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Introduction 

TriNav Fisheries Consultants Inc. (TFC) has been retained by the Atlantic Policy Congress of First Nation 

Chiefs Secretariat Inc. (APC) to assess the impacts of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic on the Atlantic 

Canadian seafood market.  COVID-19 is a member of the coronavirus family, which includes mild diseases 

such as the common cold and more severe diseases such as SARS and MERS. It has been designated as a 

world health emergency by the World Health Organization (WHO) due to its highly contagious nature and 

its proclivity for afflicting victims with life-threatening pneumonia.  The ongoing pandemic is having severe 

impacts on the world economy, with countries across the globe shutting down travel and businesses to 

curtail the spread the disease. 

The fishing industry is reliant on the restaurant and hospitality industries, as the most lucrative species 

such as lobster are marketed as luxury goods.  These are primarily sold in upscale restaurants, many of 

which were forced to close by their respective governments as a quarantine measure.  Large layoffs 

accompanied the shutdown of entire industries, and many countries issued mandatory shelter-in-place 

orders and made public gatherings illegal. This has severely disrupted both global supply and demand for 

goods and services in a variety of industries, including the seafood sector.  There is still much uncertainty 

regarding the expected timeframe of the pandemic, the health effects, and the long-term economic 

consequences.  Harvesters, buyers, processors, and distributors in the seafood industry are being forced 

to make difficult operational choices as many markets continue to remain soft. 

The First Nation fishery began to flourish after the Supreme Court of Canada issued the Marshall Decision 

in 1999, which enforced the treaty rights of the Mi’kmaq to access the fishery. The Department of 

Fisheries and Oceans Canada began providing federal funding to Indigenous Communities to gain access 

to lucrative commercial fisheries. The Marshall Decision helped First Nation communities exercise their 

right to fish, and communities took full advantage of this opportunity. 

The First Nation fishery in Atlantic Canada operates differently compared to non-Indigenous fisheries. First 

Nation fishing licenses are owned by the communities and the fishing revenues generated go towards 

supporting community initiatives and job creation. For many First Nation communities, employment 

within the fishing and seafood sector make up a large proportion of the jobs available. The revenues help 

fund infrastructure and community development, important cultural practices, and other needs. 

Additionally, some of the seafood capture or grown is distributed amongst the communities to strengthen 

food security. This is contrary to non-indigenous fishers, whose revenues are most often used to support 
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a single enterprise.  Due to the importance of the fishery for community development, operations and job 

creation, significant changes in the revenues that are achieved by First Nation owned enterprises can have 

profound impacts on communities.  

First Nation’s are present in all major fisheries in Atlantic Canada and have expanded into the processing 

and aquaculture sectors as well. farmed species include oyster and steelhead trout, which are highly 

demanded products on the global marketplace.  

The goal of this report is to describe the current status of the markets for various seafood products and 

project the short-term and medium-term impacts of the economic disruptions. This report will also 

include recommendations on strategic directions for APC to best navigate the changing situation on behalf 

of the First Nation communities it represents.    
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Timeline of Major Events 

The following section will detail the timeline of major events related to the ongoing coronavirus pandemic.  

Particular attention is given to events that affected the foodservice and seafood industries. 

January 

The coronavirus pandemic first emerged at the end of December, with Chinese authorities releasing news 

of the new disease to the world on December 31st, 2019. At this point, there was no evidence that the 

virus had spread from person-to-person.  Officials ruled out the possibility that this was a resurgence of 

the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) that had afflicted China nearly 20 years ago.  However, the 

virus was determined to be a sister group to SARS, both belonging to the Coronavirus family of viruses. 

The disease was given a preliminary designation of 2019-nCoV. 

By January 25th, more than 570 people globally had been infected, including US and Canadian citizens. The 

Chinese government closed off Wuhan (the Chinese province which is believed to be the origin of the 

virus) by cancelling all planes and trains leaving the cities, and suspending buses, subways, and ferries 

within it. Beijing canceled mass Lunar New Year celebrations, which have traditionally resulted in tens of 

millions of people traveling for the festivities and is also an important event for seafood sales.   

February 

By mid-February, nearly 70% of all Chinese Businesses were closed due to a government mandate. The 

majority of countries in Europe had at least one case of the new disease.  The rate of infection in China 

began to slow in mid-to-late February as China was able to bring the disease under control.  By this point, 

industrial production in China had declined by 13.5% and retail sales had fallen 20.5% compared to 

previous years.  International trade with China was severely slowed in January and February as the country 

tried to contain the pandemic.   

March 

The pandemic began appearing worldwide in force during the month of March.  Europe became the new 

epicenter of the disease, recording more cases and fatalities than China by March 18th.  Italy, France, 

Spain, and the UK were the hardest hit countries, with extremely high death rates particularly among the 

elderly.  European countries began enforcing harsh quarantine measures in an effort to contain the 

spread, mandating non-essential businesses and restaurants to close unless they offered delivery or pick-

up services.  By March 26th, over a third of the entire human population was under some form of 
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quarantine or lockdown.  Along with Europe, the US states began enacting quarantine measures in March, 

including the closure of all dine-in restaurants, along with bars, casinos, and cruise ships.  The US and 

Canada mutually agreed to close their borders to non-essential travel on March 21st, following earlier 

border closures to non-essential travel from the rest of the world.   

The Canadian government introduced the Canadian Emergency Response Benefit on March 25th.  This 

program provides a $2,000/month payment to Canadian citizens that were able to demonstrate that they 

had lost employment due to the coronavirus pandemic.  The US Government finalized a bill to provide 

every eligible American a one-time payment of $1,200 USD. 

April 

The Coronavirus reached the peak of its severity in Europe and Canada during April.  Shelter-at-home 

orders were issued for much of Canada and Europe in a bid to slow the spread of the disease. One quarter 

of the US economy was shutdown by this point, and exhibited a 29% decline from the previous month.  

Unemployment spiked to 12-13%, which was the highest level since the Great Depression.  By April 30th, 

between 25-30 million Americans had lost employment.  Canada had experienced over 6 million job losses 

by this point.  By the end of April, the US, Canada, and Europe were releasing reopening plans that would 

be initiated in the coming months.   

Valuable fisheries in Canada, particularly the lobster and crab fisheries, had opening dates pushed back 

due to pandemic related concerns.  The foodservice industry was virtually non-existent at this point, and 

the demand for seafood products such as lobster and oyster were severely diminished.  As a result of 

these negative economic conditions, the Government of Canada announced a $62.5 million dollar aid 

package to assist seafood processors.  Seafood processing had been designated an essential service, and 

the aid package was meant to help processors comply with new COVID-related health regulations.  

May 

Europe, the US and Canada began to initiate reopening plans during May in earnest.  By the end of May, 

49 of the 50 US states had implemented some form of reopening measures.  More than 20 million 

American had filed for unemployment by the end of May, while Canada’s unemployment had risen to 

13%. China’s economy was estimated to have decreased by 6.8% during Q1 of 2020, which is the first 

instance of economic contraction in the country since the late 1970’s.  China’s economy was significantly 

further along in reopening compared to the rest of the world due to its effective handling of the outbreak 

early on.  
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The US government announced on May 7th that it would earmark $300 million USD of the Coronavirus 

Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act for fisheries assistance in the United States. Canada announced the 

Fish Harvester Benefit and Fish Harvester Grant, which will direct $469.4 million to fish harvesters in 

Atlantic Canada, Quebec, and the West coast.  To date this funding has not been made available.   

June 

Some US states began reporting rising case loads as reopening procedures continued and Americans did 

not adhere to public health recommendations.  Notably, young people began to represent a higher 

percentage of cases as they frequented bars, beaches, and other public entertainment venues.  US, 

Canadian, and European restaurants began to open for dine in service, though most were limited to 50% 

capacity.  By this point, it was estimated that as many as 10% of all North American restaurants had gone 

out of business permanently, and that up to 85% of independent restaurants could be facing failure.   

The US Federal Government recognized the danger to the independent restaurant industry, and 

announced the RESTAURANTS Act, which designated $120 billion to helping restaurants recover from the 

pandemic. Specifically, this act was meant to help reemploy the up to 11 million foodservice workers that 

became unemployed as a result of the pandemic.  

Canada announced that the border to the US and International borders would remain closed to non-

essential travel for the foreseeable future.  However, internal borders between Atlantic Canadian 

provinces were scheduled to open for early July. By the end of June, dine in restaurants and bars in Canada 

had reopened, with eased capacity restrictions. 

China reported that 80% of its factories had resumed production, reaching 80% of pre-coronavirus 

efficiency levels.  However, economic recovery in China slowed as the weak global economy depressed 

demand for Chinese exports.  Chinese businesses began encountering increased numbers of order 

cancellations.  A new outbreak of Coronavirus in Beijing resulted in restrictions being reimposed to contain 

the spread. By late June, over 260 people were infected.  Initially, this outbreak was blamed on imported 

salmon, causing Chinese imports of seafood to cease virtually overnight. The Chinese government later 

retracted this claim, however Chinese imports of seafood have yet to fully recover from the incident.  

Salmon and lobster were particularly impacted by the fallout from this outbreak.   

As of the end of June, many countries were beginning to return to some semblance of normality as new 

case rates and active case numbers were extremely low. However, this new normal is not entirely 
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analogous to pre-pandemic times, as social distancing precautions are still being encouraged and 

mandated by government health authorities and consumers demonstrate caution about returning to 

public spaces.  In other countries, such as the US and Brazil, the coronavirus continues to spread rapidly 

and new records in daily cases happened nearly every day in late June.  This has been negatively impacting 

the ability of those countries’ economies to recover. 
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Pre-pandemic Market Status 

This section will describe the conditions of the markets for various species prior to the emergence of the 

Coronavirus and subsequent pandemic.  As the virus first became known to the world on December 31st, 

the entirety of 2019 can be used as an example of pre-pandemic market behavior.  

Lobster 

The lobster market had been performing exceptionally strongly since 2017, setting record highs in prices.  

This was driven by sustained domestic and the growth in Chinese demand for Coldwater lobster. The US 

and Canada are responsible for supplying nearly half of the entire global lobster market by volume.  While 

historically the Canadian lobster industry has been heavily dependant on exports to the USA, China 

became the second leading destination in the mid-2010’s. After the onset of the US-China trade war in 

2017 which saw the imposition of tariffs upon US seafood products, Canadian live exports of lobster to 

China grew rapidly.   For year-end 2019, Canada exported $456 million worth of lobster to China (Figure 

1). For approximately two-thirds of 2019, Canada exported more lobster to China than to the US, which 

had never happened before. This growth was possible due to the greater emergence of a Chinese middle 

class that demonstrated a strong appetite for lobster. 

Figure 1. Increase in value ($CAD) of Canadian live lobster exports to China, 1991-2019. Source: 

Agriculture and Agri-food Canada. 
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benefited lobster exporters as they were able to reap the benefits of a significant exchange rate premium 

when exporting their product.  Annual exchange rates and market prices for lobster are listed in the table 

below. 

Table 1. Average annual market price and exchange rates since 2010.  Data source: Urner Barry. 

Year 
Annual Average 

Exchange Rate (USD) 
Average Market Price 

($USD/lb) 
Average Market Price 

($CAD/lb) 
Price 

Premium 

2010 0.97 5.75 5.93 0.18 

2011 1.01 6.05 5.99 -0.06 

2012 1.00 5.81 5.81 0 

2013 0.97 6.24 6.43 0.19 

2014 0.91 6.83 7.50 0.67 

2015 0.79 8.44 10.69 2.25 

2016 0.76 8.39 11.04 2.65 

2017 0.77 8.86 11.50 2.64 

2018 0.77 8.94 11.60 2.66 

2019 0.75 9.12 12.16 3.04 

 

Annual prices have demonstrated a very modest increasing trend since 2015, ranging between $8.44/lb 

(USD) in 2015 to a high of $9.12/lb (USD) in 2019. The figure below illustrates average annual price since 

2010 in both $USD and $CAD.  

Figure 2. Annual average market prices ($USD/lb & $CAD/lb) for live 1 ¼ pound lobster at the Fulton Fish 

Market from 2010-2020 (March 2020). Error bars indicate annual range in price. Data source: Urner 

Barry. 
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Price for lobster generally peaks in the Autumn and Winter months due to period of low supply coinciding 

with periods of high demand such as New Years, Valentines Day, and Chinese New Year. These trends are 

reflected in the figure below, with prices peaking at $11.00/lb from October through November. 

Figure 3. Weekly average market prices ($USD/lb and $CAD/lb) for live 1 ¼ pound lobster at the Fulton 

Fish Market for 2019 Data source: Urner Barry. 

 

 The market for lobster in 2019 was strong, driven by high domestic and international consumer demand 

and abundant supply.  Expectations were high for the 2020 season with exporters hoping for further 

growth in demand in China as more penetration into the markets was achieved. Record setting levels of 

lobster exports to China in January of 2020 seemed to confirm the prediction of an extremely strong 

season would prove accurate. 

Shore price for lobster throughout Atlantic Canada was high in 2019, ranging from over $5.00/lb (CAD) in 

the Gulf of St. Lawrence fishery to between $6-7.00/lb in the Maritimes.  Generally, Maritime lobster fetch 

a higher price due to larger sizes and the timing of the season being open in periods of lower supply and 

higher demand.  

 

Snow Crab 

Similar to lobster, the snow crab industry was experiencing record breaking prices and continued high 

demand. 2019 prices for snow crab were at an all-time high of $8.77/lb (USD). Similar to lobster, the 

Canadian snow crab industry is heavily reliant on exports to the United States.  Snow crab in the US is 

5.00

6.00

7.00

8.00

9.00

10.00

11.00

12.00

13.00

14.00

15.00

M
ar

ke
t 

P
ri

ce
 (

$
/l

b
)

$USD/lb $CAD/lb



 

10 
 

primarily consumed in restaurants, casinos, and buffets in the southern US.  Prices have steadily risen 

since 2015, as illustrated in the table and figure below. 

Table 2. Annual average exchange rate of the Canadian dollar (in US dollars) through time and the 

corresponding average market price of 5-8 oz. Gulf snow crab.  Source: Exchange Rate -Bank of Canada, 

Market Price – Urner Barry. 

Year 
Average 

Exchange Rate 
(USD) 

Average Market 
Price ($USD/lb) 

Average Market 
Price ($CAD/lb) 

Premium Paid 
in $CAD 

2010 0.97 3.82 3.93 0.12 

2011 1.01 5.91 5.85 -0.06 

2012 1.00 5.11 5.11 0 

2013 0.97 5.249 5.41 0.16 

2014 0.91 5.43 5.97 0.54 

2015 0.79 5.17 6.54 1.37 

2016 0.76 6.82 8.98 2.15 

2017 0.77 8.06 10.47 2.41 

2018 0.77 8.72 11.32 2.60 

2019 0.75 8.77 11.70 2.93 

2020 0.75 9.46 12.61 3.15 

 

Figure 4. Annual average market prices of GSL Snow Crab 5-8 oz. clusters in $USD and $CAD from 2010 

through 2019.  Data source: Urner Barry. 
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Figure 5. Weekly average 5-8 oz. cluster snow crab market price in 2020. Data source: Urner Barry. 
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Figure 6. Shore price per pound for snow crab from 2008 to 2019 in Nova Scotia. Error bars indicate 

annual range in price.  Data: PEI Department of Agriculture and Fisheries and TriNav Marine Brokers. 
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seen in the Japanese markets for crab, where imports of snow crab fell in both 2018 and 2019. In the US 

and Canada, consumers were willing to pay high prices through early 2020. It should be noted that 

entering into the snow crab season in 2020 almost the entire inventory of snow crab product in the US 

had been sold.  

Northern shrimp 

Unlike the majority of other shellfish species harvested in Canada, Northern shrimp is not a highly 

demanded product in the United States.  Northern shrimp are smaller and less versatile than warmwater 

shrimp harvested/grown in the Southern United States and in other warmer countries.  The largest 

consumer markets are located in the UK, Russia, Denmark, and China.  The UK is the primary destination 

for Canadian shrimp. Shrimp exported to the UK is primarily cooked and peeled and is typically sold in 

retail outlets.  This contrasts with larger warm water shrimp that is more frequently sold in restaurants.  

Canada is among the world’s largest suppliers of cold-water shrimp. 

Prices for shrimp had remained stable since 2015, ranging between $4.58/lb (Pound Sterling, GBP) and 

$5.18/lb (GBP). Due to exchange rate differences, Canadian exporters receive significant premiums. In 

2019, the difference between the price for shrimp in $GBP and $CAD was $3.45/lb. Prices plateaued in 

2015 as the stocks for more desirable warm water shrimp began to recover and prices for Northern shrimp 

had reached the maximum for what most consumers were willing to pay. Annual price and exchange rates 

can be seen in the figure and table below. 

Figure 7. Average market price for cooked-and-peeled coldwater shrimp (175/250 count) at Fulton Fish 

Market from 2008 to 2020. Error bars indicate the annual range in price. Data source: Urner Barry. 
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Table 3. Annual average exchange rate from 2008-2020 of the Canadian dollar (in USD and GBP) through 

time and corresponding average market price of coldwater shrimp. Source: Urner Barry and Bank of 

Canada. 

Year Average 
Exchange 

Rate (CAD) 

Average Market Price ($/lb) Premium Paid in 
$CAD/lb 

 
USD GBP USD GBP CAD USD GBP 

2008 0.94 0.51 $3.81 $2.07 $4.05 +$0.24 +1.99 

2009 0.88 0.56 $3.47 $2.21 $3.94 +$0.47 +1.73 

2010 0.97 0.63 $3.71 $2.40 $3.82 +$0.11 +1.42 

2011 1.01 0.63 $4.71 $2.94 $4.66 -$0.05 +1.72 

2012 1.00 0.63 $5.39 $3.40 $5.39 0.00 +1.98 

2013 0.97 0.62 $5.07 $3.25 $5.23 +$0.16 +1.98 

2014 0.91 0.55 $5.57 $3.36 $6.12 +$0.55 +2.75 

2015 0.79 0.51 $7.08 $4.58 $8.96 +$1.88 +4.37 

2016 0.76 0.55 $6.33 $4.60 $8.32 +$2.00 +3.72 

2017 0.77 .60 $5.90 $4.58 $7.66 +1.76 +3.08 

2018 0.77 0.59 $6.40 $4.90 $8.31 +1.91 +3.41 

2019 0.75 0.57 $6.47 $5.18 $8.63 +2.16 +3.45 

2020 0.76 0.6 $6.28 $4.96 $8.26 +1.98 +3.31 

 

Shore price for Atlantic Canadian Northern shrimp increased after 2014 following the decline of the 

resource and subsequent quota cuts.  In 2019, shore price for Gulf shrimp was between $1.65-$1.75/lb 

(CAD), while prices for shrimp in Nova Scotia were approximately $2.00/lb (CAD). Overall, in 2019 and 

early 2020, while the status of the resource was poor, the actual market for coldwater shrimp was strong 

for harvesters but declining for processors due to difficulties associated with BREXIT and the emergence 

of cheap Russian substitute product. This resulted in a situation where some processors were having 

difficulty selling all of their product resulting in inventory levels to increase. 

Oyster 

Oysters performed strongly in 2019, setting all-time record highs for market price of choice raw oyster.  

Prices in 2019 were $96.14/lb (USD) (Figure 8). With the 0.74 CAD to USD exchange rate, Canadian 

exporters were able to receive $129.92/lb (CAD), a price premium of $23.78/lb (CAD). Consumers at raw 

bars in Atlantic Canada typically paid between $2.00-$3.25/lb (CAD) for choice oyster. Typically, shore 

price for oyster is between $1.00-1.36/lb (CAD), though regional fluctuations in price may be above or 

below this range.   
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Figure 8. Average annual price for X-Select oyster in USD and CAD since 2010.  Data source: Urner Barry. 
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driving prices upwards over the past decade. 

Scallop 

The primary consumer of Atlantic sea scallop is the United States.  The US Atlantic sea scallop fishery is 

the largest in the world, and most scallop caught is consumed domestically.  Canadian scallop is also 

consumed within the United States, which imports significantly more scallop than it exports.  The market 

for Canadian scallops has been driven by US demand for fresh exports in recent years.  Notably, the 

Canadian scallop fishery is only approximately one quarter the size of the US fishery by volumes of 

landings.  

Market price for Canadian 10-20 ct. scallop (the most popular size) peaked in 2016 at $14.45/lb (USD) 

(Figure 9). Prices then began to decline as US landings increased over the following years, which led to 

downwards pricing pressure on Canadian caught scallops.  By 2018, prices had dropped to $11.91/lb 

(USD), which is almost identical to 2019 price levels.  This was likely due to stable US landings between 

2018 and 2019. 
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Figure 9. Annual average market prices of Canadian 10-20 ct. scallop since 2010.  Data source: Urner 

Barry. 

 

Shore price for Canadian scallop generally imitates fluctuations in market price. 2016 shore prices were 

the highest on record at $14.00/lb (CAD).  This declined to $10.00/lb by 2019 (Figure 10, following page). 

Scallops are generally perceived as good value product due the consumer perception that there is no 

wasted material, as scallop is almost exclusively sold as meat with no attached shell. This has caused the 

scallop market to be generally more resilient to fluctuations in economic conditions, and typically 

recovering faster from economic downturns. 

Figure 10. Shore prices ($CAD/lb) for fresh scallops in the Canadian Maritimes from 2008 to 2019. Data 

source: PEI Department of Agriculture and Fisheries & industry experts. 
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Atlantic halibut 

Atlantic halibut is marketed and sold as a high-end whitefish product, typically in the form of fresh steaks 

or fillets.  It is a popular menu item at restaurants and often featured in dishes at fine dining 

establishments.  98% of Atlantic halibut caught in Canada is exported to the United States. Atlantic halibut 

competes with Pacific halibut.   

Price for Atlantic halibut has remained extremely stable since 2011, ranging between $9.89/lb (USD) in 

2019 to $10.76/lb (USD) in 2014.  Price has been tamed from fluctuations due to increased landings 

dampening the effects of high demand.  Due to the favorable exchange rate, the price for halibut has 

remained over $12.00/lb (CAD) since 2015 (Figure 11).  

Unlike market price, shore price for Atlantic halibut has demonstrated significant variation since 2014, 

ranging from a low of $5.00/lb (CAD) in 2014 to $10.50/lb (CAD) in 2017 (Figure 12, following page).  This 

difference is likely explained in the seasonality of landings for halibut and the fact that restaurants that 

purchase halibut do not frequently change the retail price for the species.   

Figure 11. Average annual prices for whole Atlantic halibut since 2010. Data source: Urner Barry. 
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Figure 12. Average annual shore price for Atlantic halibut in Atlantic Canada since 2010. Data source: PEI 

Department of Agriculture and Fisheries and industry experts. 

 

The market for Atlantic halibut was considered strong at the end of 2019, due to high demand and a 

healthy resource.   

Salmonids 

Salmon is the dominant farm raised finfish species on the market. Many of the producers have spent 

considerable funds to market their production to cement its place as the “go to” product in retail and food 

service industries. In contrast, rainbow/steelhead trout has been touted as an affordable substitute to the 

pricier salmon. Depending on the size of the steelhead produced it competes with either salmon (larger 

and more expensive) or rainbow trout (smaller, and less expensive). There are few producers who 

specialize on the sole production of steelhead trout. Furthermore, steelhead does not benefit from the 

same level of marketing and product awareness as the aforementioned finfish species. 

The steelhead trout produced by Norway are often times marketed and sold as a premium protein 

whereas those from Chile are marketed as an affordable substitute. In order to be certified Norwegian 

Steelhead trout the fish must weight over 4.4 lbs as well as adhere to a number of steps that insure the 

highest of quality. Norwegian trout is known for its quality and has become a favorite amongst chefs 

worldwide. Trout from Norway is considered a niche product, typically grows to between 4.4 and 10 lbs 

and is available year-round. Due to the size and quality it was stated that trout from Norway often receive 

a minimum of $1.00/lb (USD) more compared to similar fish from Canada. Because of the larger size of 

the trout harvested from Norway it can compete with salmon in the marketplace. To ensure consistently 
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high quality, the Norwegian Seafood Council and fjord trout industry have developed a quality standard 

for Norwegian farmed trout. This quality standard is in strict accordance with how to farm, pack and 

transport its trout.  

Figure 13 presents market prices of Chilean steelhead trout (2-3 lbs) fillets, through time, in USD/lb and 

converted to Canadian dollars. From 2015 to 2019, average market prices for this product has increased 

from $4.78/lb (USD) to $6.05/lb (USD). Through February of 2020, market prices remained strong at 

$5.85/lb (USD). Due to data availability issues, Chilean product pricing is presented and can be used to 

make inferences as to prices of steelhead trout products produced in other countries, globally, as 

discussed above. 

Figure 13. Chilean steelhead trout fillet (2-3 lbs) market price ($USD/lb and $CAD/lb) from 2015-2019. 
Data source: Urner Barry.  

 

As a result of the large dependence on the US market as well as the fact that the majority of seafood 

products values are based on the US dollar, the relationship between the Canadian and American dollar 

has an impact on margins achieved by Canadian exporters of steelhead trout. For example, a low-valued 

Canadian dollar is advantageous to the export-dependent Canadian steelhead industry, as American 

importers have greater buying power with the American dollar and can pay higher prices for Canadian-

farmed steelhead without decreasing their margin. 
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Current Market Status 

The coronavirus pandemic has caused significant turmoil within the seafood industry. This section will 

describe the behavior of the markets for various species following the outbreak of the coronavirus 

pandemic. Specific attention is devoted to market and shore prices, when available.   

America lobster 

The market for lobster deteriorated rapidly following the onset of the pandemic.  The first country to be 

impacted was China, which is a major source of demand for lobster exports from Canada. In recent years, 

China has imported approximately 50% of all live lobster consumed in the country from Canada. China 

imposed extremely robust quarantine measures, and as a result many restaurants in the country were 

closed and social gatherings were forbidden. This resulted in a crash in the demand for lobster.  Canadian 

exports of lobster to China declined precipitously in February to 17% of 2019 levels. China slowly began 

to increase imports of Canadian lobster in March and April, but Canadian exports to China remained well 

below levels observed in 2019 in both March, April, and May. (Figure 14).   

Figure 14. Chinese imports of live Canadian lobster YTD June 2020. 
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as demand dried up.  Prices declined swiftly in March and April, with a brief spike in May due to the 

Mother’s Day holiday and the gradual reopening of the foodservice industry. As the Maine and Canadian 

lobster fishing seasons began in earnest, prices declined at an even more rapid rate as supply flooded the 

market.  

Notably, some lobster seasons were significantly shortened due to delayed openings of the fisheries with 

no equivalent extension to the closing date.  This resulted in the concurrent opening of multiple LFAs (LFAs 

23, 24, 26, 36, and 37) that have historically had staggered opening dates to prevent an oversupply of 

product.  As a result, there was a glut of lobster available on the market, further depressing both market 

and shore prices. Some harvesters pulled their traps out of the water early as buyers quit or reduced 

purchases of and   lobster due to the high supply and extremely low demand. To address this issue, buyers 

in many LFAs instituted limits on the total amount of lobster they would purchase from any one harvester.  

The Lobster Council of Canada projected that if the harvest level in 2020 was the same as 2019, half of all 

the lobster landed would be stranded, meaning unable to be sold.   

Processed lobster, such as tails and knuckle and claw meat, have not had the same difficulty moving 

through the market as live product.  Prices for lobster claw and knuckle meat in 2020 were higher than 

2018 and 2019 levels. This is in part because these frozen products can be stored and sold during periods 

of higher demand and also they were able to take advantage of retail sales.  However, price for whole 

processed lobster has declined precipitously since January, which is not in keeping with typical seasonal 

trends.  Tails have dropped from January highs of $24.00/lb (USD) to $17.38/lb (USD) in July, which is 

below 2018 and 2019 levels for this period.  Similarly, packaged lobster meat has fallen from $26.00/lb 

(USD) to $19.75/lb over the same time period (USD).  

By late May, market prices for live lobster had dropped to 10-year record lows of $5.95/lb (USD) (Figure 

15).  Canadian harvesters were afforded modest protection from losses due to the weakening Canadian 

dollar against the US Dollar.  However, the CAD began strengthening in May and June and is currently 

averaging $0.75 CAD per USD, the same as 2019. Prices have begun to trend in a more positive direction 

with increased Asian demand, rising to $9.10/lb (USD) in September. This demand may be short lived, 

however, as it is the result of the fall harvest festivals that occur in Asia. Industry experts have expressed 

concern that a COVID-19 resurgence in the Autumn and Winter months may cause the price to retreat 

during the normally lucrative colder seasons. 
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Figure 15. Weekly market prices for 1.25 lb live lobster for the past 56 weeks. Data source: Urner Barry. 

 

Shore price declined alongside market prices.  Prior to the pandemic, shore prices for lobster in major 

lobster producing fishing areas such as LFA 33 and 34 were between $6.00-7.00/lb (CAD). During the 

height of the pandemic in Canada and the US, shore price had declined to between $3.00-4.00/lb (CAD) 

in these areas and throughout Canada.  Shore price has remained near $4.00/lb in the Gulf of St. Lawrence 

lobster fisheries, though NS fisheries saw prices recover to the $5.00/lb range for short periods of time. 

More recently, some LFAs such as LFA 25 in the Gulf region have seen shore prices rise to $4.50/lb (CAD) 

and even as high as $5.00/lb (CAD). Concern remains that prices will fall once again during the winter 

seasons due to the “Second-wave” of coronavirus along with the decreased demand following the end of 

the Asian harvest festivals. 

A potential longer-term impact on the lobster market could occur if persistently low prices cause 

consumers to lose their perception of lobster as a luxury food item. The lobster industry dedicated years 

of marketing effort to ensure that lobster products were viewed as a high-quality, high-end seafood 

product in a successful effort to drive prices upwards. With lobster now being cheaper than on a per 

pound basis then some types of beef and pork products, that perception may be in jeopardy.  Low prices 

may persist for years after the pandemic if lobster is demoted from a luxury product to a commodity in 

the eyes of consumers.   
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Snow Crab 

The snow crab market has demonstrated more resiliency compared to lobster.  This is due to the fact that 

while the market for live and processed lobster is highly dependant on the foodservice industry, snow 

crab has a more robust retail presence in grocery stores.  At the peak of the pandemic in the US and 

Canada in April and May, market prices for snow crab from the Gulf of St. Lawrence were the lowest in 

four years at $6.95/lb (USD).  However, since the beginning of June prices have rapidly increased and are 

currently at all-time high levels at $9.78/lb (USD) (Figure 16). Market price was initially driven by retail 

sales, which were adequate to support the market at a comfortable price level.  However, once the 

foodservice industry began reopening, this created an additional source of demand causing prices to 

dramatically spike. 

Figure 16. Weekly prices of 5-8 oz. clusters for Gulf snow crab over the past 56 weeks. Data source: 

Urner Barry. 

 

Despite the high market price, imports of Canadian snow crab into the US initially sharply declined 

compared to 2019. At the end of April, imports from Canada have declined by 60.7%. This was initially due 

to decreased demand, delayed seasons in the Gulf and Newfoundland, and closures of fishing areas 

associated with North Atlantic Right Whales. This has resulted in a lack of supply to the market, which is 

partially responsible for the high market price. Buyers have noted that supply is consistently falling short 

of consumer demand.  Since that point, exports to the US have sharply risen and are now higher by 6 

million pounds compared to 2019. 

6.00

7.00

8.00

9.00

10.00

11.00

12.00

13.00

14.00

M
ar

ke
t 

P
ri

ce
 (

$
/l

b
)

$USD/lb Average USD $CAD/lb Average CAD



 

23 
 

Shore price has declined as a result of the pandemic. In the Gulf of St. Lawrence and Nova Scotia, 

harvesters have been receiving between $3.50-4.00/lb (CAD) as a base price. Prior to the pandemic, 

harvesters in the Gulf and Nova Scotia were receiving between $5.00-6.00/lb (CAD) in 2019.  As of July, 

the Gulf and NS snow crab fisheries are closed. Part of this decreased shore price can be explained by the 

increased costs incurred by processors to ensure compliance with COVID-19 mitigation measures at the 

plant. 

Preliminary estimates indicate the Gulf fishery landed approximately 85% of the TAC, with the remaining 

15% left unharvested. It is worth noting that this decline in landings is the result of NARW regulations 

rather than the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. It is unusual for there to be such a large level of unharvested 

quota at the end of the season.  In Nova Scotia, harvesters will be allowed to carry over 25% of their quota 

from 2020 into the 2021 fishing season. 

Importantly, the Gulf of St. Lawrence snow crab fishery at one time had MSC certification, indicating it 

was a sustainable choice to consumers.  Some major retailers require MSC certification from a fishery 

before committing to any purchases of product.  The Gulf certification was suspended in 2019, which 

means that crab harvested in that region can have a greater difficulty being sold in certain retail stores.  

Considering that the retail market has been the dominant driver of demand for snow crab during the 

pandemic, this may have resulted in lost earnings for snow crab harvesters.  In contrast, the Nova Scotia 

crab fishery is currently MSC certified, which allows harvesters in the region full access to retail buyers.   

Northern Shrimp 

Market price for Northern shrimp has remained largely steady over the course of the pandemic despite 

fluctuations in exchange rates. Market price in the UK, Canada, and the US has demonstrated little 

variation, with Canadian prices staying between $8.16-$8.65/lb (CAD).  This is due in part to the retail 

presence the product has in European markets, which was less affected than the foodservice industry. A 

limited supply is also likely to be contributing to these more stable prices. Despite stable prices, overall 

demand for shrimp has considerably weakened due to the crippled foodservice industry in important 

European countries such as the UK.  Prices have fallen to $5.83/lb (USD) as of September (Figure 17). 

Notably, the level of sales activity has been low and there has so far not been a single increase in weekly 

price for the entirety of 2020.  Leading into the pandemic, the Canadian shrimp industry was facing 

challenges including BREXIT, less expensive Russian substitute products, and an overall reduced demand 

for the product. 
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Figure 17. Average weekly prices for 175-250 ct. shrimp YTD 2020.  Data source: Urner Barry.  

  

Unlike market price, shore price for shrimp in Atlantic Canada varies dramatically depending on province 

(Table 4). Of the three major fisheries for shrimp in Atlantic Canada, the Nova Scotian fishery opened the 

earliest.  Harvesters in NS received a base shore price of between $0.70-0.75/lb (CAD). The Gulf of St. 

Lawrence fishery opened in early June after being closed for an extended period due to disagreements on 

price between harvesters and processors.  An arbitration board in Quebec set prices at $1.65/lb (CAD) for 

large shrimp, $1.35/lb (CAD) for medium shrimp, and $0.84/lb (CAD) for small shrimp.  Those prices were 

set to decline in July to $1.20/lb (CAD) for large, $1.00/lb (CAD) for medium, and $0.74/lb (CAD) for small 

shrimp if the market remained weak.  On July 1st, the decreased prices came into effect as the market for 

shrimp failed to improve to levels that would justify the initial prices. According to industry, much of the 

shrimp being harvested at this time is smaller and of lower quality, and harvesters are generally selling 

catch for $0.80/lb (CAD). 

Table 4. Current shrimp shore prices throughout Atlantic Canada as of July. 

Year 
Shore price per lb (CAD, 

Large Shrimp) 

NS Gulf 

2019 $2.00+ $1.70 

2020 $0.70-$0.75 $1.20 

 

Notably, inventory of shrimp in Atlantic Canada is very high and buyers are concerned that they will be 

unable to sell catch from this year until some time in 2021 or beyond. The overall demand for cold-water 
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shrimp has been in decline for the past several years, and the effects of the pandemic are likely to 

accelerate this trend. 

Oyster 

Similar to lobster, oyster product is most frequently consumed in restaurants.  This heavy reliance on the 

foodservice industry has resulted in a substantial decline in the oyster industry across the world due to 

the pandemic. Demand for oyster disappeared almost entirely during the peak of the pandemic from 

March into May.  Oyster growers and harvesters in the US, Canada, New Zealand, and across the globe 

regularly reported sales declines of over 90% as dine-in restaurants were forced to close.   

In PEI, only half of the oyster harvesters have access to willing buyers. Oyster aquaculturalists are being 

forced to either sell at low prices or discard older oyster that have grown too large for the market, creating 

major loss scenarios. Notably, most oyster producers in Atlantic Canada are oriented towards the raw 

oyster market.  This means that few producers have the infrastructure to switch to producing processed 

oyster, which has fared somewhat better in the retail sector.  Additionally, Chinese producers of oyster 

are heavily involved in the processed oyster sector and dominate the global market by offering extremely 

low prices.    

Recently an uptick in the volume of oyster sales was recorded ahead of the 4th of July weekend.  This is 

concurrent with restaurants re-opening to some capacity.  However, due to the heavy backlog of supply, 

market prices have failed to respond to the uptick in demand and price remains at the same levels seen 

in May. 

Scallop 

The market for scallop has demonstrated resiliency during the pandemic. During the peak of the 

pandemic, shore price for US scallop dropped significantly to below $8.00/lb (USD) for 10-20 ct. scallops, 

however this has since recovered to over $9.50/lb (USD), consistent with trends in previous years. Market 

price for US scallop was very similar to prices in 2018 and 2019, and as of July has risen to the highest level 

in the past four years at $11.25/lb (USD). This indicates that the pandemic had a limited effect on market 

prices. Scallops have been described in the seafood industry as “recession-proof” due to the perception 

of value scallop meat has among consumers.  The scallop market has continued to improve as restaurants 

have slowly reopened.  
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Canadian 10-20 ct. scallop prices have declined from the YTD high of $11.75/lb (USD) seen at the end of 

March to $10.75/lb (USD) in July (Figure 18).  This is similar to past trends, indicating modest to no impact 

from the pandemic.  Some harvesters are selling direct-to-consumer, receiving prices comparable to the 

listed Urner Barry market prices. Canadian shore prices for scallop are currently above $10.00/lb (CAD). 

Figure 18. Weekly average prices for 10-20 ct. Canadian scallop since January. Data source: Urner Barry. 

 

Overall, the scallop market has fared better than other shellfish such as oyster and lobster due to being 

less reliant on the foodservice industry.  Exchange rates have had modest impacts on the scallop market 

in Canada, as current exchange rates are relatively near the rates seen in 2019.   

Halibut 

Halibut is a popular food in high-end restaurants, and the closure of the foodservice industry throughout 

the spring has negatively impacted the market. Market prices for halibut have been trending near or at 

10-year record lows for the duration of the pandemic, ranging between $5.56/lb (USD) to $8.88/lb (USD) 

since March.  More recently, halibut prices have been stable near all-time record lows for June and July 

of between $7.00 (USD) and $8.00/lb (USD) (Figure 19). 
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Figure 19. Weekly market prices YTD 2020 for whole fresh halibut since January.  Data source: Urner 

Barry. 

 

The market is somewhat oversupplied, with landings described as “robust for current demand” by Urner 

Barry. Halibut landings generally spike in the late spring and early summer after many lobster seasons 

close. Major distributors of halibut encountered great difficulty moving halibut product during the peak 

of the pandemic, forcing them to freeze the product to avoid total loss.  Frozen product is significantly 

less valuable than fresh. As can be seen in Figure 19, prices have fluctuated heavily from week-to-week 

during the first half of the year before reaching stability near $8.00/lb (USD).   

Salmonids 

Market price for Atlantic Canadian salmon have been at or near five-year lows since the onset of the 

pandemic. Prices for steelhead fillets are approximately $3.93/lb (CAD) as of September (Figure 20).  This 

is approximately $0.90/lb lower than price for the same months in 2018 and 2019, a decline of nearly 

20%. Supply for salmonid species has been described as adequate for fair demand by Urner Barry.    
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Figure 20. Weekly average prices for 2-3lb Chilean steelhead fillets YTD 2020. Data source: Urner Barry. 

 

Some industry participants in the Atlantic salmon aquaculture industry in Canada have reportedly halted 

most trading of product due to the currently poor state of the market.  These participants run the risk of 

allowing the fish to grow too large for the market, which may cause declines in revenues as product is 

wasted.  Insiders have expressed concern that this scenario is beginning to play out within some firms.   
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Federal Aid Overview 

The Canadian Federal Government has enacted legislation to provide a variety of funding to those affected 

by the coronavirus pandemic.  There have been a variety of aid packages developed, aiming to support 

both individuals, businesses and entire industries.  This section will describe the most relevant forms of 

federal aid as it pertains to the seafood industry. Notably, First Nation communities are ineligible for some 

aid packages. This is due to the fact that First Nation Band-owned businesses are technically 

unincorporated and the Bands themselves are legally “Not for Profit” organizations. These aid packages 

were designed to address the needs of for-profit entities and as such little of this aid will be available for 

First Nation Band-owned businesses.  In some instances, communities host separate businesses that are 

structured and run as a corporation, however all revenues and expenses are paid through the band office. 

Canada Emergency Response Benefit  

The Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) is a $2,000 per month benefit distributed to Canadian 

residents who have stopped working due to the COVID-19 pandemic, are eligible for EI regular or sickness 

benefits, or have exhausted either their EI regular or fishing benefits between December 29, 2019 and 

October 3, 2020.  Applicants must not have quit their job voluntarily.  To continue receiving the CERB, 

applicants must either submit an employment status report every 2 weeks if filed through Service Canada 

or apply again at the end of the month if through the Canada Revenue Agency.   

Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy 

The Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy (CEWS) is a program that allows employers who have been to access 

government subsidies to help pay employees.  Eligible employers are eligible for an up to 75% subsidy of 

employee wages for a maximum of 24 weeks. There has only been limited First Nation participation in the 

CEWS program due to the eligibility restrictions which stipulate that the recipients of the CEWS must be 

“For Profit” organizations. 

Canadian Seafood Stabilization Fund 

On April 25th, the Federal Government announced the $62.5 million Canadian Seafood Stabilization Fund 

(CSSF). This act made emergency federal funds available to the fish and seafood processing sector in 

Atlantic Canada.  Both businesses in the processing sector and not-for-profit organizations that support 

the sector are eligible to apply for this fund. The fund was designed to assist processors in complying with 

new health regulations in order to keep Canada’s food supply operating.  The CSSF supports the following 

types of activities: 



 

30 
 

• Increase storage capacity – Find storage solutions for live, frozen and/or processed products. 

Storage may be: 

o temporary or permanent 

o domestic or international 

• Plant Operations – Invest in new equipment, materials or services to: 

o protect workers 

o adapt plant operations, products or packaging 

o increase efficiency and productivity 

• Market responsiveness – meet new market demands: 

o respond to new consumer needs 

o find new markets 

o deliver to new markets 

The application process for funding began in June, but it is not currently known if funds from the program 

have been distributed. Notably, processors in Ontario and all seafood harvesters are not permitted to 

receive this funding.  $38 million of the total $62.5 million was set aside for processors in Atlantic Canada. 

To meet eligibility requirements, applicants must be a federally or provincially licensed fish processing 

facility or a registered processor of wild capture or aquaculture products. Applicants must also 

demonstrate that the business was viable before the pandemic.  Some not-for-profit organizations that 

support seafood and processing activities are eligible as well. All First Nation Bands with processing 

licenses are eligible to apply. 

Fish Harvesters Benefit and Grant 

The Federal Government announced the $496.4 million Fish Harvester Benefit on May 14th. This fund is 

directed towards supporting fish harvesters and crew.  The program includes the $267.7 million Fish 

Harvester Benefit and the $201.8 million Fish Harvester Grant.   

The Fish Harvester Benefit is available to self-employed fish harvesters that are ineligible for the Canadian 

Emergency Wage Subsidy.  This benefit will cover 75% of fishing income losses if harvesters can 

demonstrate an income loss of 25% or more compared to the previous specified reference period.  There 

is a maximum limit of $847 per week for up to 12 weeks. This is identical to the maximum entitlements 

established for the CEWS program.  The Fish Harvester Grant will provide up to $10,000.00 in non-

repayable support to self-employed fish harvesters with a valid fishing license.  
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There are several eligibility restrictions of note. Commercial fish harvesters in the offshore sector are not 

eligible to apply, nor are aquaculture or seafood processing companies. Additionally, wage-earning crew 

are ineligible for both the benefit and the grant. This may limit the number of First Nation communities 

that can access this fund as a significant number of crew are paid in wages. Those that have applied for or 

received the Canadian Emergency Wage Subsidy (CEWS) are also deemed ineligible.  

Surplus Food Rescue Program 

The Surplus Food Rescue Program was announced on June 15th.  This program allows for producers across 

Canada to receive compensation from the program for surplus food that would otherwise go to waste.  

This food is then distributed to vulnerable Canadians.  The total funding available through the program is 

$50 million.  Eligible groups include community organizations, indigenous groups, cooperatives, regional 

and municipal governments and agencies, and industry.  Seafood is included as an item eligible for the 

fund.  Notably, land and buildings, operating costs, and surplus food sold at retail costs are not covered 

by the program. There has been some First Nation participation in this program in Nova Scotia. 
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First Nation Impacts 

The following section will describe the impacts that the ongoing pandemic has had and is likely to continue 

having on First Nations in Atlantic Canada.  First Nation communities are particularly vulnerable due to 

the importance of fisheries in providing revenues to the community. The revenues from the fishery are 

used to pay wages and salaries of band employees, improve community infrastructure, facilitate 

important cultural celebrations and traditions, and reinvest into Indigenous-owned enterprises. A 

significant decline in the revenues achieved will have a severely negative impact on the well-being of First 

Nation communities. 

The section will specifically discuss the impacts on the lobster, crab, and shrimp fisheries as these fisheries 

represent the overwhelming amount of value held by First Nation bands in Atlantic Canada. A summary 

of the impacts on the less valuable species will also be included. The final component of this section will 

describe the general impact that the pandemic will have on First Nations, with regards to the fishing 

industry.  Detailed models and projections summarized and condensed in this section are presented in 

their entirety in Appendix A. 

Lobster 

The lobster industry has been particularly hard hit by the pandemic.  This is due to several factors, as 

outlined in detail earlier in the report.  The most prevalent is that sales of live lobster are overwhelmingly 

dependant on the foodservice industry, and processed lobster and tails are very dependant on cruise ships 

and casinos.  Secondly, the market for Canadian lobster is largely driven by international demand from 

the US and China.  As the foodservice and hospitality industries were among the most heavily affected 

economic sectors, the lobster market experienced the full magnitude of the economic decline as domestic 

and international demand declined.   

First Nation communities hold over 335 lobster licenses spread in 22 separate fishing areas.  The majority 

of these licenses are associated with the Southern Gulf of St. Lawrence fishery in LFAs 23-25 and the Bay 

of Fundy and Southwest NS fisheries in LFAs 34-38. As the lobster fishery is not managed by quotas, it is 

impossible to determine the exact landings and revenues for First Nation-held licenses without knowing 

the exact landings amounts for each individual license. This was not feasible for this report, and instead a 

projection of landings and earnings was determined through dividing the total landings in each LFA by the 

number of licenses in each LFA to determine the average landings per license.  This number was then 

multiplied by the number of First Nation-held licenses in that fishing area to create an estimate of First 
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Nation landings.  Shore price in Atlantic Canada for 2019 was assumed to be $7.00/lb for all fishing areas 

due to data availability limitations.  

In 2019, First Nation bands in Atlantic Canada earned a combined calculated total revenue of $73.5 million 

from the lobster fishery.  On average in 2019, one First Nation-held lobster license accrued $218,000.00 

CAD in revenue annually, landing approximately 28,900 lbs of lobster.  This assumed a shore price of 

$7.00/lb (CAD) paid to harvesters. As mentioned previously, a more complete breakdown of each 

individual LFA is presented in Appendix A. 

The Lobster Council of Canada projected that if lobster landings were to remain at the 2019 levels in 2020, 

approximately half of all landed lobster would be “stranded”, meaning unable to be sold, as a result of 

the softened market.  Additionally, fishing season length in some areas was reduced due to delayed starts, 

with some seasons being shortened. Based upon the most recent available information, it is projected 

that the total landed lobster will amount to approximately 85% of 2019 levels. Total revenue is projected 

to fall to $36.9 million (CAD) assuming a $4.00/lb (CAD) shore price, a decline of $36.5 million (CAD).   

The effects of the pandemic on the lobster fishery are variable with location of the fishery being a major 

factor in the relative severity of the impacts. The Bay of Fundy and Nova Scotian lobster fisheries are more 

active during the winter and autumn and for the most part avoided the low-price points that the spring 

and summer fisheries have encountered. However, areas like LFA 33 and 34 did see the beginning of the 

negative impacts towards the end of their respective fishing seasons in early spring. The Gulf of St. 

Lawrence fisheries are more active during the spring and summer and bore the brunt of the impacts of 

the pandemic, receiving extremely low prices and reduced demand. Additionally, Gulf lobster tends to be 

smaller and is more often directed to the processing sector for tail, knuckle, and claw meat. Unlike in the 

live lobster sector, prices for processed lobster have not dropped to 10-year record lows, though they 

remain below 2019 levels. 

Along with fishing revenue, the amount of Fishing Employment Insurance that harvesters will receive has 

been negatively impacted by the coronavirus pandemic.  Fishing EI is based upon earnings from the 

previous fishing season.  In 2019, the majority of lobster boat captains and crew would be projected to 

earn $17,766.00 CAD through Fishing EI, which is the maximum allowed amount, though this does not 

hold true for several smaller value LFAs. Based upon 2020 projections, on average First Nation captains 

are projected to receive between $12,991.00-$17,766.00 CAD, while crew members would receive 

between $6,496.00-$10,207.00 CAD. These numbers assume one captain and two crew members 
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receiving 20%, 10%, an 10% of total boat revenues, respectively, which is the industry standard and are 

based on the landing per license numbers outlined above. Table 5 illustrates the changes in revenue from 

2019 to 2020.  Note that this table utilizes the weighted average of all First Nation-held licenses.  This 

standardizes First Nation-held licenses to demonstrate what impact the coronavirus is most likely to have 

on any randomly chosen First Nation-held license. A breakdown of this information on an individual, LFA-

specific basis is presented in Appendix A. 

Table 5. Projected revenues for average First Nation-held lobster licenses in 2019 and various landings 

scenarios for 2020. 

Year 
Total Fishing 

Revenue 

Landings 
per License 

(lbs)* 

Revenue 
per 

License** 

Revenue to 
Captain 

Revenue to 
Crew 

EI Benefits 
(Captain) 

EI Benefits 
(Crew) 

2019 $73,457,000 28,900 $218,000 $43,595 $21,797 $17,766 $17,766 

2020 $28,245,000 18,800 $83,800 $16,762 $8,381 
$10,352 

To 
$16,268 

$6,496 
To 

$10,207 

2020A $32,591,000 21,700 $96,700 $19,342 $9,671 
$14,990 

To 
$17,766 

$7,495 
To 

$11,778 

2020B $36,936,000 24,600 $109,600 $21,921 $10,960 
$16,988  

To 
$17,766 

$8,494 
To 

$13,348 
*Based upon 2019 landings. 2020 projections assume landings will be 65% of 2019 levels  
**2019 revenue based upon 2019 landings and a $7.00/lb shore price.  2020 numbers assume 65% of 2019 landings and $4.00/lb 
shore price 
AAssumes total combined landings are 75% of 2019 levels and a $4.00/lb shore price. 
BAssumes total combined landings are 85% of 2019 levels and a $4.00/lb shore price. 

 

The loss of revenue will have severely negative effects on First Nation communities, as most of those 

communities are entirely reliant on revenues from fishing and community gaming.  Much like the 

foodservice industry, the gaming industry was severely impacted by the pandemic and has yet to fully 

recover.   

In many cases First Nations do not conform to the industry standard in employment procedures. First 

Nation bands often pay weekly wages to captain and crew members. Harvesters that are paid wages are 

not eligible for fishing EI and would have to pursue other forms of aid such as standard Employment 

Insurance or the CERB, as First Nation bands are ineligible for the CEWBS. A case study is presented for a 

hypothetical lobster harvester operating in LFA 24 in Table 6.  This LFA was chosen due to the reduction 

in season length of 11 days to illustrate the impacts a shortened season may have on the EI benefits a 

harvester might receive. This scenario assumes regional unemployment is greater than 13%, causing the 
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minimum number of qualifying hours to be 420.  Benefits are based upon 55% insurable earnings, with 

average weekly earnings used to calculate this figure.  Harvesters are assumed to work 60 hours per week 

during the fishing season and 32 hours a week in the 2 weeks prior to the opening of the fishery in 

preparation.  This individual is assumed to have no other source of income throughout the year. This case 

study presents a scenario with a 2019 status quo 10-week season, an 8-week, 4-day season, and a 5-week 

season. 

Table 6. Standard EI Case Study for a Hypothetical First Nation Lobster Harvester in LFA 24. 

Status Quo – 2019 Season 
 Hours Wage Insurable Earnings 

2 weeks Prior to season 64 $    13.00 $           832 

8 week season 480 $    13.25 $        6,360 

TOTAL (10 Week season) 544  $        7,192 

Average Weekly Amount  $  719.20 

  Weekly Total 

EI Benefit $           396 $  12,658 

Wage + EI  $  19,850 

Scenario 1: Reduced – 6 Weeks and 4 of Fishing Time 

  Hours Wage Insurable Earnings 

2 weeks Prior to season 64 $    13.00 $           832 

6 week 4 day season 400 $    13.25 $        5,300 

TOTAL (8 Week 4 day 
season) 

464  $        6,132 

 Average Weekly Amount 
 $  715.52 

   Weekly Total 

EI Benefit $           393  $  12,593 

Wage + EI 
 $  18,725 

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 Total 

EI Benefit 0 0 

Wage + EI  $    3,217 

This scenario would result in disqualification for regular EI benefits 

 

Scenario 1 results in only a modest decline EI benefits compared to 2019, decreasing $65 (CAD) for the 

season.  Total earnings plus wages would decline from $19,850 to $18,725.  Notably, in Scenario 1 the 
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harvester exceeds the minimum number of required hours by 22, meaning that the loss of any working 

time greater than 44 hours would result in disqualification from EI benefits.  In Scenario 2, the harvester 

is disqualified and experiences a total loss of EI benefits.  Total revenue achieved by the harvester would 

decline from $19,850 to $3,217, a more than 80% reduction.  

As of September 2020, the most noticeable impact of the pandemic on the lobster industry has been the 

price levels.  Lobster harvesters in multiple fisheries have reported solid landings on par with 2019 levels, 

indicating that the resource and supply has not been an issue and that season delays have had limited 

impacts. These strong landings have been despite season delays and boat quotas being introduced early 

in the season for some LFAs. Generally, shore price was $1.50-2.00/lb (CAD) less than the 2019 prices of 

approximately $6.00/lb (CAD).  

Snow crab 

As previously mentioned, the snow crab market has demonstrated far more resiliency throughout the 

pandemic than has the lobster fishery. There is a high demand in the retail market for frozen snow crab. 

Additionally, delays in the fishing season prevented oversupply, helping to keep prices high. However, 

increased processor operating costs due to new COVID related health regulations has reduced the price 

being paid to harvesters.  Despite record high market prices, shore prices have actually declined in 2019.  

Snow crab is primarily dependant on the US market, and the recently volatile Chinese seafood market has 

little impact on prices being received for Canadian snow crab. As snow crab fisheries are managed through 

a TAC system and are not open like lobster, the fluctuations in landings tend to be less severe and 

impactful on the bottom line. Detailed projections for each individual CFA are include in Appendix A. 

The largest concentration of First Nation-held crab allocation is held in CFAs 12, S-ENS, 16, and 19.  These 

CFAs account for over 90% of the total FN allocation by weight. (Figure 21). 
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Figure 21. First Nation snow crab access by fishing area. Note that Area 4X and 12B were excluded due 

to inactive FN permits or unavailable information. Data source: DFO. 

Fishing Area FN % of TAC 2019 TAC (lbs) 2019 FN Allocation (lbs) 2020 TAC (lbs) 2020 FN Allocation (lbs) 

12 16%     61,521,023           9,843,364     59,973,821           9,595,811  

12F 16%       2,553,148               408,504       2,628,436              420,550  

15 13%           975,699               126,841           682,991                 88,789  

16 40%       6,836,086           2,734,434       5,127,064           2,050,826  

17 10%       3,753,806               375,381       2,815,300              281,530  

19 17%       6,066,938           1,031,379       4,972,168              845,269  

S-ENS 29%     14,689,383           4,259,921     14,689,383           4,259,921  

TOTAL     96,396,084         18,779,824     90,889,163        17,542,695  

 

The combined TAC in the CFAs to which First Nation bands had access decreased from 18.78 million 

pounds 2019 to 17.54 million pounds 2020.  This decline of 1.24 million pounds of quota would result in 

a lost revenue of $7.42 million (CAD), assuming a common shore price of $6.00/lb (CAD) in Atlantic 

Canada.   

Similar to the lobster fishery, the crab fishery experienced season delays due to the pandemic.  Unlike the 

lobster fishery, however, there have been little issues with demand and product has been moving briskly 

through the retail market.  Processors have thus not been limiting purchases of snow crab to the same 

degree as lobster.  The Gulf of St. Lawrence snow crab fishery harvested approximately 90% of the TAC in 

2020.  Assuming a similar 90% level of landings throughout Atlantic Canada and a shore price of $3.50/lb 

(CAD), it is projected that First Nation-owned snow crab licenses will generate a total of $56 million (CAD) 

in revenue. In 2019, First Nation-held snow crab licenses earned a combined total revenue of $112.8 

million (CAD). These estimates assumed a shore price of $6.00/lb (CAD).  The total anticipated decline is 

therefore $56.8 million (CAD), or half of 2019 revenues. However, as $7.4 million (CAD) of this decline is 

explainable by a decline in total First Nation allocation, the actual decline from the COVID associated price 

drops is $49.4 million (CAD). 

The combined total revenue that ship captains earned in 2019, assuming a 20% revenue share, was $22.5 

million (CAD). For 2020, this is projected to be $11.1 million (CAD). Crew are projected to earn a similar 

total, however per individual this would amount to 50% of what captains make as each crew member only 

receives 10% of total revenues. It is assumed that each crab license has one associated captain and two 

crew (Table 7). 
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Table 7. Projected earnings for First Nation-held crab licenses. 

Year 
Total Fishing 

Revenue 
Revenue to 

Captains 
Revenue to 

Crew 

2019 $112,840,613 $22,568,123 $22,568,123 

2020 $55,641,437 $11,128,287 $11,128,287 

 

Overall, with a 10% reduction in landings and 33% decrease in shore price, First Nation bands, captains, 

and crews will see a 50% reduction in revenues. Unlike with the lobster fishery, it is not expected that 

benefits accrued from Fishing EI will be significantly affected by the pandemic.  This is due to the fact that 

the crab fishing season is significantly longer, the seasons have not been delayed, and snow crab remains 

in high demand.  As a result, harvesters in the crab fishery are unlikely to experience significant enough 

losses of revenue to sharply impact their Fishing EI benefits, particularly when compared to the lobster 

fishery.  Note that leasing crab quota is a significantly less lucrative option than fishing it.  

Similar to the lobster fishery, price has been the most impacted by the pandemic. Landings for snow crab 

were strong except for in fishing areas that experienced closures due to North Atlantic Right Whale 

presence, but those closures were unrelated to the pandemic. Shore price for crab has been 

approximately $4.00/lb (CAD) for the Gulf and NS for the second half of 2020. In some areas, such as the 

Nova Scotia fishing areas, DFO will allow harvesters to roll-over unused quota into 2021. Some harvesters 

have decided to do this in hopes of receiving higher prices in 2021. 

Northern shrimp 

The shrimp fishery in the Gulf of St. Lawrence is currently in an unsettled state. Due to the high levels of 

inventory, many processors have voiced concern that they are purchasing product with no viable sources 

of demand.  It is possible that some processors simply may have no inventory space to take on new 

product.  

For provinces where processors are buying shrimp, the price being paid to harvesters at the shore has 

markedly declined. 2019 shore prices were approximately $1.62/lb (CAD), while in 2020 prices are 

$0.75/lb (CAD) in NS and $1.20/lb (CAD) in the Gulf. The season for Gulf shrimp was delayed for several 

weeks due to a price dispute.  Price was initially set at $1.65/lb (CAD) for large shrimp but fell to the 

current levels of $1.20/lb (CAD) in July as a result of the weak market. Currently, smaller shrimp make up 

the bulk of landings which are only receiving a shore price of $0.80/lb (CAD).  
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First Nation communities hold nine licenses in the Gulf region (SFAs 8-12) and 12 licenses in Nova Scotia 

(SFAs 13-15). Depending on the total amount of shrimp landed, First Nation-held shrimp licenses could 

experience a 43% to 55% decline in total revenue.  TACs for both the Gulf and Scotian shrimp fishery did 

not change from 2019 to 2020. The scenarios listed in Table 8 assume that harvesters in each fishing area 

will receive current shore prices of $1.20/lb (CAD) in the Gulf and $0.75/lb (CAD) in Nova Scotia. An 

additional assumption that every shrimp license in each region had identical amounts of quota was made 

due to data availability issues.  

If the full quota is taken, the decline in net revenue is projected to be $5.9 million (Table 8).  This decline 

represents the best-case scenario for fishing revenues for the shrimp fishery. Under a scenario in which 

only 85% of the quota is harvested, First Nation held licenses will lose $7.5 million (CAD) compared to 

2019. If processors limit buying activity or decide to remain closed for the remainder of 2020, the full 

quota may not be harvested.  More detailed projections are available in Appendix A. 

Table 8. Projected earnings scenarios for First Nation owned shrimp licenses in 2020. 

Year 
Total Fishing 

Revenue 

Landings 
per License 

(lbs)* 

Revenue 
per 

License** 

2019 $13,783,726 360,420 $656,368 

2020 $7,829,175 360,420 $372,818 

2020A $7,046,258 324,378 $335,536 

2020B $6,263,340 288,336 $298,254 
*Based upon 2019 landings. 2020 assumes status quo landings. 
**2019 revenue based upon 2019 landings and a $1.62/lb shore price.  2020 numbers assume status quo landings and $1.20/lb 
shore price for Gulf shrimp and $0.75/lb for Scotian shrimp. 
AAssumes landings are 90% of 2019 levels and 2020 shore prices. 
BAssumes landings are 80% of 2019 levels and 2020 shore prices. 

The shrimp season is open year-round, which makes delayed season starts such as those seen in the Gulf 

less impactful, as long as there are buyers and processors willing to purchase product. Currently active 

harvesters expect to land the majority or entirety of their quota. For First Nation bands that hold shrimp 

licenses, the primary impact from the pandemic is the decline in shore price, rather than a decline in 

landings.  Some processors have recently begun exploring opportunities to package for retail. 

While the Gulf shrimp fishery was delayed, the fishery is open year-round.  As harvesting activity is now 

taking place, it is unlikely that the total number of hours worked for the season will be substantially 

different than in 2019.  Therefore, Standard EI benefits received by captains and crew will be similar to 
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2019 levels. Fishing EI benefits may be affected based on region and shore prices received, though the 

magnitude of these declines is difficult to assess. 

Due to the high inventory of shrimp, it may take a significant period of time for the market to recover.  If 

demand remains below normal levels for the near-to-moderate future, inventory will continue to build up 

as harvesters land more shrimp and shrimp is available from other locations such as Russia. Processors 

are already anticipating that shrimp harvested in 2020 will not be sold until 2021 or later. Market and 

shore price are therefore unlikely to fully recover in 2021, and a further decline is possible.  The effects of 

the pandemic on the shrimp industry are therefore projected to be longer lasting than the effects on the 

lobster and crab industry.  This is because lobster is more reliant on live product, meaning inventory is 

unlikely to stay unsustainably high, and because the current inventory for crab is already insufficient for 

the high levels of demand.   

Secondary Species 

The impacts of the pandemic pose more unique challenges for the aquaculture industry than the wild 

capture fisheries.  Unlike wild harvesters, aquaculturalists have costs related to animal welfare and 

survival that cannot be avoided even during periods of economic stress and low demand.  Finfish such as 

steelhead trout must be continually feed to be kept alive, but if those fish grow too large, the margins 

that can be generated from selling those fish is greatly reduced.  This can represent a significant cost that 

accrues no associated benefits, and salmon aquaculturalists in Canada and internationally are 

encountering this issue.  Aquaculturalists may be able to recoup some of these losses via freezing, but 

salmonid products are more heavily demanded in the fresh market and freezing capacity for First Nation 

aquaculture sites may be limited or non-existent.  The COVID pandemic has also caused delays in turning 

over the “crop” of fish as sites had to conform to restrictive new health regulations. 

While there are fewer costs associated with growing oysters, grow-out is still a concern.  Like salmon, 

oysters that grow too large become less desirable for the market, particularly the lucrative market for raw 

product. Oyster growers throughout the world have been forced to determine whether to accept the 

labor costs associated with harvesting the oversized oysters to make room for new oysters to grow, or to 

sit and wait for market conditions to improve despite lacking a reliable source of revenue.  Unlike salmon, 

the market for processed and frozen oyster is completely dominated by one foreign country in China.  

There is virtually no capacity for oyster processing in Atlantic Canada due to the industry mostly catering 
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to the raw market in the past decade. Most lease sites are grow plans specifically designed to tailor to the 

market for raw oyster, which makes shifting to the processed oyster industry almost impossible. 

As mentioned previously in the report, the scallop market has performed well compared to many other 

seafood products.  Impacts of the pandemic on this fishery are expected to be relatively modest, and 2020 

revenues from First Nation-owned scallop licenses will likely be somewhat similar to 2019 levels.  

Halibut market prices are low, due in large part to the reliance on purchases from high-end, dine-in 

restaurants.  In this regard, the market for halibut is somewhat comparable to the market for live lobster.  

While restaurants have reopened in Canada and the US with capacity restrictions, the resurgence of 

COVID-19 in the US has caused consumer activity in the restaurant industry to slow or even decline in 

many regions.  It is likely that First Nations will see significant declines in revenues from their halibut 

fishing activities compared to 2019.    
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Case Study 

Esgenoopetitj is a First Nation Reserve located in Burnt Church, New Brunswick.  The Esgenoopetitj Band 

and community is heavily involved in the commercial fishery, particularly lobster and snow crab. The 

community currently owns 40 lobster licenses in LFA 23 and a significant amount of snow crab quota in 

the Gulf of St. Lawrence (CFA 12). The community also operates a snow crab processing facility in northern 

New Brunswick.  

Esgenoopetitj is highly reliant on the revenues generated from the fishery for economic growth and 

development as well as community employment, and social programs. The lobster fishery provides a 

source of income for some 120 individual members of the community. The snow crab fishery and 

processing facility typically provides nearly 70 jobs for community members and is a major source of 

income for both the employed members and the Band itself.  

Lobster 

Esgenoopetitj grants use of its 40 lobster licenses to individual members of the community. The 

community does not receive a lease fee for these licenses; instead, individuals awarded licenses are able 

to fish and retain the revenues themselves, provided they hire other community members to work on the 

vessels. As a result, Esgenoopetitj’s lobster licenses help generate significant employment opportunities 

for the community.  

The most significant impacts the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the lobster fishery related to shore 

prices. According to Esgenoopetitj, 2020 lobster landings were approximately 10% higher compared to 

2019 levels. However, shore price dropped from between $5.00-5.50/lb (CAD) to between $3.50-4.00/lb 

(CAD) as a result of deteriorated market conditions. Harvesters saw a decline in revenues, earning an 

estimated total of $4.8 million in 2020 compared to $6 million in 2019 (Table 9).  

Table 9. Total revenues for Esgenoopetitj’s lobster fishery in 2019 and 2020. Note that 2020 assumes a 
10% increase in landings compared to 2019 and a decline in shore price from $5.50/lb (CAD) in 2019 to 
$4.00/lb (CAD) in 2020. 

Year Total Revenue 

2019 $              6,000,000 

2020 $              4,800,000 

Decline   $                1,200,000 
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Unlike other First Nation communities, the crews harvesting the Esgenoopetitj lobster licenses are not 

paid a wage. They receive a percentage of the revenue generated from the catch. Typically, there are 

three individuals on a fishing vessel at a time, including the captain and two crew members.  The members 

split 40% of the gross revenue, with the captain receiving a double share (20%) and the two crew being 

paid 10% of the revenues, each. Based on the total revenue estimates, captains earned $23,863 (CAD) for 

the season and crew members earned $11,931 (CAD), each, in 2020; this represents a 37% decline relative 

to 2019, when captain and crew earnings were $37,965 (CAD) and $18,982 (CAD), respectively.  

It is worth noting that the captains would be eligible for the federal Fish Harvester Grant and Fish 

Harvester Benefit COVID relief program. The Grant allows for Indigenous harvesters who are designated 

as Vessel Masters by their community to receive 10% of 2018 or 2019 (whichever is higher) gross fishing 

income, up to $10,000 (CAD). The Fish Harvester Benefit program provides a percentage of the difference 

between either 2018 or 2019 earnings and projected 2020 earnings, with a maximum of $10,164 (CAD). 

Assuming 40 captains, one for each of Esgenoopetitj’s lobster licenses, the total aid from both programs 

would translate to $290,200 (CAD) in additional revenue, which falls short of making up the projected 

$2.8 million (CAD) loss.  

The crew are only eligible for the Harvester Benefit package. Eligible crew cannot be paid with wages or 

have applied for based upon 2019 earnings and 2020 projections. As a result, this would translate to 

$1,729 (CAD) in aid per crew member. Assuming 80 total crew for Esgenoopetitj’s lobster fleet, this 

translates to $138,320 (CAD).  

Of the total $1.2 million (CAD) decline in revenue in 2020, $428,520 (CAD) would therefore be recuperated 

through the Fish Harvester Grant and Benefit Programs disbursed to the lobster captains and crew. Table 

10 illustrates the changes in earnings from 2019 to 2020. 

Table 10. Earnings for captain and crew on a per vessel and total ($CAD) basis for 2019 and 2020. 

Year Earnings (Captain) Earnings (Crew) 

2019    37,965   18,982 

2020     23,863 11,931 

Decline     (14,102)   (7,051) 

Fish Harvester Grant and Benefit     7,255       1,729 

Realized Decline   (6,847)   (5,322) 

Realized Cumulative Decline (40 boats, 40 
captains, 80 crew) 

(273,880) (425,760) 
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Snow Crab 

According to Esgenoopetitj, their entire snow crab quota was harvested in 2020, though an additional 

vessel had to be hired to do so because of closures relating to North Atlantic Right Whales. Unlike the 

lobster fishery, the crew members in the crab fishery are paid a wage by the Band which retains revenues 

generated through harvesting. This revenue is reinvested into the community via economic development 

projects, elder care, employment funds, and other undertakings.  The community utilized four vessels and 

16 individuals were engaged in the snow crab fishery in 2020. There was no difficulty finding crew to 

harvest the crab quota. The salary for the harvesters remained the same as in 2019 despite the lower 

shore price, which was approximately $2.00/lb (CAD) lower compared to 2019. The lower shore price 

resulted in a decrease in revenue of approximately $1,000,000 (CAD) in 2020. 

According to the Band, the processing operation for snow crab went better than expected in 2020. In 

normal years, the processing plant employs between 140-150 individuals of which approximately 50 are 

members of the community. Seafood processors were designated essential employees by the Canadian 

Federal Government and thus the plant was able to operate during the pandemic while following specific 

health and safety regulations. Employees at the plant are paid $1,250 per week for 6-8 weeks, the typical 

duration of the CFA 12 fishing season. In 2020, the processing plant operated for approximately nine 

weeks and no changes to the previous weekly wage were implemented for 2020.   

The plant is approximately one hour away from the community by car, and as a result of this distance the 

band constructed on-site living quarters for employees to stay at during plant operation. Due to COVID-

19 this housing was unavailable this year. As a result, only 25 individuals from the community returned to 

work in the plant.  In order to help community members travel from the community to the plant, the Band 

provided transportation in the form of a bus, resulting in an additional operating cost.  

Assuming the constant weekly wage, the loss of 25 community positions translates to a decline in wages 

to community members of $250,000 (CAD) in 2020 compared to the $500,000 earned by community 

members in 2019. The remaining 125 employees come from outside of the community in 2020.  

In order to comply with health regulations, the plant had to be retrofitted. Plexiglass barriers were 

installed among other safety measures. In total the Band predicts that it spent $300,000 in extra costs, 

including bus transportation, for the 2020 season.  It is important to note that the Band was able to recoup 

approximately two thirds ($200,000) of this expenditure through Federal support programs. Despite 

processing through a pandemic, the plant was able to process a similar amount of snow crab compared 
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to 2019 and was able to maintain similar margins due to the strong market performance of snow crab in 

2020. Due to high demand in retail, there was no inventory left over at the end of the season.  

Impacts 

The primary impact of the pandemic on the Band has been the loss of revenues associated with the 

harvesting sector and the reduction in community income as a result of fewer community members 

working at the processing plant. The decline in revenue of $1 million in 2020 from the snow crab fishery 

will negatively impact the programs that the Band typically funds. These programs include economic 

development projects, employment projects, elder support, and other social programs. The Band will now 

have to prioritize some programs at the expense of others due to the lost revenue. 

 The lobster fishery saw a decline of $1.2 million in gross revenue, and the cumulative revenue decline 

experienced by lobster boat captains and crew amounts to almost $700,000 (CAD). These earnings would 

ordinarily be circulated back through the local economy, as the majority of the crews are all members of 

the Esgenoopetitj community. That revenue is completely lost for 2020 and, as a result, economic activity 

through purchasing activities in the community will be stunted. 

Additionally, the decline in First Nation employment in the processing plant will also have negative 

impacts on the community. A decline from 50 to 25 First Nation employees represents an approximate 

loss of $250,000 (CAD) for the eight-weeks a typical employee works. This money went instead to 

individuals who live outside of the community and will likely not be reinvested in the community. The 

following table takes into account all sources of fishing and processing revenue as well as federal support 

programs made available to the community and presents the total decline in revenues that will circulate 

within the Band and community in 2020. 

Table 11. Summary of changes in revenue in 2020 relative to 2019. 

Revenue Source Amount ($CAD) 

Change in lobster harvesting revenues (1,200,000) 

Fish harvester grant and benefit 428,520 

Change in crab harvesting revenues (1,000,000) 

Change in plant processing costs (300,000) 

Federal aid for processing 200,000 

Change in FN processing employee total revenues (250,000) 

Total change of revenues within the community1  (2,121,480) 
1 – represents both direct revenue for the community and employment losses 
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As a result of the pandemic, Esgenoopetitj is projected to experience a decline in fisheries and processing 

revenue and employment income of $2.1 million (CAD) in 2020 relative to 2019. This is a significant 

amount of revenue that would in normal years be used to fund a variety of community development and 

employment projects, as well as support families within the community. This case study illustrates the 

significant impact that the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has had and will continue to have on First Nation 

communities that rely heavily on the fishing industry. 
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Summary 

The COVID-19 pandemic will have profound impacts on First Nation fisheries for the remainder of 2020 

and into 2021. Reduced demand has led to a drop in shore prices for almost every important species, 

while market price has been more variable.  Processors are also encountering declines as costs are 

increased due to new, restrictive health regulations.  Concurrently, many markets are experiencing a 

supply glut as inventory backs up and demand remains low.  This is preventing strong recoveries from 

occurring even as demand ticks upwards as restaurants in Canada, the US, and Europe reopen.  

In total, First Nation held licenses are expected to experience a $108.6 million (CAD) decline in fishing 

revenues from lobster, crab, and shrimp in 2020 compared to 2019 (Table 12) based upon the projections 

described earlier in this section of the report. This decline understates the total as the secondary species 

included in this report could not be included in projections due to data availability.  However, it is known 

that the markets for those species have declined as well.  Therefore, the total First Nation fishery will 

experience a decline in revenue of greater than $108.6 million (CAD) in 2020. 

Table 12. Estimated decline in revenues for First Nation held fishing licenses for lobster, crab, and 

shrimp. 

Year Lobster Crab Shrimp Total 
Revenues 

2019 $73,457,000 $112,679,000 $13,784,000 $199,920,000 

2020 $36,936,000 $55,259,000 $7,829,000 $100,025,000  

DECLINE $36,521,000  $57,420,000  $5,955,000  $99,895,000  

 

A qualitative description of the fisheries included in this report are listed in Table 13 to more clearly 

illustrate the past and current conditions in the seafood industry.  
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Table 13. Summary of the pre-pandemic and current status of the market for relevant species 

Species Pre-pandemic market status Current Market Future Outlook 

Lobster 
Extremely strong: High demand, adequate 
supply, high shore and market prices. 
Strong international trade. 

Very poor: Limited demand, 
extremely high supply, low shore and 
market prices. International trade 
unreliable. 

Poor for the remainder of 2020 due to reliance 
on the crippled foodservice industry. 
 
Unknown for 2021, dependent on state of 
foodservice industry. 
 

Snow Crab 
Extremely strong: High demand, barely-
adequate supply, high shore and record 
market prices. Strong international trade. 

Fair: High retail demand, barely 
adequate supply. Shore prices are 
low compared to 2019.  

Fair for the remainder of 2020 due to strong 
retail presence. 
 
Fair to strong for 2021 due to strong retail and 
foodservice presence. 

Shrimp 
Moderate: Declining global demand, high 
supply, adequate shore and market prices. 
Strong international trade. 

Very poor: Declining global demand, 
excessive supply, low shore and 
average market prices. Increasingly 
high levels of stranded inventory. 

Very poor for the remainder of 2020 due to 
excessively high levels of inventory and declining 
demand. 
 
Poor to very poor for 2021 due to persistently 
high inventory and low demand. 

Oyster 
Extremely strong: High demand, adequate 
supply, high market prices. Strong 
international trade. 

Very poor: Virtually 0 demand for a 
period of 3 months during pandemic 
peak. Current demand far below 
current supply. Oyster growers forced 
to dump crop. 

Very poor for the remainder of 2020 due to 
reliance of foodservice industry and backlog of 
supply.  Oversized oysters will have reduced 
margins or become non-viable for the raw 
market. 
 
Unknown for 2021, dependent on state of 
foodservice industry. 

Scallop 
Extremely strong: High demand, adequate 
supply, high market and shore prices. 
Strong international trade. 

Fair to strong: High retail demand, 
adequate supply. Shore prices near 
recent historic norms.  

Fair to strong for the remainder of 2020 due to 
strong retail presence and normal market and 
shore prices. 
 
Strong for 2021 due to strong retail and 
foodservice presence and historically 
demonstrated resiliency to economic 
fluctuations. 

Halibut 
Strong: High demand, adequate supply, 
high market prices, adequate shore prices.  

Very poor: Limited demand, high 
supply, low shore and market prices.  

Very poor for the remainder of 2020 due to 
reliance of foodservice industry and backlog of 
supply.  Oversized oysters will have reduced 
margins or become non-viable for the raw 
market. 
 
Unknown for 2021, dependant on state of 
foodservice industry. 

Steelhead trout 
Strong: High demand, adequate supply, 
high market prices, strong presence of 
substitute salmon products. 

Poor: Limited demand, presence of 
substitute product, fish crop 
approaching undesirable sizes. 

Poor for the remainder of 2020 due to low 
demand and concerns regarding fish growing too 
large. 
 
Fair for 2021 due to historically strong retail and 
foodservice demand. 

 

These projections are current as of July 10th, 2020.  The pandemic represents a rapidly evolving scenario 

and conditions in the global economy may change when new developments occur.   
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Outlook and Recommendations 

The following section will provide a high-level overview of the likely state of the seafood industry for the 

near and moderate future. Markets in many industries are not expected to return to anything resembling 

pre-pandemic normal until 2021 by many experts. The report will conclude with recommendations to help 

mitigate the impacts of the pandemic and adapt to the post-COVID economy. 

Market Outlook 

The overall outlook for the seafood industry in the near future is generally poor.  Many high value species 

such as lobster rely heavily on the restaurant and hospitality industry for the majority of revenue.  While 

the coronavirus pandemic is largely well-controlled within Canada, the US is experiencing record highs in 

new cases and high volumes of hospitalizations. As a result, consumer fear has increased once again after 

having fallen in late May and throughout June when the US was reopening.  Restaurants in heavily hit 

areas in the US, particularly the South and major West Coast cities, are seeing significant declines in 

consumer traffic.  Restaurants could curtail purchases of seafood product in response to a vanishing 

clientele.   

Moreover, economic recovery is not expected to accelerate in earnest until late 2020 or 2021.  

Unemployment rates remain high in both countries, and unemployment rates in Canada are expected to 

decline gradually to 7% by the end of 2021. A survey of private-sector economists predicts the Canadian 

economy to shrink by 6.8%, which is much worse than what was experienced during the 2008-2009 crisis. 

Notably, however, economists believe the economic recovery from this recession will be more rapid. As a 

result, seafood industry participants could expect depressed sales and revenues, compared to pre-

pandemic levels, until at least 2022.  

More distant projections are highly speculative and are dependent on when a suitable vaccine for the 

virus can be developed and disseminated.  Currently, there is still too little known about the virus to 

accurately predict when a successful and safe vaccine may be developed. There are also volatile, 

unpredictable political conditions that have been exacerbated by the pandemic, and these may have 

impacts on various seafood markets.  

The overall state of the seafood industry will be poor for the remainder of 2020, with markets 

demonstrating generally lower shore prices, reduced demand, and potentially over supply. In 2021, the 

industry is expected to be weak compared to 2019 but demonstrate increasing recovery as the year 

continues.   
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Recommendations 

The impacts of the pandemic have been the most severe on markets that rely on concentrated sources of 

demand.  Seafood products that have historically been dependant on the foodservice and hospitality 

industries have experience the most severe impacts.  Lobster and oyster products have seen the greatest 

declines in market and shore prices due to their extreme reliance on restaurant sales.  Conversely, product 

with more robust retail presence such as scallop and frozen snow crab have performed comparably to 

2019 levels, in some cases reaching new record high prices.  

This indicates that diversification is an effective way of countering impacts from unexpected shocks to the 

economy.  First Nation bands may wish to consider directing more seafood product to the retail market 

when possible.  Consumers have demonstrated that their demand for seafood does not completely vanish 

when the foodservice industry encounters adverse conditions, and that they will seek out product from 

other sources.  

Another option that has been met with some success, particularly in the lobster, scallop, and oyster 

fisheries, is direct-to-consumer sales.  While not enough to make up for losses from large volume buyers 

such as restaurants and cruise ships, this strategy would provide a modest but reliable source of income 

that is not as dependent on supply chains.  

Along with diversification of demand sources, First Nation communities should consider diversifying the 

type of species they harvest.  If a community has heavy involvement in a restaurant-reliant industry such 

as lobster, it may be prudent to also participate in fisheries for more retail-oriented species such as 

whitefish. This would add a layer of resiliency to revenues should the foodservice or retail market 

experience adverse conditions. Many communities have begun implementing or have already 

implemented this practice. 

First Nation bands and harvesters should apply to the relevant federal aid programs to recoup lost income.  

Complicating this issue is the fact that to date, First Nation bands are not fully eligible for the currently 

released aid packages.     

A follow-up analysis of the status of the seafood market at year-end should be undertaken to properly 

assess the real impacts that the pandemic has had on the market. The impacts of the pandemic are 

becoming increasingly clear as the year advances. Importantly, many health experts expect a “second-

wave” of the disease to emerge in the coming months as people begin confining themselves indoors as 
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the weather cools. A second-wave would have further negative consequences on the global economy and 

seafood industry, but at this point in time it is unknown if this wave will occur and to what degree. A year-

end analysis would be able to account for the effects of a second wave and present a more accurate 

overall picture of the impacts of COVID-19 on the seafood industry in 2020. 

First Nation communities should prepare for significantly reduced fishing revenues for the near future. 

The impacts of this pandemic are likely to be the dominant drivers of the economic conditions for the next 

year or more. The reduction of fishing revenue resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic will have a 

profound impact on First Nation communities for the foreseeable future.  The full impact of the pandemic 

on the First Nation fishing operations will not be known until all of the respective fishing seasons are 

completed.   
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Appendix A – Projection Data 

Lobster Status Quo Scenario: 2019 Landings, $7/lb shore price. Prices and revenue in $CAD. Assumes equal landings per license 
per LFA. 

Fishing 
Area 

First 
Nation 

Licenses 

Total 
Licenses 

Most Recent 
Available Landings 

(lbs) 

Landings 
per License 

(lbs) 

2019 Shore 
Price 

Revenue 
per 

License 
(2019) 

Total FN 
Revenue 

Revenue to 
Captain (3 

Crew 
members 
split 40%) 

Revenue to 
Crew (3 

Crew 
members 
split 40%) 

Season EI 
Benefits 
(Captain, 
6% UE) 

Season EI 
(Captain, 

13.1% UE) 

Season EI 
Benefits 

(Crew, 6% 
UE) 

Season EI 
Benefits 
(Crew, 

13.1% UE) 

13A 4 109 709,881 6,513 7.00 45,589 182,355 9,118 4,559 7,066 11,104 3,533 5,552 

13B 7 127 811,292 6,388 7.00 44,717 313,018 8,943 4,472 6,931 10,892 3,466 5,446 

15 2 66 92,593 1,403 7.00 9,820 19,641 1,964 982 1,522 2,392 761 1,196 

16 4 9 108,025 12,003 7.00 84,019 336,078 16,804 8,402 13,023 17,766 6,512 10,232 

17 4 16 1,243,394 77,712 7.00 543,985 2,175,940 108,797 54,398 17,766 17,766 17,766 17,766 

18 2 7 90,388 12,913 7.00 90,388 180,776 18,078 9,039 14,010 17,766 7,005 11,008 

20A 4 143 3,580,270 25,037 7.00 175,258 701,032 35,052 17,526 17,766 17,766 13,582 17,766 

21 9 13 370,372 28,490 7.00 199,431 1,794,880 39,886 19,943 17,766 17,766 15,456 17,766 

23 58 669 18,142,000 27,118 7.00 189,826 11,009,908 37,965 18,983 17,766 17,766 14,712 17,766 

24 31 635 18,680,000 29,417 7.00 205,919 6,383,489 41,184 20,592 17,766 17,766 15,959 17,766 

25 81 710 19,819,354 27,915 7.00 195,402 15,827,569 39,080 19,540 17,766 17,766 15,144 17,766 

26A 14 714 16,561,000 23,195 7.00 162,365 2,273,110 32,473 16,237 17,766 17,766 12,583 17,766 

26B 6 227 3,703,766 16,316 7.00 114,212 685,272 22,842 11,421 17,703 17,766 8,851 13,909 

27 10 519 11,702,017 22,547 7.00 157,831 1,578,307 31,566 15,783 17,766 17,766 12,232 17,766 

28 7 14 17,637 1,260 7.00 8,819 61,730 1,764 882 1,367 2,148 683 1,074 

29 5 63 2,475,766 39,298 7.00 275,085 1,375,426 55,017 27,509 17,766 17,766 17,766 17,766 

32 3 157 2,420,651 15,418 7.00 107,926 323,778 21,585 10,793 16,729 17,766 8,364 13,144 

33 8 695 17,881,510 25,729 7.00 180,102 1,440,812 36,020 18,010 17,766 17,766 13,958 17,766 

34 32 979 42,725,148 43,642 7.00 305,491 9,775,723 61,098 30,549 17,766 17,766 17,766 17,766 

35 17 95 5,187,424 54,604 7.00 382,231 6,497,931 76,446 38,223 17,766 17,766 17,766 17,766 

36 14 177 6,375,769 36,021 7.00 252,149 3,530,087 50,430 25,215 17,766 17,766 17,766 17,766 

38 15 136 9,054,385 66,576 7.00 466,035 6,990,518 93,207 46,603 17,766 17,766 17,766 17,766 
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Lobster Market Decline Scenario:  85% of 2019 Landings, $4/lb shore price. Prices and revenue in $CAD. Assumes equal 
landings per license per LFA. 

Fishing 
Area 

First 
Nation 

Licenses 

Total 
Licenses 

Projected 
Landings 

Landings 
per 

License 
(lbs) 

2020 
Shore 
Price 

 Revenue 
per 

License 
(2020) 

Total FN 
Revenue 

Revenue 
to Captain 

(3 Crew 
members 
split 40%) 

Revenue 
to Crew (3 

Crew 
members 
split 40%) 

Season EI 
Benefits 
(Captain, 
6% UE) 

Season EI 
Benefits 
(Captain, 
13.1% UE) 

Season EI 
benefits 

(Crew, 6% 
UE) 

Season EI 
Benefits 
(Crew, 

13.1% UE) 

13A 4 109 603,399 5,536 4.00 22,143 88,572 4,429 2,214 3,432 5,393 1,716 2,697 

13B 7 127 689,598 5,430 4.00 21,720 152,037 4,344 2,172 3,367 5,290 1,683 2,645 

15 2 66 78,704 1,192 4.00 4,770 9,540 954 477 739 1,162 370 581 

16 4 9 91,821 10,202 4.00 40,809 163,238 8,162 4,081 6,325 9,940 3,163 4,970 

17 4 16 1,056,885 66,055 4.00 264,221 1,056,885 52,844 26,422 17,766 17,766 17,766 17,766 

18 2 7 76,830 10,976 4.00 43,903 87,805 8,781 4,390 6,805 10,693 3,402 5,347 

20A 4 143 3,043,230 21,281 4.00 85,125 340,501 17,025 8,513 13,194 17,766 6,597 10,367 

21 9 13 314,816 24,217 4.00 96,867 871,799 19,373 9,687 15,014 17,766 7,507 11,797 

23 58 669 15,420,700 23,050 4.00 92,201 5,347,687 18,440 9,220 14,291 17,766 7,146 11,229 

24 31 635 15,878,000 25,005 4.00 100,019 3,100,586 20,004 10,002 15,503 17,766 7,751 12,181 

25 81 710 16,846,451 23,727 4.00 94,910 7,687,676 18,982 9,491 14,711 17,766 7,355 11,559 

26A 14 714 14,076,850 19,715 4.00 78,862 1,104,067 15,772 7,886 12,224 17,766 6,112 9,604 

26B 6 227 3,148,201 13,869 4.00 55,475 332,849 11,095 5,547 8,599 13,512 4,299 6,756 

27 10 519 9,946,714 19,165 4.00 76,661 766,606 15,332 7,666 11,882 17,766 5,941 9,336 

28 7 14 14,991 1,071 4.00 4,283 29,983 857 428 664 1,043 332 522 

29 5 63 2,104,401 33,403 4.00 133,613 668,064 26,723 13,361 17,766 17,766 10,355 16,272 

32 3 157 2,057,553 13,105 4.00 52,422 157,265 10,484 5,242 8,125 12,768 4,063 6,384 

33 8 695 15,199,284 21,869 5.02* 109,711 877,685 21,942 10,971 17,005 17,766 8,503 13,361 

34 32 979 36,316,376 37,095 4.65* 172,463 5,518,826 34,493 17,246 17,766 17,766 13,366 17,766 

35 17 95 4,409,310 46,414 4.00 185,655 3,156,138 37,131 18,566 17,766 17,766 14,388 17,766 

36 14 177 5,419,404 30,618 4.08* 125,062 1,750,864 25,012 12,506 17,766 17,766 9,692 15,231 

38 15 136 7,696,227 56,590 4.32* 244,503 3,667,542 48,901 24,450 17,766 17,766 17,766 17,766 

*Note that these prices were adjusted to reflect that these LFAs were open prior to the onset of the pandemic and were receiving higher shore prices at that time. 
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Crab Status Quo Scenario: 2019 landings, $6.00/lb shore price. Prices and revenue in $CAD. 

 

Fishing Area 
Total 

Licenses 
First Nation 

% of TAC 
TAC (lbs) 

First Nation 
Quota (lbs) 

2019 Shore 
Price 

Total FN 
Revenue 

12 245 16 61,521,023 9,843,364 6.00 59,060,182 

12F 44 16 2,553,148 408,504 6.00 2,451,022 

15 8 13 975,699 126,841 6.00 761,045 

16 53 40 6,836,086 2,734,434 6.00 16,406,606 

17 41 10 3,753,806 375,381 6.00 2,252,284 

19 158 17 6,066,938 1,031,379 6.00 6,188,277 

S-ENS 116 29 14,689,383 4,259,921 6.00 25,559,527 

 

 

Crab Market Decline Scenario: 90% of 2020 quota landed, $3.50/lb shore price. Prices and revenue in $CAD. 

 

Fishing Area 
Total 

Licenses 
First Nation 

% of TAC 
TAC (lbs) 

First Nation 
Quota (lbs) 

2019 Shore 
Price 

Total FN 
Revenue 

12 245 16 59,973,821 9,595,811 3.50 30,226,806 

12F 44 16 2,628,436 420,550 3.50 1,324,732 

15 8 13 682,991 88,789 3.50 279,685 

16 53 40 5,127,064 2,050,826 3.50 6,460,101 

17 41 10 2,815,300 281,530 3.50 886,819 

19 158 17 4,972,168 845,269 3.50 2,662,596 

S-ENS 116 29 14,689,383 4,259,921 3.50 13,418,751 
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Shrimp Status Quo Scenarios. 2019 Landings. Prices and revenue in $CAD. Assumes equal landings per license per SFA. 
 

Fishing Area 
First 

Nation 
Licenses 

Total 
Licenses 

Most Recent 
Available Landings 

(lbs) 

Landings per 
License (lbs) 

2019 Shore 
Price 

Revenue per 
License (2019) 

Total FN 
Revenue 

Gulf (SFAs 8-
12) 

9 111 39,681,003 357,487 1.62 579,128 5,212,153 

SFAs 13-15 12 13 5,732,019 440,925 1.62 714,298 8,571,573 

 

Shrimp Market Decline Scenario. Assumes 100% of 2019 Landings. Prices and revenue in $CAD. Assumes equal landings per 
license per SFA. Shore Prices are current as of July. 
 

Fishing Area 
First 

Nation 
Licenses 

Total 
Licenses 

Most Recent 
Available Landings 

(lbs) 

Landings per 
License (lbs) 

2019 Shore 
Price 

Revenue per 
License (2019) 

Total FN 
Revenue 

Gulf (SFAs 8-
12) 

9 111 39,681,003 357,487 1.20 428,984 3,860,854 

SFAs 13-15 12 13 5,732,019 440,925 0.75 330,693 3,968,321 

 


