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BACKGROUND 

In the summer of 2013, Comunidad y Biodiversidad (COBI), the Environmental Defense Fund de 

Mexico (EDF) and a group of commercial hake fishermen from Puerto Peñasco and Guaymas, 

Sonora launched a partnership to improve the management of Mexico’s hake fishery (Merluccius 

productus). The three parties met with members of the US West Coast whiting (also Merluccius 

productus) trawl fleet in August 2013 to share with the Mexican fishermen how the West Coast 

Groundfish Trawl Individual Fishing Quota (IFQ) Program has helped the US whiting (hake) fleet 

coordinate their fishing activity, achieve operating cost efficiencies and ultimately improve the 

long-term health of the stock.  

 

The ‘Hake Partnership’ has progressed towards establishing a management system for Mexico’s 

industrial hake fishery, including: i) assembling a technical team that has presented 

recommendations on the information required for proper resource management; ii) organizing 

three interdisciplinary workshops to promote collaboration and participation of various actors 

across the hake fishery; and iii) initiating a pilot on-board observer program to collect important 

biological information about the fishery. The Partnership is now planning to submit a management 

plan to CONAPESCA, the Mexican government agency that oversees the development and 

implementation of fishery management policy. In Mexico, the management plan – or ‘plan de 

manejo’ – has two key components: a biological study of the health of the stock and historical 

fishing pressure; and a socioeconomic study of the past and future economic impact of the fishery. 

 

To contribute to baseline information for the socioeconomic component of this management plan, 

this document examines the global value chain for Mexico’s hake fishery.  

 

REPORT OBJECTIVES 

1) Generate insights about the global supply and demand for hake to inform government and 
industry partners about the current state of the Mexican hake fishery. 

2) Provide information that could be useful for the continued development and management 
of the Mexican hake fishery. 

3) Provide EDF and COBI’s hake industry partners with insight into the global market for their 
hake product.   

 

  



 
 

 

Table 1: Global Hake Landings, By Country 
(MT; 2008-2011) 

 
 

                 Source: FAO 

 

I.    GLOBAL HAKE SUPPLY 

 
Who are the largest global producers 
of hake by volume?  
More than 50 countries commercially 

harvest one or more of the dozen 

commercially viable species of Merluccius. 

Combined, global fisheries catch over a million 

metric tons of hake each year, making it one of 

the ten largest fisheries (by volume). Argentina 

and the United States have the two largest hake 

fisheries and together represent over 45% of 

global hake landings. If combined with Namibia 

and South Africa (the next two), the four 

nations landed close to 70% of global hake 

supply from 2008-2011. Historically M. hubbsi, M. capensis and M. productus represent between 

75-80% of global hake landings.1      

                                                           
1
 The FAO combines the majority of M. capensis with data for M. paradox, as the two species are targeted in 

the same fishery and are difficult to distinguish from one another.  

Graph 1: Global Hake Capture, by Species 
(2008-2011) 

Source: FAO 



 
 

 

Table 2: Top Ten Hake Exporting Nations, by Value 
(‘000’s of 2012 USD; 2008-2011; All product forms) 

Source: FAO 
*Spanish companies operating in Namibian waters were landing an estimated 70% of Namibia’s total hake catch in 2011. A 
significant percentage of Spain’s Namibian hake is processed at sea and exported, which is likely considered Spanish exports by the 
FAO. This would for both Spain’s top position as an exporter relative to its total reported hake landings and Namibia’s absence on 
the top exporter chart. 

 

Who are the largest global exporters of hake by value? 

Spain, Canada, Uruguay and South Africa were consistently the largest exporters of hake by value. 

Taken together the value of those four country’s hake exports from 2008-2011 was $919 million 

USD, accounting for 56% of the total global hake export value. Of the top ten exporting countries, 

Argentina saw the largest decrease in the value of hake exports at -61%, while France saw a 100% 

increase in value. Analysis of all hake exporting countries shows that Mexico experienced the 

largest increase in export value from 2008-2011 of 5,898%. 

  

 

 

Who are the top global importers of hake by volume? 

Historically, European countries have been the largest importers and consumers of hake. Hake was 

once considered a plated fish reserved for the upper class. During the second half of the 20th 

century, the industrialization of hake fleets in Africa and South America provided Europe with new 

and inexpensive sources of hake, even as European stocks declined. Hake’s mild flavor and 

transportability make it a favorite for processed fish products, such as fish sticks and surimi, as 

well as inexpensive restaurant and fast food dishes like fish and chips.2 

 

                                                           
2 Unpublished Thesis. Centre de Droit et d'Economie de la Mer. 2001. 
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Table 3: Top Ten Hake Importing Nations, by Volume 
(MT; 2008-2012) 

Source: UN COMTRADE 
*New Harmonized System (HS) Codes were used for 2012, creating two additional categories. Some nations did not have reported imports using 
2012 code, for these countries the code “as reported” was used.  Prior to 2012, only one category existed for Hake, which means other product 
preparations may have been grouped into larger categories.  

Today, European countries are still the largest importers of hake, with Spain, the Ukraine and 

Portugal consistently among largest hake importers. Ten nations import roughly three quarters of 

the global hake supply.
3
 

 

A NOTE ON DATA: Several countries experienced a major jump in hake imports in 2012, including 

Italy, Brazil and France. This may reflect a change in the way those countries classified their 

imports and not a major shift in hake consumption. Prior to 2012, the only product category for 

hake was frozen. In 2012, two more categories were added to reflect additional product forms. 

Data prior to 2012 may not reflect the global hake trade in its entirety. Curiously, during a period 

of time when Chinese urban seafood consumption rose slightly, Chinese hake imports declined by 

43%.   

  

 

  

                                                           
3 Given hake’s status as a relatively inexpensive, readily available whitefish, it may be a low-cost alternative that many nations turn to 
during times of financial difficulties. Did the 2008 financial crisis bolster global demand for this bargain fish?   



 
 

 

Table 4: Top Ten Export Destinations for Mexican Hake  
(MT; 2008-2013) 

 

Source: SIAVI 

 

II.    MEXICO’S ROLE IN THE GLOBAL HAKE SUPPLY 

 

Where does Mexico’s hake fleet rank in terms of global volume and value? 

In 2011, Mexico was the 22nd largest hake producing nation, landing similar volumes to Angola, 

Brazil and Ireland. From 2008-2011, Mexico’s hake production increased by more than a third, 

peaking in 2010. In terms of export value, Mexico was ranked 19th in the world. 

 

Who are the top five importers of Mexican hake? 

As Table 4 shows, Mexico’s 

hake exports have grown over 

the past six years. Mexico has 

also been diversifying its trade 

partners. In particular, Mexico 

has been consistently supplying 

hake to Venezuela, the United 

States, the Republic of Georgia 

and the Ukraine over the past 

three years.4 That said, a single 

trade partner – the Ukraine – 

imports nearly 50% of Mexico’s hake exports; and the top four importers export over 90% of 

Mexican hake. Mexico does not appear to be exporting hake to Italy, Portugal, Spain or France, all 

among the top 10 global importers of hake. These countries could prove to be new markets for 

Mexican hake exporters to explore. Ongoing political unrest and associated currency uncertainty 

in the Ukraine and Venezuela, two of Mexico’s top export partners, present notable risk to 

Mexico’s future hake exports. 

 

Mexico’s hake exports to the United States have fluctuated substantially. According to the Sistema 

de Información Arancelaria Vía Internet (SIAVI) a Mexican database containing detailed trade 

information, Mexico exported exclusively to the United States in 2008. In 2009 and 2010, the 

majority of hake exports traveled to Venezuela and Colombia, with reported exports to the US 

only representing 0.002% of total hake exports. In contrast, from 2011 to 2013 exports to the 

United States imported an average of 9% of Mexico’s total global hake exports. 

 

  

                                                           
4 Given the irregularity in the export data, CapLog believes that there may be some gaps in the data reported by the SIAVI system, 
particularly prior to 2011.   



 
 

 

Table 5: Top Three Months of Hake Landings by Volume, by Country 
(2008-2012) 

Sources: Comisión Técnica Mixta del Frente Marítimo, Argentina and Uruguay; 
NMFS Landings Query, USA; SERNAPESCA, Chile; Dirección General de Pesca 
Marítima, Asturias, Spain; CONAPESCA, Mexico. 
*Monthly landings for the province of Asturias were used as a proxy for Spain. 
~2010-2012. 

Graph 3: Mexico’s Average Monthly Hake Landings 
(MT; 2008-2012) 

 

Source: CONAPESCA 

Source: SIAVI 

 

Graph 2: US Hake Imports from Mexico, by Value 
(2012 USD;

1
 2008-2013) 

 

What was the annual value of Mexico’s hake 

exports to the US from 2008-2012? 

According to the SIAVI database,5 in 2013, the US 

imported $390,000 worth of Mexican hake, up from 

roughly $60,000 in 2012. From 2008-2012, Mexico’s 

hake exports to the US made up less than 0.5% of all 

US imports of hake.  In contrast, the US is imported 

over $69M worth of hake from Canada, and 

between $10M-20M of hake from Argentina, 

Namibia, China and New Zealand. 

 

During which months does Mexico’s hake 
fleet land the most hake? 
Over three-quarters of Mexico’s hake is landed in 

the first three months of the year. Production drops 

off in the spring and, by August, is largely incidental. 

The presence of other species in the Upper Gulf drive 

these production trends. The Mexican hake fleet 

targets multiple species and derives the bulk of its 

annual revenue from the shrimp fishery. During the 

autumn and early winter months, the fleet turns its 

attention to the shrimp fishery, resulting in a decline 

in hake landings.   

 

How does the timing of the landings of the 

global hake fleet compare with the timing of 

the landings of Mexico’s Fleet?  

Taken together, the top hake producing nations 

target the fishery across the entire calendar year, 

suggesting that markets have access to a 

consistent year-round supply of fresh and frozen 

hake.6 Mexico’s hake fishery’s catch is well-timed 

to take advantage of increases in seafood demand 

related to Lent, when many of the world’s 1.2 

billion Catholics eat the most seafood.  

                                                           
5 NOAA data report negligible (>2 MT) US imports of hake from Mexico prior to 2011 and 88 MT in 2011. There are consistent 
discrepancies in the volumes of hake that Mexico reports exporting to the US and what the US reports importing from Mexico. 
6 Monthly landings data was not available for South Africa, Peru, France or Canada.  



 
 

 

Graph 4: Mexico’s Hake Landings vs. Hake Exports 
(MT; 2006-2012) 

Sources: SIAVI; CONAPESCA 

 

How can Mexico export more hake than it produces?  
 

As Graph 5 shows, Mexico exported 25% more hake than it produced in 2012. This apparent anomaly could be 
explained by several phenomena. Hake freezes well and if Mexican hake processors kept hake frozen and packed 
under cold storage it could conceivably last through the course of one calendar year to the next. However, given 
that the bulk of Mexican hake is produced in January, February and March, it would have had to sit in freezers for at 
least nine months from the time it was captured to the time it was exported in the beginning of the next calendar 
year. This is especially odd since, the beginning of the calendar year is when Mexico has access to the freshest hake, 
meaning that Mexico would likely have been exporting months-old frozen hake at the same time as it was 
processing and presumably exporting fresh hake. Another, perhaps more plausible, scenario explaining how 
Mexico’s exports could exceed production involves Mexico’s hake imports. Mexico imports hake from Chile and 
other countries. If this product was processed or repackaged in Mexico, it would count towards Mexico’s hake 
exports, but not its hake production.  A third possibility is that not all of the hake production was accounted for in 
the landings databases. Speculation aside, Graph 5 clearly shows that Mexico’s hake exports have grown 
tremendously over the past four years.  
 
As with many other fisheries in Mexico (and beyond), production and trade data could always be improved. For 
example, the lack of species-level differentiation Mexico’s hake exports raises questions such as the ones posited 
above. Additional and more accurate data will help the industry make sound investment decisions and the 
government efficiently allocate resources to the emerging hake industry.  

 

What percentage of the Mexican hake catch is exported (by volume)?  

Graph 5 compares Mexico’s annual hake exports to Mexico’s annual hake production. From 2006-

2009, Mexico’s hake exports equaled less than a quarter of its annual hake production. In 2010, 

however, that trend changed drastically and for each year after 2010, Mexico exported at least 

60% of its hake production. In both 2010 and 2012 Mexico appears to have exported more hake 

than it produced.  

  

*Mexico’s export data taken from SIAVI from 2008-2012.  
Source: NMFS; SIAVI 

 

Table 6: US Imports of Hake from  
Other Countries, by Value 

(000’s of 2012 USD; Aggregate 2008-2012) 

 
 



 
 

 

Graph 5: Ex-Vessel Prices of Pacific Hake in Mexico and 
US 

(2012 USD/KG; 2008-2012) 

Sources: SIAVI; NMFS 

Graph 6: Monthly Ex-Vessel Pacific Hake Prices in Mexico and US 
(2012 USD/kg; 2008-2012) 

Sources: CONAPESCA; NMFS 

III. HAKE PRICES 

 

What is the average annual ex-vessel price for hake landed in Mexico and the US? 

Ex-vessel prices for Pacific hake landed in Mexico 

are between two and four times higher than 

ex-vessel prices its US counterpart. 

According to industry experts, this surprising 

discrepancy is primarily due to the larger 

average size of hake landed in Mexico.  

 

Ex-vessel hake prices rose slightly from 

2008-2012, with a major price drop in 2011. 

The drop in price in 2011 could be explained 

by the 91% increase in Mexican hake 

production that year but may also have 

been influenced by other factors on the 

global seafood market. Average ex-vessel 

prices in the US have remained relatively 

constant, averaging $0.26/kg from 2008-

2012.  

 

How do average ex-vessel hake prices 

change over the course of the year in 

Mexico and US? 

In Mexico ex-vessel prices are lowest from 

December through April and begin to rise 

in the late spring and peak in late summer 

and early fall. US ex-vessel Pacific hake 

prices tend to be more stable, peaking in 

July when the fleet’s landings drop.    

 

Ex-vessel prices in both countries appear 

to loosely correspond to the amount of 

hake being landed in a given month.7 

 

                                                           
7 There is no ex-vessel price data for US Pacific hake during the months of January, February and March, as almost no hake is landed 
during those months.  



 
 

 

How do average wholesale hake prices change over the course of the year in Mexico? 

 

Wholesale hake prices8 at the Nueva Viga 

fish market in Mexico City remain fairly 

stable over the course of the year, 

with a minor increase during March, 

most years coinciding with Lent. 

According to interviews with hake 

wholesalers at the Viga, much of the 

hake sold in Mexico City is imported 

from other countries, which could 

offer an explanation for why 

wholesale prices do not appear to 

respond to increased supply during 

the Mexican hake fishing season. US 

export prices show slight month-to-

month variation throughout the year. 

 

What is the average annual export price for Mexican and US hake? 

Mexican hake export prices showed 

significant volatility from 2008-2013, 

ranging from $0.95/kg in 2008 to 

$4.56/kg the following year and 

leveling out to around $2.00/kg from 

2009-2011. In contrast, US export 

prices for hake have remained 

relatively constant since 2008, 

averaging $2.20/kg.  

 

The volatility in Mexico’s hake export 

prices may be due to the industry’s 

relative youth. Mexican exporters are 

still identifying and establishing 

relationships with new export markets, and, as such, the prices may not have yet stabilized. 

Additional research is required to validate this hypothesis. 

 

                                                           
8 Based on data from the Nueva Viga fish market in Mexico City. The Nueva Viga database does not distinguish origin of hake sold at 
market. As a result some of the hake sales represented in this graph may be imported from Chile or other locations.  

Sources: SNIIM; NMFS     

Graph 8: Export Prices of Mexican and US Hake 
(2012 USD; 2008-2013) 

Graph 7: Wholesale Hake Prices at Nueva Viga and US Export Price 

(2012 USD; Mexico: 2008-2012; US: 2013) 

Source: SNIIM; NMFS 



 
 

 

Source: NMFS  

Graph 9: Annual Import Prices of US Hake Imports 

(USD/Kg; 2008-2013) 

What is the average annual price 

of US hake imports? 

The price of the US hake imports 

experienced notable fluctuations from 

2008-2013, with a high of $0.80/kg in 

2010 and a low of $0.36/kg in 2013. 

The high import prices in 2010 do not 

appear to be a consequence of 

reduced US or global hake production, 

which was relatively stable during this 

period of time.  

 

 

 

 

IV.    HAKE PRODUCTS AND VALUE CHAIN 

 

What are the most common hake-based products commercialized in Mexico and the US? 

Hake in both the US and Mexico is 

divided into three primary 

commercial categories, consistent 

with global industry standards: i) 

Whole fresh or chilled hake; ii) 

Frozen hake; and iii) Processed (e.g., 

fillets, steaks, etc.).9 

 

Mexican hake vessels typically pack 

their catch on-board in the insulated 

holds. Hake fishing trips in the Gulf of 

California take between three to 

seven days, depending on fishing 

conditions. The majority of the fleet 

operates out of Puerto Peñasco, which is located about 65 miles from the fishing areas, requiring 

up to 10 hours of travel. The bulk of Mexico’s hake catch is then sent to plants in Sonora and Baja 

California, where it is thawed, processed, refrozen and packed for export.9 A small, yet significant, 

                                                           
9 Interviews to seafood wholesalers from ‘La Nueva Viga’ Market, D.F. and to seafood processing plants located in Ensenada and the 
Gulf of Santa Clara. 

Sources: http://aquafind.com/info/SeafoodDefinitions.php; http://breakerfish.com; 
http://21food.com   

Figure 1: Standard Frozen Hake Presentations 

i) Whole Round (WR): Non-eviscerated 

ii) Headed and Gutted (H&G): Product eviscerated 
and head removed. 

iii) Headed, Gutted and Tailed (HGT): Product 
eviscerated with head and tail removed. 



 
 

 

quantity of Mexico’s hake is sold fresh or frozen to the regional markets in Sonora or the national 

market in Mexico City.   

Wholesalers in the Nueva Viga fish market in Mexico City commented that Mexican consumers 

tend not to purchase much fresh hake, speculating that the fresh product’s texture may be 

unappetizing due to inadequate handling practices. Furthermore, Mexican consumers have not 

traditionally consumed fresh hake, as it is a relatively new commercial fishery in Mexico.  

 

According to wholesalers at the Nueva Viga, the majority of the hake sold in Mexico City is 

imported from Chile. Wholesalers also mentioned selling hake imported from Spain, though the 

official data do not reflect this source. Prior to 2007, Mexico imported hake from a greater variety 

of countries, including Argentina, Peru, Spain and Uruguay, but since 2009, the vast majority of 

Mexico’s hake imports have come from Chile. Roughly 90% of Mexico’s hake imports are frozen 

fillets.  

 

In contrast, the bulk of Pacific hake landed in the US is made into surimi, a ground processed fish 

product that is often served as imitation crab meat. Hake fillets in the US appear to be gaining in 

popularity in recent years.10  

 

How does Mexican hake compare with hake caught and landed in the US (e.g., average 

size, perceptions of quality, processing, etc.)? 

Average size 

Based on information provided by the producers of Guaymas and Puerto Peñasco, Sonora, the 

average Pacific hake landed in Mexico is 50-60 cm long. More precise data is still needed for the 

species found in this area.11  

In contrast, recent research on the US Pacific hake shows a decrease in the size and weight over 

time.7 Before 1990, the fish frequently averaged more than 55 cm12 – similar to Mexican hake. 

However, in recent years, the average size has declined and in 2008 the average hake landed on 

the West Coast was 35-40 cm.13 

Quality Concerns 

Pacific hake often contains high concentrations of myxozoan parasites, which can cause black 

spots to appear on the meat, softens muscle tissue and cause proteolysis in the meat.15 Producers 

from both countries reported having encountered this problem, which can be minimized through 

                                                           
10 http://www.fishwatch.gov/seafood_profiles/species/whiting/species_pages/pacific_whiting.htm 
11 INAPESCA is slated to present the first report on the estimation of Mexican hake biomass in late 2014. 
12 http://www.pcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/Hake_2012_Assessment.pdf 
13 Bradburn, M. J., A. Keller, B. H. Horness. 2011. The 2003 to 2008 U.S. West Coast bottom trawl surveys of groundfish resources off 
Washington, Oregon, and California: Estimates of distribution, abundance, length, and age composition. U.S. Dept. of Commerce, NOAA 
Tech. Memo., NMFS-NWFSC-114, 323 p. 



 
 

 

the use of rapid on-board refrigeration or enzyme inhibitors14 to the fish within two to four hours 

of hauling on board.15 

Processing 

The US commercial hake fleet uses modern refrigerated seawater (RSW) and chilled seawater 

(CSW) systems to rapidly cool their catch15 on board. In Mexico, the commercial hake fleet relies 

on storing hake in slush ice in the hold during fishing trips. This technique is not an industry best 

practice and likely results in deterioration of quality and a loss of potential revenue.19 

Nevertheless, our data shows the Mexican hake fishery getting much higher prices for their hake 

than the US product which is handled and processed with industry best practices. 

This finding was validated by a US seafood distributor that had recently purchased and tested 

samples of Mexican hake from Puerto Peñasco. According to the Director of Quality Control of this 

distributor, the hake samples appeared to have been frozen too slowly, resulting in tissue damage. 

While the distributor was not interested in sourcing additional hake from Mexico at this time, they 

did mention that the quality could be significantly improved with an investment in more modern 

flash freezing technology and better handling overall.  

How does Mexican hake compare with hake caught and landed in other top hake 

producing countries?  (e.g., average size, perceptions of quality, processing, etc.)

                                                           
14 “These techniques are designed to add anti-microbial agents or decrease the fish muscle pH to levels that are inhibitory to microbial 
growth and proliferation. Most bacteria stop multiplying at pH < 4.5. The decrease of pH is obtained by fermentation, marinades or by 
adding acids (acetic, citric, lactic, etc.) to fish products”. http://www.fao.org/fishery/topic/12322/en 
15 Interviews conducted in the fishermen’s exchange between the Mexican industrial hake fleets in Guaymas and Puerto Peñasco and 
the US West Coast whiting trawl fleet, July 30th - August 1st, 2013; Newport, Oregon. 

Source: Compiled by author based on FAO (1995; 2005). 

Figure 2: Characteristics of the Main Hake Stocks 



 
 

 

What are other popular hake-based value add products?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: http://www.seawork.com.na/hake-moulded-loins.html; http://seafoodhealthfacts.org/seafoodqa/23.php; 

http://basquechef.com/2011/06/10/hake-kokotxas/; http://www.seaharvest.co.za/international/products; 

http://www.dwomens.com/209/surimi-5-good-reasons-not-to-eat/; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fish_finger 

Figure 3: Examples of Processed Hake Products 



 
 

 

Through what channels is hake commonly processed and commercialized in Mexico? 

 

Through what channels is hake commonly processed and commercialized in the US? 

The US Pacific hake fishery is comprised of three main sectors: i) Catcher/Processors that harvest and 

process at-sea; ii) Motherships that accept hake from catcher vessels and process at- sea; and iii) the 

Shoreside fleet, which delivers its catch to shore-based processing plants.16 Under the groundfish fishery 

management plan, each sector receives a percentage of the annual harvest. Catcher/Processors receive 

34% of the annual allocation and Motherships are allocated 24% and the remaining 42% of the annual 

quota go to the Shoreside processing plants. In other words, 58 % of the US Pacific hake quota is 

allocated to be processed at-sea.  

 

There are three companies that are licensed to operate in the at-sea-catcher-processor sector of the US 

Pacific hake fishery: American Seafoods Company, Glacier Fish Co. and Trident Seafoods. The three firms 

joined together in 1997 to form the Pacific Whiting Conservation Cooperative (PWCC). The cooperative 

was created to promote a more rationalized harvest and optimal resource utilization. Since the 

formation of the PWCC, average Pacific hake surimi processing yields have increased from 17% to 24%, 

resulting in roughly 10 million additional pounds of food annually from the same volume of landed fish.  

                                                           
16 Small hake allocations are given to coastal indigenous communities, known as the ‘tribal sector.’  

Source: Based on interviews with actors along the value chain in Mexico.  

Figure 4: Common Commercialization Channels for Mexican Hake 



 
 

 

The PWCC credits increased time to harvest schools of larger fish and subsequent increased harvests for 

improving processing yields.  The cooperative has also allowed companies to better adapt to changing 

market needs, by decreasing the “race to fish” and shifting production to more time-consuming, labor 

intensive products, such as fillets.17 

 

V. POTENTIAL NEXT STEPS FOR THE INDUSTRY 

 

Outreach and Product Testing with US Buyers 

Interviews with US buyers revealed that Mexican hake does not currently have a good reputation among 

US seafood distributors. If the Mexican hake industry is interested in improving the quality of its catch 

and securing new, higher value markets for its products, it should consider investing in outreach with US 

buyers in attempts to: a) Get frank feedback on the quality of its product; b) Explore changes in 

processing, handling and shipping that could address any perceived quality issues; and c) Identify 

product forms in high demand in the US market. It should also attempt to quantify the potential 

increased revenue for each of these options. 

 

Cost-Benefit Analysis of Adoption of New Processing Equipment 

The current hake fleet freezes much of its catch on-board, using outdated processes. Modern on-board 

chilling technology has led to significant improvements in shelf life and product quality in the US whiting 

fleet. However, such equipment are expensive and the energy requirements to chill the warm water of 

the Gulf of California to the necessary temperature for these systems to operate efficiently would likely 

be quite high. As with any company or industry interested in investing in capital improvements, the 

Mexican hake industry should consider conducting an analysis of the potential returns of such 

investments.  

 

Seek Opportunities to Further Diversify Export Markets 

Mexico’s hake fleet should actively pursue new export partners, as it is likely overly reliant on a single 

importer of its product, the Ukraine. As exemplified by the geopolitical tensions in the Ukraine in early 

2014, it will be important for the Mexican hake industry to have a more diverse client base in the rapidly 

changing international environment. 

 

 

  

                                                           
17 http://www.pacificwhiting.org/ 



 
 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

 

Over the past six years, the Mexican hake industry has developed a few new export markets, opening 

some new channels through which to commercialize Mexican hake. Mexico’s emerging commercial hake 

fleet is and will likely remain negligible in terms of global hake production. However, initial analysis 

suggests that there may exist opportunities for the Mexican hake industry to increase its revenues 

through investments in improved on-board handling and onshore processing. In particular, modern on-

board chilling systems and on-shore flash freezing equipment could improve the quality of Mexican 

hake, potentially attracting interest from US buyers located in relatively close proximity to the Mexican 

border. 

 

The large average size of Mexico’s hake make it a potentially valuable ‘plate fish’, differentiated from 

the bulk of the global hake catch, which is smaller and generally destined for processed white fish 

products, such as surimi. Currently, ex-vessel and export hake prices in Mexico are already substantially 

higher than those in the US, suggesting that the market already recognizes and compensates the 

Mexican hake industry for its larger-than-average fish.  

 

Despite the potential for improvement in the quality and price of Mexican hake, future total revenues in 

the Mexican hake industry may be affected by the seasonal nature of the fishery. In the Gulf of 

California, the industrial fleet only targets hake when the shrimp season is closed, as shrimp is the 

primary source of revenue for the fleet. There are no vessels fishing hake year-round in Mexico, despite 

the apparent availability of fish throughout the year. Each year the shrimp season is defined based on 

biological assessments of the stock. If the shrimp season is shortened to protect shrimp stocks, Mexico’s 

hake production would likely increase. If the shrimp season is lengthened due to the health of the stock, 

the hake season may diminish. As long as hake is a secondary target species to shrimp, Mexico’s hake 

landings will likely be inversely correlated to the length of the shrimp season.  

 

The success of Mexican hake on the export market over the past six years, combined with the industry’s 

coordinated efforts to formalize the fishery suggest that the global profile of Mexican hake will continue 

to grow over the next decade, as long as quality issues are resolved and the size of landed fish remains 

consistent. As Mexican hake gains better recognition on the global market, prices may increase, 

potentially leading to increased fishing pressure on the resource. Interestingly, until management 

measures are in place to keep the fishery within biologically sustainable limits, investments to improve 

quality and price of hake may, in fact, put at risk the one advantage that the Mexico hake fishery 

currently has on the global markets - the larger size of the product.   


