resumed the upward trend that had begun in 1985  

What’s it all mean? 

Looking at the biggest picture – and accepting the NOAA/NMFS figures – the domestic commercial fishing industry is doing 

quite well, having been just under $4 billion in 2009 and in 2014 having topped $5 billion. Adjusted for inflation, landings of 

the most valuable 50 fisheries were worth $3.9 billion on 2005. The value of the top 50 species had increased to $4.5 billion 

in 2014. 

However, as is almost always the case, the devil is in the details, and some of those details clearly demonstrate that all is not 

well in every pilot house of every boat fishing in our EEZ. 

One of the clearest examples of that is seen in the traditional fisheries of the Mid-Atlantic. While the value of total landings 

were valued at $195 million in the Mid-Atlantic, 44% was from one fishery (sea scallops). When the value of total landings 

minus the sea scallops shows that a decline that started in 1997 in the Mid-Atlantic is still continuing. 

New England is slightly more complicated. In 2014 the value of landings if two fisheries (lobster and sea scallops) made up 

73% of the value of New England’s total landings. In 2000 they accounted for 53% of the total. While the value of landings 

minus lobster and scallops has increased over $100 million since 2010, the four species - herring, soft shelled clams, oysters 

and American eels – that have accounted for most of the increase are either caught by very large vessels, are mostly from a 

limited and highly regulated river fishery for elvers, or are harvested from either inshore fisheries or aquaculture operations. 

The bright spot on the East coast is the South Atlantic region, if you consider having stable landings a bright spot. 
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The value of total U.S. landings in the Gulf of Mexico has increased dramatically since a post-Magnuson low point, not coin-

cidentally the year when BP released 5 million barrels or so of oil and almost 2 million gallons of corexit (an oil dispersant) 

into the Gulf. 

After a gradual increase from the early 90s, the value of West Coast landings (minus Hawaii and Alaska) has been fairly 

steady since 2010 with an upswing in 2014. The value of Alaska landings increased significantly post 2010 but in 2014 had 

fell back to the same level it was at then. The value of Hawaiian landings increased steadily from 2009 to 2012, when it 

reached a level it hadn’t been at since 1993, but it has decreased since then. 

Obviously it’s impossible to generalize at the national level much more than that significantly more dollar’s worth of fish and 

shellfish crossed U.S. docks in 2014 than did in 2010, and that’s definitely a good thing. However, the benefits haven’t been 

spread out evenly. There are disparities from region to region, from state to state, from port to port and from dock to dock. 

But what I can’t emphasize too much is that in far too many instances fishing revenues are being increasingly concentrated in 

a decreasing number of fisheries. In the long term this could prove disastrous, not to the participants in the fisheries in which 

the landings are declining, but to the participants in the other fisheries as well. This is because it takes a certain minimum 

level of presence to maintain necessary infrastructure (docks, gear suppliers, ice houses, marine railways, etc.) as well as nec-

essary political support.  


