


By Catherine Muñoz, Commissioner

FROM THE COMMISSIONER

Department’s Office of Citizenship Assistance reopens

Follow the Alaska Department of Labor 
and Workforce Development on X and Facebook.

In November, the Alaska Department of Labor and 
Workforce Development will host a ribbon-cutting 
ceremony to reestablish the Office of Citizenship 
Assistance, an initiative to help legal immigrants 
navigate the complex process of attaining citizenship 
and integrating into Alaskan society through employ-
ment in our state. 

The OCA will serve as a vital resource for im-
migrants, offering guidance on employment and 
training opportunities, information about workplace 
protections afforded to all workers under state law, 
and referrals to other agencies. The office will also 
provide basic information about the citizenship pro-
cess, credential translation, referrals to legal resourc-
es, and information on how to connect to community 
resources such as organizations that support English 
language education.

The OCA will also serve as a navigation center that 
closely collaborates with federal, state, and local 
organizations. The office will host workshops, infor-
mational sessions, and orientation programs to help 
immigrants feel more at home and connected to their 
new communities. The OCA will also hold informa-
tion sessions and guide Alaska employers who have 
questions about hiring immigrants within the state 
and applying for visas to hire workers living in other 
countries. 

OCA staff will report to the commissioner about 
issues relevant to immigrants, identifying possible 
employment barriers and recommendations for legis-
lative or regulatory fixes. A recent example of such a 
barrier was identified in the requirements for com-
mercial driver’s licenses for immigrants with work 
authorization. 

The establishment of this office is particularly timely 
given Alaska’s need for skilled workers. Immigrants 
contribute significantly to various sectors, includ-
ing seafood, health care, education, transportation, 
and tourism/hospitality, among others. By providing 
the necessary support for immigrants to become 
citizens, the state not only helps these individuals 

but also enhances the overall workforce, driving 
economic growth.

I am grateful for the support of Governor Mike 
Dunleavy and members of the Alaska Legislature for 
their help in reestablishing the Office of Citizenship 
Assistance in the department. 

In conclusion, the Alaska Department of Labor and 
Workforce Development's Office of Citizenship As-
sistance represents a significant advancement in 
the state's commitment to support legal immigrants. 
Through its comprehensive approach, the office not 
only aids individuals in their citizenship journeys but 
also strengthens Alaska's social fabric and econo-
my, making the state a more vibrant place for all its 
residents.

The OCA will be located at 3301 Eagle Street, Suite 
100, Anchorage, AK 99503. Clients can stop by the 
office from 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. or contact the office to 
schedule an appointment at dol.oca@alaska.gov or 
(907) 754-3470.

Sincerely, 

Contact Commissioner Catherine Muñoz at 
(907) 465-2700 or commissioner.labor@alaska.gov.

From left: Vice Consul Seunghwan Nam and Consul Joongsuk 
Park of the Consulate of the Republic of Korea in Anchorage, 
Department of Labor and Workforce Development Commis-
sioner Catherine Muñoz, Deputy Commissioner Nelson San 
Juan, and Special Assistants Kim Kolvig and Adam Weinert 

http://witter.com/alaskalabor
https://www.facebook.com/alaskalabor
https://www.twitter.com/alaskalabor
https://www.facebook.com/alaskalabor
mailto:dol.oca@alaska.gov
mailto:commissioner.labor@alaska.gov
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Fishing jobs down 8% in 2023
Seafood harvester count hits lowest level since at least 2001

Unlike the wage and salary job numbers we and our 
federal partner the Bureau of Labor Statistics publish each 
month, data on the employment fish harvesting generates 
are not readily available. Harvesters are self-employed, 
and permit holders aren’t required to report the number of 
people they employ in the same way as employers subject 
to state unemployment insurance laws. 

To estimate fisheries employment that’s roughly com-
parable to wage and salary job numbers, we infer jobs 
in a given month from landings. A landing, or the initial 
sale of the catch, signals recent fishing activity. 

Because fishing permits are associated with a specific 
type of gear, including boat size, we know roughly how 
many people a landing requires under various types of 
permits. The number of people associated with a cer-
tain permit is called the crew factor. 

For example, a permit to catch king crab in Bristol 
Bay with pot gear on a vessel more than 60 feet long 
requires about six people, according to a survey of 

those permit holders. So when crab is landed under that 
permit, we assume it generated six jobs that month. We 
count each permit once per month regardless of the 
number of landings, which is similar to the way wage 
and salary employees work different numbers of hours.

Most permits designate where specific species can be 
harvested, so we assign jobs to the harvest location 
rather than the residence of the permit holder. This 
approach also best approximates wage and salary em-
ployment, which is categorized by place of work rather 
than residence. Jobs generated under permits that al-
low fishing anywhere in Alaska receive a special harvest 
area code and are estimated and allocated differently.

We produce the job counts by month because, as with 
location, that comes closest to wage and salary employ-
ment data. And because seafood harvesting employment 
is much higher in summer than winter, similar to tourism 
and construction, averaging employment across all 12 
months allows for more meaningful comparisons among 
job counts in different industries.

How we use landings to estimate seafood harvesting jobs

Harvesting jobs trend downward

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Develop-
ment, Research and Analysis Section

By JOSHUA WARREN

The number of fishing jobs in Alaska declined 
8 percent in 2023, bringing the industry’s 
total job count below 5,900 — its lowest level 

since at least 2001, when this data set began. 

July, when jobs peak with Alaska's massive salm-
on harvest, also dropped by over 10 percent. July 
2023 had about 2,000 fewer jobs than the previ-
ous July. (See the box below for how we create 
these estimates.)

The seafood harvesting industry struggled 
through a confluence of challenges last year. 
Some fisheries remained closed, including the 
large Bering Sea snow crab fishery. Salmon runs 
materialized around the state, with some excep-
tions such as the Yukon Delta, but prices were flat 
or falling. Even as demand for seafood products 
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declined with inflation, Russia continued 
to flood the global market with fish. 

With lower dock prices and some proces-
sors no longer accepting the catch, many 
harvesters didn't fish at all.  

In 2023, 12 percent fewer people bought 
a crew license. The number of crew 
licenses had rebounded by about 400 
since the 2020 plunge, but by last year, 
that gain was erased and then some. 

Among permit holders, almost 8 percent 
fewer fished their permit than the year 
before, a drop that compounded previ-
ous years' decreases. The initial decline 
in active permits when COVID first hit 
was steeper, but not by much. 

A decade of mostly losses
Over the last 10 years, fish harvesting 
employment fell more than 30 percent. 
The only Alaska industry that fared 
worse over that time was oil and gas.

Fish harvesting employment increased in 
just two of the past 10 years. The industry 
hoped for a strong rebound after 2020’s 
14 percent plunge — most industries have 
since regained some or all of their losses 
— but seafood harvesting has continued 
to lose jobs every year since. July once 
had more than 25,000 fishing jobs, but by 
2023, it was down to 18,000.

The economics of harvesting continue to put a drag 
on the industry, but biologically, many fisheries still 
have strong numbers and a healthy outlook. Prices 
haven’t dramatically increased in 2024, however, so 
overall employment isn’t likely to bounce back this 
year. If prices do recover, for most species, there 
will be fish to catch.

Job trends by species harvested

Only 'other' shellfish harvests added jobs
Narrowing the view to individual fisheries shows 
only one type of harvest generated any job growth 
in 2023. The miscellaneous shellfish category, which 
excludes crab and is mostly shrimp and sea cucum-
ber, was a bright spot with 21.5 percent more jobs 
than in 2022. However, this category is small.

While most months were higher, the real driver was 
fourfold employment in May as the shrimp fishery 
moved to a new month to allow the shrimp to lay 
eggs before being harvested. This didn't spur a cor-
responding job loss in the original month, either, as 
other types of shellfish harvesting continued. The 
lowest harvest months of the year did have fewer 
jobs, but the spikes drove up the year’s average.

Decrease for sablefish erased prior recovery
Jobs catching sablefish, or black cod, decreased by 
7.7 percent over the year after a limited pandemic 
recovery the year before, erasing that progress. 

While employment rose in the late spring, the 
season ended early for some sablefish harvesters. 
November’s count dropped by half and December’s 
nearly hit zero. 

This wasn’t because of a lack of fish, as fisher-
men harvested just 60 percent of the total allow-
able sablefish catch. Most sablefish is sold to the 
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Japanese market, and changes in the 
yen exchange rate made sablefish 
more expensive, denting demand 
and pushing catch prices down.

Halibut season shortened
Halibut harvesting stood out in 
recent years for almost fully recover-
ing from COVID-related losses, but in 
2023 the job count fell by 5.1 percent. 

Similar to sablefish harvesting, the 
halibut season petered out earlier. 
The largest losses came in Novem-
ber and December. Some fishermen 
likely reached their halibut quota 
early, as their catch limit was re-
duced in 2023.

Herring faced dwindling market
The tiny herring fishery bounced 
back even stronger after the pan-
demic, with more jobs in 2022 than 
before COVID. However, in 2023, its 
peak month for jobs, April, dropped 
by over a quarter, decreasing its annual count by 
a similar amount. Alaska had 58 average herring 
harvesting jobs in 2023.

Some herring fisheries didn't open in 2023, as her-
ring harvesters sometimes find no market for the 
catch. Japan is the main market for the most com-
mon herring products, such as roe. With decreas-
ing demand and unfavorable exchange rates, the 
lack of buyers last year has extended into 2024. 

Groundfish jobs below historical average
Jobs harvesting other groundfish species, mainly pol-
lock and cod, fell 6.1 percent from 2022, when these 
fisheries had recovered some of their gradual past 
losses. The year saw little pockets of decreases, likely 
through fewer people fishing amid lower prices.

The current decline put groundfish harvesting well 
below its historical employment average, and even 
the small amounts of growth in January and April 
couldn’t offset the steep, often double-digit percent 
drops in the summer.

Jobs fishing salmon decreased 11 percent
Salmon is the state’s largest fishery by far, as 
its high-value harvests are so labor-intensive. It 
remains the largest despite consistent losses, year 
after year. Tanking value was the culprit, as the 
statewide salmon harvest was the seventh-highest 
on record for poundage since 1985.

Salmon fishing employment dropped 11 percent in 
2023, a loss of 376 jobs. Combined with the preceding 
three years' losses, that pushed salmon fishing down 
to two-thirds of its peak employment year, 2015. 

The summer peak has declined even more, with a 
26 percent drop putting July 2023 about 6,000 jobs 
below July 2015. 
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Regional percent gains and losses in fishing employment, 2015-2023

Sources: Alaska De-
partment of Revenue, 
Tax Division; and 
Alaska Department 
of Labor and Work-
force Development, 
Research and Analysis 
Section
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Salmon prices have fallen enough to trigger fish-
ermen at some harbors to protest, aimed at the 
processors. 

Crabbing jobs were flat, but future uncertain
Crab harvesting job losses were significant over 
the last decade through multiple closures, some 
likely permanent. Closure-related losses seemed to 
stabilize in 2023, and employment held steady at 
346 total jobs. Some of the summer months pro-
duced fewer jobs, but a strong harvest in February 
pushed the winter peak up by over a third.

The future is murky for crab fisheries, with an on-
going mix of closures and openings. As mentioned 
earlier, Bering Sea snow crab remained closed in 
2023, and Southeast's commercial king crab fisher-
ies have been closed for six years. 

For the 2024-2025 season, however, the Bristol Bay 
red king fishery and the Bering Sea snow crab fish-
ery will both open. The Bristol Bay king crab fishery 
had been closed for two years.

All closures have been abundance-related, with 
environmental changes topping the list of reasons 
for fewer crabs. Past overfishing is also factor.

Fish harvesting by Alaska region

The Aleutian and Pribilof Islands
Crab harvesting employment, a major driver in the 
Aleutian and Pribilof Islands, dropped 6.5 percent 
over the year, from 181 to 169. The early-year de-
clines in statewide crab harvesters were mostly in 
the Aleutians. Historically, the area has had around 
250 crabbing jobs. 

The region’s largest group of harvesters is for 
other groundfish, which also declined in 2023. 
Aleutians groundfish harvesting employment fell 
by just over 5 percent, a loss of 27 jobs. 

Similar to the statewide numbers, Aleutians 
groundfish harvesting employment ticked up in 
2022 but 2023 erased that amount and more. The 
region has about two-thirds of the groundfish har-
vesting jobs it had 10 years ago. 

Sablefish harvesting has increased, however, and is 
progressing toward full pandemic job recovery.

The other two species harvested in this region are 
salmon and halibut. Salmon fishing jobs decreased 
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Statewide fishing jobs by year, all species, 2001 to 2023

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section

Year Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec
Monthly 
average

2001 2,972 4,286 4,505 4,681 7,053 18,884 21,571 13,921 8,095 6,194 2,617 726 7,959
2002 3,590 4,047 4,334 4,913 6,715 16,292 18,224 11,975 6,983 5,794 2,632 524 7,168
2003 3,284 3,609 4,378 5,797 6,233 17,610 19,670 11,922 7,191 5,969 2,660 526 7,404
2004 3,594 3,492 4,110 5,050 6,476 17,139 19,634 12,308 7,371 6,023 2,259 509 7,330
2005 3,561 3,150 4,227 5,115 6,283 18,169 20,566 12,889 7,192 4,958 2,768 953 7,486
2006 2,700 3,038 4,573 4,293 5,709 17,748 20,066 13,700 7,719 5,003 2,507 720 7,314
2007 2,584 2,966 3,930 4,348 5,949 17,528 20,137 13,567 7,500 4,738 3,080 791 7,260
2008 2,738 3,138 4,511 4,445 5,572 17,022 20,446 13,633 8,225 4,202 2,708 602 7,270
2009 2,527 3,817 3,126 4,874 5,693 17,609 20,076 13,687 7,148 4,593 2,388 507 7,087
2010 2,668 3,060 4,005 5,255 5,685 18,878 23,128 15,287 7,759 4,992 2,887 850 7,871
2011 2,898 3,214 4,010 4,729 5,642 20,112 23,824 15,586 7,918 5,721 2,303 849 8,067
2012 2,923 3,409 4,609 5,402 6,163 19,237 24,761 16,191 6,988 5,453 2,274 853 8,189
2013 2,736 2,930 4,091 5,516 6,270 22,012 25,351 15,419 7,559 5,496 2,780 930 8,424
2014 2,242 2,776 4,879 5,407 6,489 21,167 24,594 16,593 8,018 5,190 2,596 1,097 8,421
2015 2,520 3,247 4,961 5,029 6,749 21,164 24,649 16,283 8,232 5,252 2,661 1,264 8,501
2016 2,678 3,374 5,222 5,363 6,329 18,840 23,695 16,055 7,909 4,953 1,886 765 8,089
2017 2,205 3,076 4,444 5,026 5,646 19,881 23,541 15,407 8,562 5,334 2,292 754 8,014
2018 2,126 2,538 3,379 4,310 5,166 18,942 22,790 14,763 9,211 4,849 2,681 689 7,620
2019 2,347 2,548 3,637 4,372 4,721 18,154 23,440 15,632 8,664 5,201 2,443 679 7,653
2020 1,975 2,296 2,983 3,113 4,020 16,286 20,917 12,325 7,310 5,104 2,193 473 6,583
2021 1,573 2,339 3,305 4,017 3,997 15,732 20,627 11,616 6,995 4,017 2,268 902 6,449
2022 1,853 2,312 3,085 3,908 4,244 16,210 20,241 11,172 6,203 3,534 2,269 953 6,332
2023 1,643 2,313 3,184 3,583 4,152 14,540 18,204 11,055 5,286 3,742 1,757 562 5,835

by a tiny amount and stabilized at a new, histori-
cally low average after several years of little move-
ment in the numbers of Aleutians harvesters. After 
the job loss during COVID, the numbers never 
popped back up.

The Aleutians halibut fishery, after briefly spring-
ing back in 2022, lost 10 percent of its jobs last year 
as harvesters quit earlier in the season than usual. 
The allowable catch was much lower in 2023, so 
many fishermen probably hit their limit early.

A combination of the largest fishery shrinking and 
crab closures persisting pushed the Aleutians and 
Pribilofs into the negative for the year, with a total 
fishing employment loss of over 4 percent. 

Snow crab will reopen for the winter 2024 season, 
which will lead to future employment increases. 

Bristol Bay
The Bristol Bay region has the state’s largest 
salmon harvest, and while a couple of other spe-
cies have been harvested there in the past, the 
final one disappeared in 2023 (herring). 

Bristol Bay had an abundance of herring in the 
forecast but no interest from processors. With no 
market for the catch, that fishery was canceled, 

and now the region exclusively harvests salmon 
commercially.

While 2022’s run boosted employment, 2023 
brought the job count back down. The yearly aver-
age and July peak were both the lowest on record. 

The decline wasn’t based on closures but on a 
gradual decline in the number of salmon fisher-
men. It can be a long trip to Bristol Bay for some, 
and lower salmon prices make the voyage less 
profitable.

Overall, Bristol Bay lost 7.2 percent of its harvest-
ing jobs in 2023 (about -100). This area has the 
highest likelihood of rebounding, however, because 
its decline had nothing to do with biology. If prices 
recover, harvesters will return.

Northern
Salmon is also the biggest influence on the North-
ern Region, and a shorter season lowered the job 
count almost 24 percent in 2023, with the August 
peak down by 70 jobs. The surrounding months 
also declined. 

The region has two microfisheries that in past 
years employed a dozen or more during the 
peak months, but those have dwindled. In 2023, 
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groundfish had just three harvesters at 
the peak and halibut had nine. 

The region also has crab harvesting 
employment, which grew 4.9 percent in 
2023, unlike the crab fisheries farther 
south. Employment reached the triple 
digits again at the region’s summer crab 
peak.

Yukon Delta
Flanked by the Northern Region is the 
Yukon Delta, which a decade ago pro-
vided jobs for more than 1,700 summer 
workers. That employment has almost 
evaporated. 

The region reported 45 harvesting jobs 
in May 2023, solely for other groundfish. 
In annual terms, the Yukon Delta had hundreds of 
jobs in past years, but in 2023, it had just 12.

Salmon runs have dwindled to the point that even 
subsistence has been reduced or closed seasonally. 
Warming waters, increased predation, and bycatch 
have all contributed to the area salmon fishery’s 
collapse, and the recovery prospects look bleak, 
especially in the short term. 

While the Yukon Delta still has some groundfish 
harvesting jobs, it will probably never again ap-
proach historical employment levels.

Kodiak
Kodiak’s crab fisher-
ies closed in 2021 but 
bounced back even 
stronger in 2022, hitting 
a new harvester high. In 2023, despite opening a 
month late, crab harvesting employment grew to 
just shy of 400 jobs in February. That peak month 
pushed the year’s average for crab harvesters up 
by nearly 50 percent.

However, the largest job categories for Kodiak are 
groundfish, halibut, and salmon, and all three lost 
jobs in 2023, with some hitting new lows. 

Groundfish has two yearly peaks in Kodiak, one 
in the spring and one in the fall, and the second 
underperformed last year. With the high months 
coming up short and jobs petering out earlier than 
normal, overall groundfish harvesting employment 
dropped 7.9 percent.

Halibut fishing was similar, with lower peaks and 

sharper drop-offs at the seasons’ ends. One month 
was 97 jobs lower than in 2022. 

Halibut prices were good at the beginning of the 
year, but rather than increasing as usual near the 
end of the season, they fell by nearly half, prompt-
ing fishermen to quit early. As with many of the 
seafood price issues in 2023, this mainly came from 
Russia flooding the market with cheap fish.

Kodiak’s salmon fishery had added some jobs since 
the disastrous 2020 season but lost all of that and 
more in 2023 when employment fell 10 percent.

Kodiak’s herring and 
shellfish fisheries added 
jobs in 2023, but they are 
both tiny, with combined 
peak employment of less 
than 50 jobs and a yearly 
combined average of five.

While crab and the microfisheries added jobs, 
Kodiak’s overall harvesting employment fell from a 
yearly average of 595 in 2022 to 531 (-10.6 percent).  

A good crab harvest in 2024 will buoy employment 
for the region — January had an opening —  but 
to return to previous job levels, some of the larger 
fisheries would also need to rebound. Signs are 
optimistic, however, with almost double the ves-
sels fishing in 2024 and 30 percent more landings 
reported so far.

Southcentral
As in most areas, crab didn’t rebound in the South-
central Region last year. The Prince William Sound 
tanner crab fishery closed when surveys found the 

For detailed harvesting data, visit: 
live.laborstats.alaska.gov/seafood 

Fishing permits and crew, 2014 to 2023

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research 
and Analysis Section
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crab numbers didn't exceed the abundance thresh-
old, bringing the previous March’s 38 jobs to zero. 
The tanner fishery had been closed for decades 
before reopening in 2018.  

The two smaller fisheries, herring and shellfish, 
also shed jobs. For the herring fishery, it was the 
first loss in four years. 

Drops at the two highest summer months were 
dramatic for salmon harvesting, down at least 
1,000 jobs each for June and July, as set net fishing 
in Cook Inlet was closed. Sockeye fishermen some-
times catch kings in their nets, so the state shut 
it down last year amid concerns about low king 
salmon runs. Those summer impacts led to a 24 
percent annual employment decline in Southcen-
tral salmon harvesters.

Groundfish was a bright spot, with the fishery con-
tinuing to add jobs as it did the year before. Gains 
were strong in almost every month, increasing the 
overall job count by over 23 percent, to a level not 
seen since 2018. 

Southcentral groundfish is one of just three region-
al species groupings in Alaska that has surpassed 
its pre-pandemic job numbers. Those gains weren’t 
big enough to offset Southcentral’s widespread 
harvesting declines, however, and the region lost 
18.4 percent overall in 2023. That was about 250 
fewer jobs on an annual basis and almost 700 
fewer than in 2016, the highest year so far.

Southeast
Southeast was the only region to add harvesting 
jobs overall in 2023, although the mix of gains and 
losses penciled out to just one additional job, to 
1,740 total. Still, Southeast's stability last year was 
impressive relative to the double-digit percent de-
clines in other regions. 

While some of the region’s largest fisheries’ losses 
mirrored other regions, the smaller species har-
vests grew so much that they overcame the other 
declines.

The three largest fishing categories in Southeast 
are sablefish, halibut, and salmon, and they all 
recorded marginal gains in 2023 at the summer 
peaks. They also saw drops at the tail ends, with 
seasons ending earlier than usual. 

Overall, that translated to a 0.2 percent decrease in 
yearly jobs for sablefish harvesting, -2.5 percent for 
salmon, and -1.4 percent for halibut.

Among the smaller Southeast fisheries, only herring 
lost harvesters. Most herring harvesting employ-
ment comes in March and April, and the April peak 
dropped from 584 in 2022 to 440. Fewer herring 
permit holders were active in 2023, likely finding 
the stock less economically viable. Herring har-
vesters only caught about a third of the available 
stock, and the annual job count declined roughly 21 
percent.

Crab, groundfish, and shellfish harvesting employ-
ment in Southeast all increased last year, and in 
some cases dramatically. 

The summer crab harvest extended into August, 
boosting its overall employment 1.7 percent. 

Groundfish harvesting's pattern was similar, with 
high employment levels for a month longer than the 
previous year, boosting the average 10.4 percent. 

The shellfish harvest’s late spring employment 
flourished after a near-zero 2022. The May peak 
reached 321 jobs, more than double the job count 
of any May on record. The previous high was 143 
jobs in May 2020.

The fall 2022 shrimp pot opening moved to May 
2023 to ensure the shrimp could lay eggs before 
the harvest. However, the job count held steady 
throughout the winter as harvesters continued to 
bring in other shellfish, such as sea cucumber and 
geoducks. Overall, the number of shellfish harvest-
ers in Southeast rose 25 percent in 2023. 

 
Joshua Warren is an economist in Juneau. Reach him at (907) 465-
6032 or joshua.warren@alaska.gov.
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Seafood processing’s headwinds
Jobs have trended down long-term but wages rose after 2020

Alaska seafood processing jobs and total wages paid, 2014-2023

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section

By DAN ROBINSON

Preparing Alaska’s seafood for sale to whole-
salers and retailers includes everything from 
sorting, grading, and cleaning to freezing, 

canning, and packaging. That’s the role of Alaska’s 
seafood processing industry, which has struggled 
in recent years and expects to see at least a few 
more years of choppy seas. 

The profitability of Alaska’s fishing and processing 
depends on a mix of biological and environmental 
factors, fisheries management, and complicated 
international commodities markets, but the current 
challenges for the highest-value harvests are more 
on the market side. In other words, we have the fish, 
but selling them profitably has become difficult. 

A mix of industry challenges
The seafood processing sector is in the middle of a 
shakeup. A handful of Alaska seafood processors 
were put up for sale or scheduled to close before 

or during the 2024 season. In the April 2024 issue 
of Trends, we detailed how the affected plants em-
ployed about 15 percent of all seafood processing 
workers during the peak month of July.

In October 2023, the Alaska Seafood Marketing In-
stitute’s Board of Directors summarized the market 
forces working against Alaska’s fishing industry in 
recent years — both the harvesting and processing 
sides.  

Large Alaska salmon harvests, especially pink 
salmon, and much larger Russia salmon harvests 
created extra supply, which pushed prices down. 
They fell further because of exchange rates; in 
particular, the low value of the Russian ruble meant 
Russia could sell salmon and roe at very low prices 
on international markets. 

Another factor is the ongoing trade war with China, 
which has cut U.S. exports to Chinese buyers. 

At the same time, although inflation has eased con-
siderably, high inflation over a few years reduced 
demand for Alaska seafood in U.S. restaurants, 
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Percentage of seafood processing workers
in Alaska who were nonresidents, 2014-2023

*Preliminary
Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis 
Section

where it’s often considered a 
luxury purchase. 

Low dock prices for fish don't 
necessarily mean the finished 
product is cheap in a restaurant, 
where meal prices factor in a 
range of other costs, such as 
paying the kitchen and serving 
staff. 

Consumers with tight budgets 
can also simply decide their 
money is better spent in other 
ways, regardless of price.

Many processors and warehous-
ers had to hold more products 
in inventory while waiting out 
the reduced demand and low 
market prices. For those look-
ing to borrow money to make that possible, rising 
interest rates during that period compounded the 
cost of managing overstock.

Jobs are down but wages are up
It ’s still too early to know what all of this means for 
the 2024 processing season, but employment in the 
first quarter of 2024 was down 12 percent from the 
same quarter last year. Preliminary numbers for 
the second quarter of 2024 show an over-the-year 
decline of 11 percent.

The most important quarter of the year is always 
the third, when the bulk of the state’s salmon are 
processed. When those 
numbers are available 
in early 2025, we’ll have 
a much better sense of 
the impact the sales and 
closures had on processing 
jobs.

Seafood processing em-
ployment has trended 
downward for the last 
decade, however, as the 
exhibit on the previous 
page shows. Despite a small uptick in 2023, the an-
nualized job count was still more than 2,000 below 
2014. 

In contrast, total wages paid to workers were flat or 
rising over the same period. Adjusted for inflation, 
processing workers earned $626 million in 2023: a 

$144.6 million increase since 2014. 

Falling job numbers and higher overall wages mean 
the average worker’s wages have also increased. 
Average monthly wages for fish processing workers 
rose 60.6 percent in nine years, from about $3,800 
in 2014 to $6,100 in 2023.   

A low base hourly wage 
tells only part of the story
Despite the substantial increase in total wages, the 
base hourly rates for seafood processing workers 
have long been among the lowest in the state with 

a median of $17.08 in 2023 
for “meat, poultry, and fish 
cutters and trimmers,” one 
of the largest processing 
occupations.

However, the industry also 
employs supervisors, plant 
operators, tenders, and 
machine operators who 
earn much more per hour 
than the line-level workers.

 Overtime and bonuses are also common for 
seafood processing work at all levels, which raises 
total monthly take-home pay, often considerably. 
Despite the low hourly wages for many seafood 
processing workers, their overall average monthly 
wage in 2023 was $6,100, now above the statewide 
average of $5,700 for all workers. 

Despite the COVID disruptions, 
processors still transported a 
massive number of people to 
Alaska in 2020 to do the work.

74.3%
75.2% 75.5%

74.6% 74.4%

77.0%
78.1%

80.5% 80.9%
82.3%

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023*
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The effects of the labor shortage
It may seem counterintuitive for an industry struggling to 
make money to pay such big wage increases. One reason 
is the difficulty U.S. employers, and Alaska employers in 
particular, have had finding enough workers to fill open 
positions, something we’ve written about frequently over 
the last few years. 

A shortage of anything — whether it’s oil or eggs or 
workers — tends to mean you have to pay more to get 
it. For Alaska employers looking to fill jobs, it can also 
mean hiring more nonresidents.

No industry in the state relies as heavily on out-of-state 
workers as seafood processing, where in past years 
about three out of every four workers came from other 
states or countries. The percentage has climbed since 
2018, topping 82 percent in 2023. (See the graph on the 
previous page.)

Another hint that the labor shortage is playing an impor-
tant role in processing workers’ wages and availability 
is that employers in tourism, another highly seasonal 
industry, have also been hiring a growing percentage of 
nonresident workers over the last decade. Some tourism 
job categories hit their highest nonresident percent-
ages in decades last year. Like seafood processing, many 
tourism jobs tend to pay lower-than-average wages and 
don’t require a significant amount of training or educa-
tion. 

The role of H-2B visas 
and international workers
The H-2B visa program, which seafood processing employ-
ers have relied on to varying degrees over the years, allows 
U.S. employers to bring in foreign nationals to fill certain 
temporary nonagricultural jobs. 

The U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment and Train-
ing Administration received 43 requests from Alaska 
employers in federal fiscal year 2023 to hire workers un-
der the H-2B visa program. The employers were certified 
to hire 825 workers, and 554 were seafood processing 
worker certifications. 

Much can change from year to year with worker visa pro-
grams, including the types of visas used. In 2014, only 
one request was granted to hire workers under the H-2B 
program, and for just 20 workers. 
 
 
Dan Robinson is the chief of Research and Analysis. Reach him in Juneau at 
(907) 465-6040 or dan.robinson@alaska.gov.
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Job Growth
September 2024

Over-the-year percent change

Alaska’s September employment was 
2.0 percent above last September 
while national employment was up 
1.5 percent over the same period.

16.0%

Post-’80s
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[Mar 90]

-16.0%

1.5% [U.S.]
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low, ’80s
[Jan 87] 

-0.1%

ALASKA’S
10-YR AVERAGE

September 2024
Seasonally adjusted

Unemployment Rate 

0%

13.0%

11.2%

Alaska’s unemployment rate has 
climbed nearly a percentage point 
since early 2023 but remains well 
below its 10-year average.

Wage Growth
1st Quarter 2024

Over-the-year percent change

22.0%

-17.0%

Total wages paid by Alaska employers 
have shown strong growth in recent 
quarters.

Wages were up 7.7 percent from 
year-ago levels in the first quarter of 
2024 — well above the 5.6 percent 
growth for the U.S. — and 25.7 
percent above first quarter 2019.
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Gauging The Economy

Initial Claims
Unemployment, week
ending Sept. 7, 2024*

Pandemic-driven high claims 
loads have fallen, and new 
claims for benefits are well 
below their long-term average.

*Four-week moving average ending 
with specified week

Gross domestic product is the 
value of the goods and 
services a state produces.  It’s 
an important economic 
measure but also a volatile 
one for Alaska because 
commodity prices influence 
the numbers so much — 
especially oil prices.

*In current dollars

Personal income consists of 
three main parts: 1) wages 
and salaries; 2) dividends, 
interest, and rents; and 3) 
transfer payments (payments 
from governments to 
individuals).

Home prices shown include
only those for which a 
commercial loan was used. 
This indicator tends to be 
volatile from quarter to 
quarter.

After four years of decline, 
Alaska’s population has grown 
slightly in each of the last three 
years as natural increase 
(births minus deaths) has 
slightly exceeded migration 
losses.

The state had net migration losses 
for the 11th consecutive year in 
2023. Losses were larger than the 
previous two years but smaller 
than the late 2010s. Net migration 
is the number who moved to 
Alaska minus the number who left.

GDP Growth
2nd Quarter 2024

Over-the-year percent change*

20%

-20%

4.1%
2.2%

Personal
Income Growth

2nd Quarter 2024
Over-the-year percent change

Change in
Home Prices

Single-family, percent change
from prior year, Q2 2024

Population
Growth
2022 to 2023

Net Migration
2022 to 2023

577

12,690

619
2,024

5-yr avg
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12%

-4%
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ALASKA’S
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CURRENT ALASKA

5%

-5%
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-27,000
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Northern Region

Anchorage/Mat-Su
Region

Bristol Bay

Interior
Region

Kodiak Island

Kenai
Peninsula

Matanuska-
Susitna

Anchorage

Copper
River

Southeast
FairbanksDenali

Fairbanks
Yukon-Koyukuk

North Slope

Northwest
Arctic

Nome

Kusilvak

Bethel

Dillingham

Aleutians
East

Aleutians
West

Lake &
Peninsula

Southwest
Region Gulf Coast

Region

Yakutat

Sitka

Hoonah-

Prince of Wales-
Hyder

Haines Skagway

Juneau

Ketchikan

Petersburg

Wrangell

Southeast
Region

5.6%

-0.8%
0.3%-3.0%

4.5%

3.1%
Anchorage/

Mat-Su

2.0%
Statewide

Chugach

Percent change in 
jobs, September 2023 

to September 2024

Employment Growth by Region

Seasonally adjusted

Prelim. Revised
9/24 8/24 9/23

Interior Region 3.7 3.7 3.8
    Denali Borough 2.8 2.3 2.7
    Fairbanks N Star Borough 3.5 3.5 3.5
    Southeast Fairbanks  
          Census Area

4.4 4.7 4.5

    Yukon-Koyukuk 
          Census Area

7.4 7.3 8.0

Northern Region 7.1 7.7 7.3
    Nome Census Area 7.1 8.5 7.8
    North Slope Borough 5.4 5.0 5.1
    Northwest Arctic Borough 8.7 9.4 8.7

Anchorage/Mat-Su Region 3.6 3.6 3.7
    Anchorage, Municipality 3.4 3.4 3.5
    Mat-Su Borough 4.2 4.2 4.3

Prelim. Revised
9/24 8/24 9/23

Southeast Region 3.3 3.3 3.2
    Haines Borough 4.2 3.8 4.2
    Hoonah-Angoon 
        Census Area

3.2 2.8 2.9

    Juneau, City and Borough 3.0 2.8 3.0
    Ketchikan Gateway 
         Borough

3.3 3.3 3.1

    Petersburg Borough 4.7 3.9 4.5
    Prince of Wales-Hyder 
         Census Area

6.2 7.0 5.5

    Sitka, City and Borough 2.7 2.7 2.7
    Skagway, Municipality 1.8 2.0 1.6
    Wrangell, City and Borough 4.6 4.2 3.9
    Yakutat, City and Borough 4.4 5.2 5.2

Prelim. Revised
9/24 8/24 9/23

United States 4.1 4.2 3.8
Alaska 4.6 4.6 4.5

Prelim. Revised
9/24 8/24 9/23

Southwest Region 7.5 8.0 7.5
    Aleutians East Borough 2.1 1.9 1.9
    Aleutians West 
         Census Area

3.0 2.7 2.5

    Bethel Census Area 10.1 11.7 10.5
    Bristol Bay Borough 2.9 1.8 3.1
    Dillingham Census Area 7.7 7.4 7.3
    Kusilvak Census Area 15.1 19.2 15.6
    Lake and Peninsula 
          Borough

5.9 6.2 5.5

Gulf Coast Region 4.1 3.9 4.2
    Kenai Peninsula Borough 4.2 4.0 4.3
    Kodiak Island Borough 3.6 3.7 4.0
    Chugach Census Area 3.8 3.2 3.4
    Copper River Census Area 5.3 4.6 5.8

Prelim. Revised
9/24 8/24 9/23

United States 3.9 4.4 3.6
Alaska 3.9 4.0 4.0

Regional, not seasonally adjusted

Not seasonally adjusted

Unemployment Rates
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Note: Government employment includes federal, state, and local government plus public schools and universities.
1September seasonally adjusted unemployment rates
2September employment, over-the-year percent change 

Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; and Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section

Current Year ago Change

Urban Alaska Consumer Price Index (CPI-U, base yr 1982=100) 264.367 1st half 2024 257.938 +2.5%

Commodity prices
    Crude oil, Alaska North Slope,* per barrel $74.07 Sep 2024 $95.05 -22.1%
    Natural gas, Henry Hub, per thousand cubic feet (mcf) $2.41 Sep 2024 $2.70 -10.6%
    Gold, per oz. COMEX $2,759.80 10/22/2024 $1,926.00 +43.3%
    Silver, per oz. COMEX $35.04 10/22/2024 $23.76 +47.5%
    Copper, per lb. COMEX $4.38 10/22/2024 $3.79 +15.6%

Bankruptcies 69 Q2 2024 70 -1.4%
    Business 6 Q2 2024 6 0%
    Personal 63 Q2 2024 64 -1.6%

Unemployment insurance claims
    Initial filings 2,510 Aug 2024 2,922 -14.1%
    Continued filings 13,848 Aug 2024 13,498 2.6%
    Claimant count 3,866 Aug 2024 3,384 14.2%

Other Economic Indicators

*Department of Revenue estimate

Sources for this page and the preceding three pages include Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section; 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis; U.S. Energy Information Administration; U.S. Census Bureau; COMEX; NASDAQ; Alaska 
Department of Revenue; and U.S. Courts, 9th Circuit

How Alaska Ranks

 43rd*
1st

S. Carolina
2.0%

Unemployment Rate1

4.6%

1.7%

10th*

Job Growth2

2.0%

1st
Montana

3.6%

Job Growth, State Government2

6th*
1st

Montana
4.1%

Job Growth, Private2

2.3%

1st
Idaho
12.8%

29th
Job Growth, Leisure and Hospitality2

0.8%

50th
Louisiana
-4.5%

50th
West Virginia
-3.1%

28th*

50th
Louisiana
-0.1%

50th
Louisiana
-0.2%

50th
Nevada
5.6%

1st
Pennsylvania

5.1%

*Tied with New Hampshire

*Tied with Rhode Island *Tied with Texas and Vermont*Tied with Vermont
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2025
Mat-Su 

Employer 
Expo

Wednesday,  
March 26, 2025
10 a.m.-3 p.m. 

Curtis D. Menard Memorial Sports 
Center, 1001 S. Clapp St., Wasilla

Alaska’s Employment Services program is 100% funded by U.S. Department of Labor through an award of $7,314,668.  
We are an equal opportunity employer/program. Auxiliary aids and services are available upon request to individuals with disabilities.

EMPLOYERS
• Free event
• Meet outstanding 

and non-traditional 
candidates with 
diverse skills and 
backgrounds

• Meet and network 
with other local and 
statewide businesses

BE A SPONSOR
• Increase your 

company’s  
visibility and image

• Support a local event 
that contributes to 
connecting employers 
and job seekers 

• Enjoy premier table  
placement at the event

FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
Or to become a sponsor, contact  
Anna Beebe at (907) 352-2523 or  
matsu.employers@alaska.gov

REGISTER ONLINE:
eventbrite.com/e/2025-
mat-su-employer-expo-
tickets-1034226408027

mailto:matsu.employers@alaska.govREGISTER
mailto:matsu.employers@alaska.govREGISTER



