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COVID-19 and the Seafood Industry
May 7th Update
Developed for: Atlantic Policy Congress of First Nation Chiefs Secretariat

Recent Developments
As of the 7th of May, there are over 3.8 million confirmed cases of COVID-19 worldwide and 268,000
deaths. The USA currently has the highest case load with over 1.2 million active cases and 75,000 deaths.
This report is part of an ongoing series of weekly update reports, the last of which was provided on April
30th.

USA
3.8 million US residents filed for unemployment the week of the April 23rd, based upon data released on
April 30th. The pace of layoffs appears to be slowing, but over the past six weeks a historic 30 million US
workers have lost employment. The US department of commerce announced that the US economy shrank
by 4.8% in the first three months of the year, the greatest decline since the Great Recession. White House
senior economic advisors have warned that the jobless rate could rise as high as 20% by June. The most
recent data released by the Department of Labor indicates that 12.4% of the US workforce was receiving
unemployment insurance, the highest percentage recorded since the department began releasing that
data. US exports declined by 9.6% while imports fell by 6.2% in April, the biggest monthly decline ever
recorded.
US states continue the process of reopening. Over half of all states have either begun easing restrictions
or are going to begin doing so within the next week. The majority of the states reopening are located in
the Central and Southeastern United States, with the west coast and the northeastern states remaining
closed. Florida and Texas are the two largest states by economic production that are in the process of reopening. In Florida, restaurants are allowed to operate at 25% capacity. Texas has allowed retail and
restaurants to reopen at limited capacity, while Tennessee has re-opened with few remaining restrictions.
The figure on the following page illustrates which states are in the process of re-opening. It is important
to note that a state re-opening does not necessarily mean that consumers will return to normal, prepandemic behavior.
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Figure 1. Map of US State closures, partial re-openings, and planned re-openings. Graphic taken from
The New York Times.

The ongoing closures of meat processing plants is beginning to affect US supply. Pork supply is down 50%
in the US, according to Tyson Foods. Costco has begun limiting pork, poultry, and beef purchases as
shortages become increasingly likely. Kroger, the largest grocer in the US, is also limiting purchases of beef
and pork, though it has not announced limits for seafood purchases.

Canada
Canada’s economy is projected to contract by at least 6% this year, according to the IMF. Concerns are
mounting that a quick economic recovery may no longer be realistic expectation as unemployment has
risen to over 30% and businesses begin to become insolvent. Canada is in the midst of the worst economic
crisis since the Great Depression, though the potential longevity of this downturn is unknown.
In more positive news, the President of the Treasury Board stated that he had a good degree of confidence
in Canada’s ability to exit the recession, so long as the government acts in a timely manner. He pointed
towards Canada’s strong pre-pandemic economy as evidence that a quick economic rebound could be
expected.
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Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has stated that Canada was on a positive trajectory for containing the virus,
though he cautioned that residents should not go out “unless you absolutely have to”. Canada’s chief
public health office, Dr. Theresa Tam, has echoed this sentiment and said the time is right for limited
reopening in some places. Trudeau also announced an $850 million contribution to the global effort to
find a vaccine for the disease.
Quebec, so far the hardest hit province in Canada, has begun reopening and is allowing stores with an
outside entrance for customers to open. This does not apply to Montreal until May 18 th. Alberta and
Manitoba are the other two provinces which have begun reopening retail and restaurant facilities in at
least a provisional manner. The table below lists the partial retail and restaurant re-opening date for each
province, if available.
Table 1. List of opening dates by province.
Province
Alberta
British Colombia
Saskatchewan

Manitoba
Ontario
Quebec
New Brunswick
Nova Scotia
P.E.I.
Newfoundland and
Labrador
Territories

Retail/restaurant re-opening date
May 4
None Announced
Retail: May 19
Restaurant: No announcement
Retail: May 4
Restaurant: Patio – May 4
Indoor – No earlier
than June 1
None announced
May 4
May 18 for Montreal
None announced
None announced
Retail: May 22
Restaurant: June 12 (Tentative)
Mid-June
None announced

China
Retail in China for seafood has recovered to approximately 50% of normal in parts of the country,
according to trade commissioners in China. Consumers are cautious about re-entering public spaces over
fear of the virus. As a result, there has been a major uptick in the demand for online and delivery services
for food items including seafood. Retailers are hoping for surge in demand as Mother’s Day approaches.
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Chinese distributors have demonstrated no preference for Canadian lobster vs US lobster since the lifting
of the tariffs.
The IMF estimated that the Chinese economy will only recover to 1.2% growth for all of 2020, which is the
lowest since the 1970’s. Chinese debt has also increased at a higher rate, rising to 304% of GDP. Chinese
financial institutions have provided huge loans for Belt and Roadway Initiatives, and there is concern that
these loans may be un-recoverable. This may hamper the ability of the country to bounce back as financial
institutions have liquidity dry up. There are also concerns that tensions between the US and China are
rising once again due to the pandemic, and there are fears a second trade war could erupt.

EU
Europe continues to see lockdowns lifted as an increasing number of countries are beginning to take the
first steps towards reopening. More than 4 million people returned to work on Monday in Italy as phase
2 of the reopening process began. Bars and restaurants were reopened for take-out. Spain allowed
people outside for solo exercise for the first time in nearly two months. Portugal opened small stores
while Belgium began restarting public transit services. Greece plans to be open for tourism in the summer.
The UK has not begun relaxing lockdown measures but plans for the re-opening process are being drafted.
The European Central Bank estimates that the Euro-area economy will contract by 5% this year assuming
a “mild” scenario. Under more severe projections, the potential contraction ranges rom 8% to 12%.
Economic production may not return to pre-pandemic norms until 2022. There have been over 120,000
deaths in Europe
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Seafood Market Status
This section of the report will discuss the current state of the seafood market by species as of May 7 th
2020.

Lobster
Harvesters, distributors, and grocers are hoping that Mother’s Day induces a surge of demand for retail
product. Typically Mother’s Day is associated with a period of high restaurant demand, though this will
not occur in 2020 as most lobster-serving restaurants across the world remain subject to quarantine
restrictions. A more likely scenario is an increase in retail demand as consumers seek alternative sources
for seafood.
According to Urner Barry, market prices for live lobster have increased from $7.00/lb (USD) to $8.40/lb
(USD) over the past week. This price spike is the result of Mother’s Day demand in retail and limited
supply. Market participants are reportedly encountering difficulty sourcing product as landings for lobster
have been spotty and fishing efforts have been greatly reduced. This price surge is not expected to
continue throughout 2020, and price is expected to drop once the holiday has passed. The figure below
demonstrates the weekly price for lobster since 2017 based on data from Urner Barry.
Figure 2. Weekly lobster prices since 2017 in $USD/lb. Data source: Urner Barry.
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Shore price for lobster spiked to $6.00/lb (CAD) in anticipation of Mother’s Day demand. It is not
anticipated that this price will hold following the holiday. Additionally, more LFAs will open on May 15 th
than historically normal, and this supply glut will further act to pressure prices downwards.
5

May 7th, 2020
US imports of Canadian live lobster have declined by 19.6% year-to-date compared to last year. Frozen,
in-shell meat imports from Canada have increased by 24.5% YTD compared to 2019, and lobster meat
imports have increased by 20.9% over that same period.

Crab
Price data for Gulf snow crab has become available as harvesters return from their first few fishing trips
and product becomes available in the US market. The current market price is $7.03/lb (CAD), according to
Urner Barry, which is the lowest in the past three years. Demand for frozen crab is reportedly active,
though supply is thin and offers for crab larger than 8 oz. are highly variable. Prices for Russian snow crab
continue to drop as the Canadian fisheries continue to open.
Figure 3. Weekly Gulf of St. Lawrence snow crab prices since 2017 in $USD/lb. Data source: Urner Barry.

Price per pound (USD)

2017

2018

2019

2020

10
9.5
9
8.5
8
7.5
7
6.5

Date

Snow crab imports into the United States from Canada have dropped by over 60% YTD compared to 2019.
This is due to the collapse of the foodservice industry and the delayed snow crab fishery seasons in Atlantic
Canada. Supply issues may be exacerbated by the return of North Atlantic Right Whales to the Gulf. A
portion of CFA 12 has been closed due to the spotting of two NARWs and will remain closed for 15 days
at minimum. If whales are spotted in that region again within the next 15 days, that area will be closed
for the remainder of the season.
Currently, distributors of snow crab are able to take advantage of the limited supply of crab and the
upcoming Mother’s Day holiday to bolster prices against the pandemic. It is probable that prices will
decline following Mother’s Day as demand cools and more CFAs open. Newfoundland shore price has
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been established at $3.00/lb (CAD) in anticipation of a weak 2020 season. This is noteworthy as it is the
first time that the Standing Fish Price Setting Panel that determines the price have set it at an equivalent
level to what harvesters in the Gulf are receiving. Typically, prices for Gulf crab are $1.00/lb (CAD) higher.
This indicates that a weak, price conscious market is expected for the rest of 2020.

Shrimp
There is little new information available regarding Northern shrimp. Processers and shrimp harvesters in
the Gulf of St. Lawrence continue to disagree over price and shrimp fishing has not resumed. Demand
from Asia has been sturdy for shell-on shrimp sales. Demand for frozen cooked-and-peeled shrimp has
remained steady in the UK. Downward pressure has been noted on recent prices.

Bivalves
Scallop imports from the Canada into the US have fallen by 50% in March of 2020 compared to March of
2019. Scallop prices had held somewhat steady in March, however a precipitous decline has taken place
in April. Prices have dropped from $11.00/lb (USD) to $9.50/lb (USD), which is the lowest price for 20-30
ct. scallops since 2010.
There is a lack of recent information for oysters due to extremely reduced demand. Oyster growers have
seen as much as a 100% reduction in demand.

Finfish
Prices for finfish remain near or below 5-year record lows for April. Market activity for fresh fillets is
sluggish, and species such as fluke, halibut, tuna and Canadian salmon have retreated. Salmon is trading
for 20% below 5-year averages. Haddock, and pollock fillets recently experienced some recovery in price.
Most whitefish products have experienced drops in prices but are still moving in the frozen retail sector.
There has been an increase in available product, but demand is weak.

Processing Sector
A federal aid package designated for the seafood processing industry to implement protocols, buy
personal protective equipment, and improve freezer capacity was revealed to exclude at-sea processors,
though there is hope that this will be amended.
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Potential Impacts on First Nations
Traditionally, harvesters receive a percentage of the total revenue achieved by a vessel during the season.
First Nation communities, can sometimes pay their crews pre-determined weekly or hourly wage instead.
It is important to note that different communities have different payment strategies, and some do adhere
to the industry standard of revenue sharing or practice other forms of crew compensation. Depending on
how the community operates the crew can be eligible for either Fishers EI or regular EI benefits. Below
we have provided two case studies looking at scenarios specific to LFA 24 and how reductions in the
season and revenues could influence EI benefits available.

Standard Employment Insurance Case Study
Employees that receive a weekly wage are eligible for the Canadian standard Employment Insurance. To
be eligible for these benefits, an individual must have worked a minimum number of hours over the past
52 weeks to qualify. This minimum number is determined by the regional rate of unemployment. If
eligible, the individual will receive 55% of their determined weekly insurable earnings as a weekly benefit.
A case study is presented in this section for wage-based harvesters operating in the LFA 24 lobster fishery
to demonstrate the impacts of the reduced fishing season on potential EI benefits. LFA 24 was chosen
due to the two-week season delay, which has resulted in a loss of approximately 24% of the fishing season.
The key assumptions are that regional unemployment will be greater than 13%, resulting in the minimum
number of qualifying hours being 420. Benefits are based upon 55% insurable earnings, with average
weekly earnings being used to calculate this figure. It is assumed that each harvester works 60 hours per
week during the fishing season, and 32 hours per week in the two weeks prior to opening of the fishery
to prepare. These individuals are assumed to only earn revenue from this lobster fishery, with no
additional sources of income over the year.
2019 information is presented as the status quo with a 10-week fishing season, including the 2-week
preparation period prior to the fishery opening. The first scenario assumes an 8-week fishing season
including the 2-week preparation period, while the second scenario assumes a 5-week fishing scenario
including the 2-week preparation period. The table below illustrates the case study for one LFA 24
harvester.
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Table 2. Standard EI Case Study for a Hypothetical First Nation Lobster Harvester in LFA 24.
Status Quo – 2019 Season
Hours
Wage
2 weeks Prior to season

Insurable Earnings

64

$ 13.00

$

832

8 week season

480

$ 13.25

$

6,360

TOTAL (10 Week season)

544

$

7,192

Average Weekly Amount
EI Benefit
Wage + EI

$ 719.20
Weekly
$
396

Total
$ 12,658
$ 19,850
Scenario 1: Reduced – 6 Weeks of Fishing Time
Hours
64

Wage
$ 13.00

Insurable Earnings
$
832

6 week season

360

$ 13.25

$

4,770

TOTAL (10 Week season)

424

$

5,602

2 weeks Prior to season

$ 700.25

Average Weekly Amount
EI Benefit

$

Weekly
385.14

Total
$ 12,324

$ 17,926
Wage + EI
If the 2 weeks prior to the season does not occur the individual would not
qualify for EI benefits
Scenrio 2: Severely Reduced – 3 Weeks of Fishing Time
Hours
Wage
Insurable Earnings
2 weeks prior

64

$ 13.00

$

832

3 week season

180

$ 13.25

$

2,385

TOTAL (10 Week season)

244

$

3,217

Average Weekly Amount

0
Weekly

EI Benefit
Wage + EI

Total
0

0
$ 3,217

This scenario would result in disqualification for regular EI benefits

In Scenario 1, harvesters would only see a minor loss of EI benefits compared to the status quo. Compared
to 2019, EI benefits would decline by $354 and total earnings from wages and EI would decline from
$19,850 to $17,926. It is notable, however, that a harvester in Scenario 1 would only exceed the minimum
total number of hours by four, and that the loss of the 2-week preparation period would result in
disqualification from standard EI. In Scenario 2, a harvester would not achieve the minimum number of
work hours necessary to qualify and would be ineligible to receive any unemployment benefits. In this
scenario, the revenue and individual harvester achieved would decline from $19,850 to $3,217. This is a
greater than 80% decline in total revenue.
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Fishing Employment Insurance Case Study
Employment Insurance Fishing benefits are administrated differently than the traditional, standard EI in
Canada. Fishing insurance is primarily designed to address the seasonal unemployment associated with
the fisheries, providing harvesters with additional income when their fisheries are out of season. One of
the primary differences compared to standard EI is that Fishing EI benefits are based upon fishing revenue.
Benefits are determined by comparing the weekly insurable earnings against the maximum allowed
amount. The smaller of the two numbers is chosen and multiplied by 55% to determine the weekly
benefit. The benefit varies depending on the regional rate of unemployment. An individual is allowed to
receive this benefit for a maximum of 31 weeks.
Fishing EI was not designed as a disaster-relief measure and is not effective at combatting the financial
difficulties that have arisen as a result of the pandemic. As fishers lose income, whether through reduced
prices or lower volumes of landings, their weekly fishing benefit decreases. Shortened seasons also
negatively impact potential EI benefits, as they result in lower landings and lower revenues.
A case study of the negative impacts of the pandemic upon fishing EI benefits is shown through LFA 24 in
Table 3. LFA 24 was chosen due to the two-week season delay, which has resulted in a loss of
approximately 24% of the fishing season. For this case study, it is assumed that each vessel has three
crew, including the captain, who receive a combined 40% of the gross revenue. It is also assumed that
harvesters will deploy the maximum fishing effort possible. The following list details each of the table
headings. Note that this table assumes the individuals only participate in the lobster fishery.


Unemployment Rate – This represents the unemployment rate of the region that the fisher
resides within. The unemployment rate affects the minimum revenue required to qualify for
Fishing EI and also affects the weekly benefits, with a higher unemployment rate resulting in
greater EI benefits. Note that in this analysis, only the highest and lowest unemployment rates
were considered in order to best demonstrate the range of outcomes in a concise manner.



Fishing Revenue – This is the total revenue a fisher receives throughout the course of the season
via harvesting activities. It is assumed that each vessel has three crew including the captain. The
Captain is assumed to keep 20% of revenue from fishing activities, and each crew is assumed to
keep 10%. These numbers are based on typical commercial industry standards.



Weekly Insurable Earnings – This is determined through a formula including the regional
unemployment rate. The maximum weekly insurable earnings for 2020 is $1,146.20.
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Weekly Benefit – The amount received by fishers through EI. This is determined by multiplying
either the maximum weekly insurable earnings or the actual weekly insurable earnings achieved
(whichever is lower) by the applicant by 55%.



Total EI benefits per Harvester – The total amount of EI benefits a fisher will receive throughout
the course of the 31-week program.



Total Earnings – The sum of the Total Benefits per Harvester and the Fishing Revenue.



Lost Earnings – Decline in total earnings relative to 2019.

The case study assumes that in the first scenario landings were equivalent to 2019 levels and that
harvesters received $7.00/lb (CAD) as a shore price. In the second scenario, it is assumed that landings
per day are reduced by 50% and the total number of days in the season is reduced by 24%. The second
scenario also assumes a shore price of $4.00/lb (CAD).
Table 3. Fishing EI case study for First Nation lobster harvesters in LFA 24.

Captain
Crew

Captain
Crew

Unemployment
6%
13.1%
6%
13.1%

Fishing
Revenue
$ 41,184
$ 41,184
$ 20,592
$ 20,592

2019 Landings, $7.00/lb (CAD)
Weekly Insurable
Weekly
Earning
Benefit
$ 1,872
$ 573
$ 2,942
$ 573
$
936
$ 515
$ 1,471
$ 573

Total
benefits
$ 17,766
$ 17,766
$ 15,959
$ 17,766

Total
Earnings
$ 58,950
$ 58,950
$ 36,551
$ 38,358

50% of 2019 landings, $4.00/lb (CAD), 24% reduction in season length
Unemploy- Fishing
Weekly Insurable
Weekly
Total
Total
ment
Revenue
Earning
Benefit
benefits
Earnings
6%
$ 8,943
$
406
$ 224
$ 6,931
$ 15,874
13.1%
$ 8,943
$
639
$ 351
$ 10,891
$ 19,834
6%
$ 5,883
$
267
$ 147
$ 4,560
$ 10,443
13.1%
$ 5,883
$
420
$ 231
$ 7,165
$ 13,049

Lost
Revenue
$
$
$
$

-

Lost
Revenue
$
43,076
$
39,116
$
26,107
$
25,309

When taking into consideration the lost fishing days due to the season delay, vessel Captains are expected
to experience a decline in total revenue of between $39,116 and $43,076 compared to 2019, a more than
60% decline. Crew are expected to lose approximately $25,000 compared to 2019, which is a greater than
70% decline. LFAs that experience season delays are likely to be similarly impacted, and a more detailed
analysis of the impacts of Fishing EI will be included in the full Impact Analysis Report.
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Federal Aid Packages
A federal aid package for harvesters is expected to be released within the next several days. To date,
there have been no further aid packages announced to specifically provide funds to First Nation bandowned enterprises of any type. The Federal Government announced a $252 million emergency aid
package for farmers and food processors in Canada. This fell short of the $2.6 billion requested by the
Canadian Federation of Agriculture by 90%. Seafood industry workers have viewed this as an ominous
sign that any future funding directed toward the seafood industry will be significantly less than what is
desired.

Closing Comments
Countries across the world have begun to slowly ease public health measures as the rate of new cases
begins to plateau and, in some areas, decline. Restaurants and bars, when included in re-opening plans,
have typically been designated as one of the final industries allowed to open. This suggests that the
foodservice industry woes may continue into the summer, and full re-opening may not occur until the
autumn or later in some areas.
Governments have been rolling out a variety of aid packages to address the economic woes faced by both
businesses and individuals. Due to the quick development of these packages, there is typically a great
deal of confusion surrounding their contents and the requirements for eligibility. An example of this is
the provision in the latest aid package for seafood processors in Canada, which provides funding for
companies to expand freezer capacity. As this type of construction is time consuming and dependent on
the currently limited construction industry, it is unclear exactly how this measure will help processors
weather the current economic crisis.
As time progresses, it is becoming increasingly clear that a quick economic rebound is less likely than a
more gradual recovery. This is due to partial health measures that are due to remain in place in many
countries for months to come, along with an expectation of consumer nervousness in frequenting public
spaces. Finally, sustained unemployment is becoming a higher likelihood as more businesses close their
doors for good as emergency finances run dry. The final outcome of this pandemic is still unknown, but
the impacts are gradually becoming more visible as countries slowly begin to gain control over the
pandemic.
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