
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

CapLog Reports 
 

Volume 1.0, February 2013 
Published by Cap Log Group, LLC  
With funding from 
Environmental Defense Fund, Mexico 
 

A VALUE CHAIN ANALYSIS OF 
MEXICO’S EMERGING 
COMMERCIAL GEODUCK  TRADE 
CapLog Reports are published and distributed on a regular basis with the goal of contributing to 
understanding of the current and evolving status of fisheries around the world. The series aims to 
help identify issues that need further attention – and to stimulate useful conversations, ideas and 
productive discussion. Copies of the reports are available at: www.caploggroup.com/publications.  
 

http://www.caploggroup.com/publications


 

1 
 

Cap Log Group, LLC 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
PRODUCT ............................................................................................................................................... 2 

a. What are the different types of geoducks commercialized in Mexico? .......................................... 2 

b. What are the different types of geoducks commercialized globally? ............................................. 2 

c. How much of each type is produced and commercialized globally? ............................................... 3 

d. What are the characteristics of each type of geoduck? ................................................................. 3 

e. What geoduck products are commercialized? .............................................................................. 4 

f. Which countries are the largest producers of geoduck? ................................................................ 5 

g. Which countries are the largest exporters of each type of geoduck? ............................................. 5 

h. Other species that it competes with in the market? ...................................................................... 7 

 

VALUE CHAIN ......................................................................................................................................... 8 

i. What are the primary channels through which Mexican geoduck are commercialized? ................. 8 

j. Who are the largest geoduck import players? .............................................................................. 9 

k. Does illicit geoduck follow the same trade routes as legally harvested geoduck? ........................... 9 

l. How ‘traceable’ is the international geoduck trade? ................................................................... 10 

 

MARKETS ............................................................................................................................................. 11 

m. What are the top five markets for geoduck worldwide? ............................................................. 11 

n. Which geoduck markets are growing most quickly? .................................................................... 11 

o. What characteristics are valued by each market? ....................................................................... 12 

p. What prices are distinct markets willing to pay? ......................................................................... 13 

q. What attributes (origin / wild / legal / traceable / clean water) currently add value to geoduck? 14 

r. How is geoduck marketed? Have there been notable efforts to market geoduck? ....................... 15 

 

TRENDS ............................................................................................................................................... 16 

s. How might pending regulation (FTA / export certifications /TPP) impact the geoduck trade? ...... 16 

t. Current and future state of wild-caught v. cultivated geoduck .................................................... 16 

u. What are possible risks to the geoduck market? ......................................................................... 17 

 

SOURCES / ENDNOTES ......................................................................................................................... 18 

 

  



 

2 
 

Cap Log Group, LLC 

PRODUCT 

 
a. What are the different types of geoducks commercialized in Mexico? 

Wild geoduck populations are found along the Pacific coast of Baja California and in the Gulf of 

California. There is significant variation in flesh color, shell color, shell thickness, average size and 

burrowing depth between the different regional populations. Mexican biologists are currently actively 

engaged in research aimed at determining the genetic relationships between the major Mexican 

geoduck fields.  

There are at least two distinct species of panopea1 that are 

native to western Mexican waters, the P. generosa and the 

P. globosa, which is endemic to the Gulf of California. 

Geoduck banks in the Gulf of California (San Felipe; Puerto 

Peñasco; Golfo Santa Clara, Bahia de los Angeles; Guaymas; 

and Bahia Kino) are generally agreed to be P. globosa, while 

the populations found along the Pacific coast of Baja California 

(San Quintin, San Carlos, Rosario, Villa de Jesus Maria and 

Ensenada) are P. generosa. Of the total Mexican geoduck 

harvest in 2011, 85% was P. globosa and 15% was P. generosa. 

There is on-going debate surrounding the genetic 

relationship between Mexico’s P. generosa and P. globosa 

population. There is also discussion over how closely 

related Mexican P. generosa populations are with P. 

generosa populations in the Pacific Northwest, where the 

bulk of global geoduck production is based. 

 
b. What are the different types of geoducks commercialized globally? 

While only 15% of the geoduck harvested in Mexico was P. generosa (sometimes erroneously listed P. 

abrupta2)i, the Pacific geoduck, as it is commonly known, is, by far, the most commercially important 

species of Panopea today.  

There are small populations of Panopea being harvested for local consumption or in development in a 

few locations around the world. The coastal waters of Argentine Patagonia, for example, are host to a 

smaller cousin of the Pacific geoduck, P. abbreviata. Small scale artisanal harvests (< 10 MT annually) 

                                                           
1
 Some taxonomists believe that P. globosa is a varietal of P. generosa. In this paper, they are referred to as distinct 

species.  
2
 Panopea abrupta is the scientific name of a now extinct species of Pacific geoduck first recorded in 1849. A 

taxonomical error in a peer-reviewed article published in 1984 misidentified the P. generosa as P. abrupta. Since 
then, “…this error has been perpetuated in the scientific literature … but the differences are clear: P. generosa, 
unquestionably the proper name for the Pacific geoduck, is hereby formally resurrected from the synonymy of P. 
abrupta.”  

Figure 1: Mexican Geoduck Production  

(By species; kg; 2011) 
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destined for local markets have been underway along the Patagonian coast for at least ten years.ii The 

Argentine government is currently investing in additional research into the biology and market viability 

of their local Panopea. New Zealand’s geoduck, P. zealandia or ‘King Clam’, has also been harvested on a 

very limited artisanal basis. In 2011 New Zealand researchers announced initial success in rearing 

juvenile Panopea in a laboratory setting, and several experimental P. zealandia aquaculture projects are 

currently underway. The Auckland University of Technology is partnering with Aquaculture New 

Zealand, the country’s largest aquaculture industry group, to develop the P. zealandia sector. 

Aquaculture New Zealand has set a target to grow the country’s aquaculture sector to from $380M in 

2012 to $1B by 2025.   P. japonica or the Japanese (sometimes Korean) geoduck is native to the coastal 

waters of Japan, China and Korea. China is reportedly working on commercial cultivation of P. japonica;iii 

however there is little available information about the current extent of the commercial harvest of wild 

or cultured P. japonica. Finally, P. Bitruncata is the only known Atlantic geoduck species and is found in 

the Gulf of Mexico and along the US Atlantic Coast as far north as North Carolina; it is not commercially 

harvested.  

c. How much of each type is produced and commercialized globally? 

In 2011, P. generosa represented over 80% of global geoduck production, with P. globosa making up 

most of the remainder. Small, chiefly experimental harvests of other species do occur but do not factor 

significantly into global geoduck trade. The entire Pacific Northwest geoduck production is P. generosa, 

while, as listed above, only 15% of Mexico’s production is P. generosa.  It is important to note that the 

bulk of Mexico’s Panopea production is of a species not widely commercialized elsewhere. 

d. What are the characteristics of each type of geoduck? 

The significant morphological differences within species and across population groupings make it 

difficult to generalize the characteristics of each distinct species. That said, in Mexico in 2011, the 

average ex-vessel price for all P. globosa landings was roughly 50% lower than the average price of 

Mexican P. generosa landings. This substantial difference in price of Mexican geoduck suggests the 

market does differentiate between the two main species. 

In addition, there appears to be substantial morphological variation between P. generosa populations in 

the Pacific Northwest and in Mexico. Similarly, regionally distinct P. globosa populations found in the 

Gulf of California exhibit a wide variety of features. Variations within P. globosa and P. globosa 

populations include shell color3 (from brown, to rust, to tan, to white), heterogeneity in size, growth 

rate, preferred temperature and duration of viability out of water.iv According to a market study 

sponsored by Canada’s Underwater Harvester Association (UHA), Mexican P. generosa loses a greater 

percentage of its body weight in shipping and is more flaccid than its northern counterparts. On the 

                                                           
3 One producer speculates that shell color is a function of the substrate into which the geoduck burrow. Others 

believe that the whiter shell color is related to the tidal patterns in the geoduck’s habitat: greater tidal variation in 

effect scrubs the animal’s shell, leaving it whiter than geoducks living in area with more mild tides.   
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other hand, Mexican geoduck is known for having a longer out-of-water shelf life than either US or 

Canadian geoduck. 

Each of these attributes could influence the demand and ultimate retail value of Mexican geoduck. For 

example, the robustness of Mexican geoduck, provides a clear logistically advantage to Pacific 

Northwest product, which survives for a shorter period of time once harvested. This trait could allow 

Mexico to access distant markets with a less established cold chain infrastructure. Similarly, 

understanding the causes of shell discoloration could help Mexican producers develop a product that 

aligns with the demands of the end market.  

e. What geoduck products are commercialized? 

Geoduck can be commercialized either live or as a 

processed product. It appears that, as recently as 

2000, nearly all geoduck exported by the US was 

exported processed. However, today, essentially all 

US geoduck produced today is commercialized and 

exported live. This shift may be a result of increased 

Canadian dominance of the live clam trade or of 

previously insufficient infrastructure available to 

transport fragile live clams overseas.  

Product quality deteriorates very quickly once the animal dies and much value is immediately lost. The 

figure to the right highlights the price differential for US Geoduck exports between live and processed 

(dead) product. Some Mexican processors who 

receive dead geoducks or animals with cracked 

shells will remove the shell and guts, skin, cut, 

freeze and vacuum pack the siphon flesh for sale. 

Processed in this manner, the yield is approximately 

25% of the live weight. There is currently limited 

overseas demand for this product, as it is considered 

inferior. However, there is a small local Mexican 

demand for this frozen geoduck, which one vendor 

in Ensenada sells for 50 pesos / kg.  

  

Figure 3: Price of US Geoduck Exports – Processed v. Live  

(USD/kg; 2000 - 2012) 

Figure 2: US Geoduck Exports – Live v. Processed 

(2000 - 2012) 
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f. Which countries are the largest producers of geoduck? 

With the exception of 

minor artisanal production 

off the coasts of Argentina 

and New Zealand, all 

commercial geoduck is 

harvested from North 

American waters. In 2000 

global production was 

evenly split between the US 

and Canada. By 2010, 

Mexico’s production 

represented nearly 25% of 

global production, cutting 

Canada’s and the United 

States’ shares of global production to just over 30% and 45% 

respectively.  

Today the bulk (approx. 85%) of US wild production comes 

from Washington State, with the remainder coming from 

southern Alaska. Alaska’s share of total US wild capture has 

grown over the past 15 years. Washington State dominates 

geoduck aquaculture production, with more than 90% of total 

cultivation in 2010.  

g. Which countries are the largest exporters of each type of 
geoduck? 

Canada was the largest global exporter of geoduck until 2009. 

Although the US produces more geoduck than Canada, a 

large percentage of US product has traditionally been 

exported to Canada. As recently as 2005, Canada purchased 

close to 90% of US geoduck for re-export. However, in the 

past five years, the US has developed its direct export 

market. In 2009 the US surpassed Canada as the largest total 

geoduck exporter for the first time in over a decade. Because 

export statistics include re-exports, this is likely due to the 

increased importance of Mexican geoduck production, nearly 

all of which was exported through US ports. Mexico is the 

only global producer of P. globosa and exports its entire 

production to the United States, which then re-exports the P. 

globosa to Asia. 

Figure 4: Global Geoduck Production 

(Metric Tons; by Country; 1994 - 2012) 

Figure 6: Total Global Geoduck Exports 

(Metric Tons; by Country; 2001 - 2012) 

Figure 5: US Geoduck Exports by Importing Country 

(Metric Tons; by Country; 2001 - 2012) 
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Table 1: Global Geoduck Production 

(by Country; Wild v. Cultured; 1970-2010) 

 

YEAR 
WILD PRODUCTION FARMED PRODUCTION 

TOTAL 
CAN MEX AK WA USA SUBTOTAL CAN USA SUBTOTAL 

1970  -     -     -     37   37                  37              -                -                     -     37  

1971  -     -     -     277   277                277              -                -                     -     277  

1972  -     -     -     234   234                234              -                -                     -     234  

1973  -     -     -     210   210                210              -                -                     -     210  

1974  -     -     -     364   364                364              -                -                     -     364  

1975  -     -     -     1,076   1,076             1,076              -                -                     -     1,076  

1976  -     -     -     2,434   2,434             2,434              -                -                     -     2,434  

1977  -     -     -     3,922   3,922             3,922              -                -                     -     3,922  

1978  -     -     -     3,216   3,216             3,216              -                -                     -     3,216  

1979  -     -     -     2,371   2,371             2,371              -                -                     -     2,371  

1980  2,806   -     -     1,774   1,774             4,580              -                -                     -     4,580  

1981  2,704   -     -     1,946   1,946             4,650              -                -                     -     4,650  

1982  3,135   -     -     2,405   2,405             5,540              -                -                     -     5,540  

1983  2,635   -     -     1,598   1,598             4,233              -                -                     -     4,233  

1984  3,484   -     -     2,005   2,005             5,489              -                -                     -     5,489  

1985  5,370   -     65   1,864   1,929             7,299              -                -                     -     7,299  

1986  5,005   -     13   1,295   1,308             6,313              -                -                     -     6,313  

1987  5,735   -     84   2,023   2,107             7,842              -                -                     -     7,842  

1988  4,567   -     65   2,091   2,156             6,723              -                -                     -     6,723  

1989  3,904   -     94   1,483   1,577             5,481              -                -                     -     5,481  

1990  3,958   -     86   1,566   1,652             5,610              -                -                     -     5,610  

1991  3,234   -     88   1,523   1,611             4,845              -                -                     -     4,845  

1992  2,852   -     86   787   873             3,725              -                -                     -     3,725  

1993  2,422   -     95   946   1,041             3,463              -                -                     -     3,463  

1994  2,227   -     89   895   984             3,211              -                -                     -     3,211  

1995  2,085   -     104   563   667             2,752              -                -                     -     2,752  

1996  1,842   -     92   1,251   1,343             3,185              -                -                     -     3,185  

1997  1,796   -     82   1,487   1,569             3,365              -                -                     -     3,365  

1998  1,797   -     50   1,614   1,664             3,461              -                -                     -     3,461  

1999  1,797   -     92   1,921   2,013             3,810              -                -                     -     3,810  

2000  1,797   -     199   1,564   1,763             3,560   -     9                    9   3,569  

2001  1,821   -     129   1,847   1,976             3,797   -     123                123   3,920  

2002  1,822   50   178   2,006   2,184             4,056   7   235                242   4,298  

2003  1,724   40   171   1,931   2,102             3,866   19   220                239   4,105  

2004  1,797   260   243   2,045   2,288             4,345   27   354                381   4,726  

2005  1,560   690   198   2,110   2,308             4,558   55   436                491   5,049  

2006  1,560   1,270   330   2,002   2,332             5,162   77   393                470   5,632  

2007  1,560   1,200   277   1,959   2,236             4,996   110   451                561   5,557  

2008  1,559   1,220   422   2,321   2,743             5,522   76   598                674   6,196  

2009  1,560   713   312   2,329   2,641             4,914   69   701                770   5,684  

2010  1,610   1,241   382   1,963   2,345             5,196   45   613                658   5,854  
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h. Other species that it competes with in the market?  

Given its unique appearance and taste, the geoduck has no real directly competitive products. Geoduck 

is a high value item primarily purchased at restaurants for ‘business entertainment’ (Gliason) and other 

celebratory occasions; it is often on the menu with other high value seafood specialty items.  

Table 2 below shows an industry study of price points of popular clam and non-clam offerings at 

Japanese sushi restaurants. Geoduck (mirugai) was listed in the most expensive class of items, alongside 

abalone, ‘very fatty tuna’ and sea urchin roe.  

 

  

Table 2: Typical Japanese Sushi Offerings by Price Point 

 (USD; 2009; Clam and non-clam items) 
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VALUE CHAIN 

 
i. What are the primary channels through which Mexican geoduck are commercialized? 

 
Mexican geoduck is harvested along the Gulf of California and the Pacific coast of Baja California. At 

this report’s release, 89 permitted geoduck harvest areas had been designated by the government -  

been distributed  CONAPESCA offices in ten locations along these coasts report geoduck landings. 

Geoduck divers typically employ 8-12 meter long fiberglass pangas, equipped with a four-stroke 

outboard motor, an air compressor for the diver, a generator to supply energy to the air compressor and 

a storage well. A geoduck boat requires at least three crew members: the skipper, the diver and a 

compressor operator (‘cabo de vida’). Some boats bring ice aboard and others have a pump set up to 

keep water flowing over the clams in the storage well. 

Divers employ pressurized water guns called stingers4 to remove sediment from around a geoduck 

burrow to aide in harvesting the clams and can harvest anywhere between 5 and 25 animals during a 

single dive. A geoduck diver may descend up to 10 times per trip.  

A single geoduck trip can return between 50 and 500 animals; on an average trip, a crew typically 

gathers 250 animals. When the diver has filled a well with clams, or the panga returns to the beach, 

loads the boat onto a trailer and takes the boat with the clams still in the well to the processing plant.  

Upon arrival at the processing plant, geoducks are usually washed, bound with a rubber band and 

transferred into large saltwater holding tanks (usually concrete), capable of holding between 1500 and 

3000 geoducks. These tanks are filled with seawater brought in via tanker truck.5 

 

 

 

In plants that receive geoducks from multiple sources, the live product is often sorted into separate bins 

according to their origin (and sometimes size or grade). Geoducks are kept live in these tanks until an 

order comes in. When provided with clean water, kept at a constant temperature and aerated the 

animals can survive for up to a month, nearly twice as long as North Pacific clams.v 

When an order arrives, the processors take the live geoducks, often wrapped in rubber bands, and layer 

them with frozen gel packs in Styrofoam coolers. A standard cooler can hold anywhere between 18 and 

32 geoducks, depending on their size and the buyer’s specification (e.g., how many gel packs to include 

with the shipment).  

                                                           
4
 This technique was first developed by the Navy, which used the stingers to dig test-fired torpedoes out of the 

ocean floor off of the Pacific Northwest. 
5
 In one case, the author observed this water being taken from an important commercial fishing dock, with many 

large industrial shrimp vessels and clear signs of pollutants in the water. 

Table 4: Profit Structure for Representative Trailer of Geoduck 

(Puerto Peñasco; 2012) 

Table 3: Profit Structure for Representative Harvest Trip 

(Puerto Peñasco; 2012) 
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The exporter typically covers the cost of packing materials. According to one processor, the Chinese 

buyers often request processors to pack more geoduck per cooler or to include fewer ice packs per 

cooler. During warmer months, additional icepacks are often included. Packed boxes are loaded into 

refrigerated trailers and trucked across the Tijuana or Otay Mesa border crossing and then driven to the 

Los Angeles airport where they are loaded onto planes and flown to wholesale markets in Hong Kong or 

China.  

  
j. Who are the largest geoduck import players? 

According to a Canadian processor, there are only five or six primary geoduck importers in Hong Kong, 

all of which have close (and in some cases family) ties with geoduck wholesalers in Vancouver. These 

wholesalers finance many of the geoduck 55 license holders in Canada and, in some cases, permit 

holders in Washington State. The close integration between the producers, wholesalers and Hong Kong 

importers allow for a high level of control over the production and price of the live geoduck market. The 

correspondingly opaque market conditions put non-traditional players (e.g., Mexico) at a disadvantage 

in the market. 

However, recent developments in the Mainland China market may open the way for Mexican 

wholesalers to pursue direct trade with Chinese importers. In 2011 China Southern Airlines launched a 

dedicated cargo route between Vancouver and Shanghai four days a week to handle the large volumes 

of fresh seafood traded between Canada and Mainland China. An industry report mentioned that, in 

recent years, new buyers have been showing up at geoduck auctions in Vancouver, another sign that the 

export market may become more competitive and open.  

 
k. Does illicit geoduck follow the same trade routes as legally harvested geoduck? 

There is a robust and well-documented illegal geoduck trade internationally. In the Pacific Northwest, 

the illegal geoduck trade likely feeds into the same market as legally harvested geoduck. vi Both 

Washington State and British Columbia have ramped up surveillance and enforcement efforts in recent 

years to combat geoduck poaching. In Mexico, illegally harvested geoduck typically enters the legal 

value change at one of the seven geoduck storage and export facilities in Ensenada. In recent months, 

military checkpoints in Baja California and Sonora have arrested individuals accused of transporting 

illegally harvested geoduck.  

There are three significant bottlenecks in the global geoduck trade. Canadian product almost exclusively 

is flown out of Vancouver’s commercial airport. Mexican product leaves the Americas through the Los 

Angeles airport on commercial flights and the geoduck that the Pacific Northwest does not export to 

Canada is shipped through the Seattle-Tacoma (Sea-Tac) airport. These three bottlenecks – Vancouver, 

Sea-Tac and Los Angeles – likely handle over 90% of global geoduck exports (legal and illegal). This 

would be the most logical place for enforcement to crack down on illegal product. Once geoduck arrive 

in the wholesale markets in Hong Kong and Mainland China, there are likely no traceability requirements 

or enforcement. 
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l. How ‘traceable’ is the international geoduck trade?  

Geoduck’s narrow geographic range has led to a limited number of sources of supply for the global 

market. Given that the majority of geoduck is sold live, freshness is relatively easy for buyers to 

ascertain. There is some evidence that geoduck shell color varies depending on where the animal was 

harvested. Shell color could prove a useful identifying trait to buyers interested in determining the 

source of their geoduck. That said, shell bleaching, or artificial scrubbing and genetic variability could 

decrease the dependability of visual origin testing.  

Recent genetic surveys of fish maw in Asian markets and other seafood products in the US have yielded 

valuable data that can help biological and market researchers determine the geographic origin of a 

seafood product, even after it has been cooked or dried. Similar techniques could be applied to live 

geoduck market. 

In addition, there are regulatory processes that are being implemented to increase the traceability of 

legal products. Washington State’s Department of Natural Resources (DNR) hosts an anonymous 

poacher reporting website that rewards individuals for reporting illegal harvest activity. In addition, 

Washington State requires that each geoduck delivery (to landing facility) must be accompanied by a 

shellfish ticket, filled out in quintuplicate. The dealer copies (white and yellow) stay with the receiver for 

their records, one state copy (green) is sent to the Department of Fish and Wildlife, the other state copy 

(pink) is given to the DNR at the time of weighout, and the fishermen keeps a copy (gold) for their 

records. This complex, paper-based system is likely prone to inconsistencies in data and lost records, 

both of which could facilitate geoduck smuggling and hamper enforcement efforts. In contrast, the 

Underwater Harvesters Association in Canada has developed a cage tag program to deter illegality, 

which requires anyone commercializing geoducks to have a state-issued, waterproof tag affixed to each 

crate of clams. The tags are color coded, with orange tags corresponding to the southern geoduck 

harvest and green tags corresponding to northern harvest. Each tag is required to have the following 

information written in waterproof market: “Name of vessel; license number; vessel registration number 

(CFV#); harvest date; area, sub-area and geoduck management information; common name of the 

product (e.g., live geoduck clams); net weight; name of processor; and harvest location.”vii 
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MARKETS 

 
m. What are the top five markets for geoduck worldwide? 

Over the past 12 years, Chinese markets (including Hong Kong 

and Taiwan) have absorbed the vast majority (≈98%) of global 

geoduck production. The remaining 2% is primarily split 

between the United States, Japan, South Korea, Singapore 

and Portugal. Every few years a small shipment is exported 

to African and South East Asian markets, but this represents 

a small fraction of global exports. 

Hong Kong is the principal receiving port for geoduck 

entering China. As it is a tariff-free zone, it is an attractive 

destination for seafood exporters, compared with China, 

which charges an 8% duty and a 17% VAT on all live geoduck 

arriving on its shores from the US (2012 tariff code: 

03077191). 6 

According to one source cited in the UHA market report, 60-70% of geoduck imported into Hong Kong is 

re-exported to large coastal cities in Mainland China 

(Shanghai, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Wenzhou, Hangzhou and 

Fuzhou). Given Shenzhen’s geographic proximity to Hong 

Kong, it often serves as a stop-over point for high value 

seafood en route to its final destination.  

Within mainland China, Guangzhou (formerly Canton), 

capital of Guangdong province is a market hub for much of 

the live seafood trade. Shanghai is the mainland city that 

receives that largest quantity of direct geoduck shipments 

from overseas and serves as the wholesale and distribution 

centre for geoduck to Eastern China.viii  According to an 

importer cited in the UHA report, Beijing and northern 

China’s geoduck market potential is underdeveloped 

compared with China’s eastern coast. 

n. Which geoduck markets are growing most quickly? 

In terms of absolute volume, the mainland Chinese market is growing most quickly. There is a small but 

growing demand for geoduck in Canada and the United States, driven by increased sushi consumption. 

NMFS does not currently track US geoduck consumption data, nor can a reasonable estimate be made 

                                                           
6
 Another source puts China’s total shellfish tariff at 28.82%. 

Figure 7: Destination of Canadian Geoduck Exports 

(Aggregate Exports; Live; 2000 - 2012) 

Figure 8: Destination of US Geoduck Exports 

(Aggregate Exports; Live; 2000 - 2012) 
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by looking at production, import and export data, as re-export data confound attempts at closer 

analysis.   

Given the high price Chinese consumers are willing to pay for geoduck and US and European consumer 

price sensitivity, it is unlikely that non-Chinese markets will be able to absorb much of the global trade 

for the foreseeable future.7ix 

o. What characteristics are valued by each market? 

In China, over 90% of geoduck consumed fall into the 

‘business entertainment dining category’.x  Chinese 

consumers value the geoduck for its sweet flesh and 

crunchy texture.xi Apparently the color of the siphon 

is used to distinguish the quality of the geoduck, with 

whiter colored siphons considered of higher quality 

than darker siphons.  

Seasonality affects the demand for geoduck products. 

In the cold winter months, consumers in China prefer 

geoduck cooked in ‘hot-pots’, or a communal soup 

bowls. Hot pot season is typically October to 

March. Sashimi is most popular in the warm 

southern months. Chinese New Year and 

Golden Week celebrations also see a significant 

rise in this popular banquet food.  

Given the significant variations in color of 

geoduck shells and siphons in the Upper Gulf and 

Pacific wild geoduck stock, additional research 

into the biological and environmental factors 

that contribute to geoduck color could provide 

valuable information for Mexican geoduck 

producers, farmers and marketers. 

 

The size of the geoduck is important to Chinese 

consumers. Medium sized clams (.75-1kg) can 

feed a typical group of 4-5 diners, while 

larger clams (1kg+) would be reserved for 

larger gatherings. Demand for medium 

sized clams is higher and more constant 

                                                           
7
 Top restaurants in New York City offer geoduck at a high premium. For example, at Brushstroke, a joint venture 

between restaurateur David Bouley and Japan’s Tsuji Culinary Institute, the winter 2013 seasonal tasting menu 
($180 USD) offers customers the option to substitute geoduck sashimi for the fish sashimi for an additional 
premium of $43 USD.  

Figure 9: Primary Presentations for Geoduck in China  

(By Volume of Geoduck Consumed in Chinese Restaurants; 2008) 

Table 6: Example of Historical Prices Paid to Distributor in Puerto Peñasco 

(USD/kg; P. globosa; Puerto Peñasco; 2009-2012; Nominal USD) 

Table 5: Ex-Vessel Prices for Mexican Geoduck 

(By origin and species; 2011 USD/kg) 
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than that for the larger animals.xii Generally, neither the Hong Kong nor the Shanghai markets are 

interested in purchasing geoducks over 1.36kg (3 lbs). 

 

According to the UHA, the geoduck industry group in British Columbia, the white tablecloth market in 

China prefers Canadian geoduck over US and Mexican clams.  

 
p. What prices are distinct markets willing to pay? 

Ex-Vessel: Table 6 to the right shows the average ex-vessel price paid by Mexican first receivers in 2011. 

Prices range from $1.6/kg – $11.2/kg; the average across regions and species was $3.4/kg.  

Mexican Wholesaler: Table 7 presents an 

example of annual minimum and 

maximum prices that an Ensenada-based 

wholesaler paid for P. globosa originating in 

Puerto Peñasco over the past four years. 

Exporter: Table 8 shows the reported prices 

paid by a geoduck exporter to a wholesaler 

based in Ensenada, by region, attribute and the 

number of clams packed per box. The price 

varies significantly depending on the species 

and port of origin, from $10/kg for P. globosa 

from San Felipe, to $40/kg for P. generosa.    

Wholesaler in Asia: Figure 

10 provides a list of 

average export price paid 

for live geoduck by country 

from 2010-2012.  

Retail: Geoduck is a prized 

‘banquet’ food in China 

and the prices that 

consumers are willing to 

pay have been increasing in 

recent years. In part owing 

to the fragility of the 

geoduck and its short 

lifespan out of water, Asian 

wholesalers assume 

significant costs and risk in 

distributing geoduck to 

Figure 10: Price of US Geoduck Exports by Destination Market 

(Live/Fresh; USD/kg; 2000 – 2012) 

Table 7: Example of Prices Paid to Wholesaler in Ensenada 

(By Port of Origin; 2012 USD/kg; Ensenada) 
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retail markets. In 2012, top grade geoduck was receiving between $220-$330 USD/kg in China, while 

average quality geoduck retailed for between $60-$80 USD/kg. 

 
q. What attributes (origin / wild / legal / traceable / clean water) currently add value to geoduck? 

Freshness / Firmness: The fresher the better. The stress of harvest, transport and any time spent outside 

of the water causes geoducks to quickly lose water weight and firmness, both of which decrease the 

per-animal value of the geoduck.  

Region: Canadian geoducks appear to enjoy the reputation as the best quality product. The Canadian 

UHA divide their harvest into four quality categories, primarily based on weight, uniformity of size and 

shell and siphon color. Washington State’s harvest is generally considered inferior to Canadian clams, 

though Washingtonian producers classify their product using similar criteria to UHA. Alaskan geoduck 

are typically harvested in remote communities and must travel a longer distance to reach their final 

market. As such, they are less valuable than Washingtonian clam. Mexican geoduck occupy the bottom 

rung of the current country of origin value scale.  

Within Mexico, there is additional regional-based grading that occurs. Geoduck harvested in San Quintín 

and San Carlos receive the highest value, while geoduck from Puerto Peñasco receives as much as 50% 

less than the Pacific product. Geoduck harvested in San Felipe currently has the lowest value of all the 

legally harvested geoduck market. Prices for illegal geoduck can be as low as 10% of the highest value 

Mexican product.  

Farmed / Wild: Inherently there does not appear to be much of a distinction between the prices paid for 

farmed and wild geoduck. There are, however, certain attributes of farmed geoduck that, if properly 

controlled, can yield a higher percentage of first class clams than the wild harvest. For example, farmed 

product is typically more uniform in size and color. In addition to providing value to markets that prize 

uniformity, it is possible that the costs associated with grading and commercializing distinct grades of 

clam are smaller than those of the wild-caught industry. One study found that farmed geoduck did not 

reach a sufficient age to achieve the most desirable, crunchy texture.  

Uniformity of Product: Asian markets, and the Japanese market in particular, place a strong premium on 

uniformity of product size and appearance.  
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r. How is geoduck marketed? Have there been notable efforts to market geoduck?  

The Canadian geoduck producer industry group, the Underwater 

Harvesters Association (UHA) has been an avid promoter of the 

industry’s products since its foundation in 1981. The UHA counts 

among its membership, all 55 license geoduck holders in British 

Columbia, crew from many of the fishing vessels and all of the major 

Canadian wholesalers. The UHA’s supports the industry in a number 

of ways, including: spearheading lobbying efforts, developing 

marketing campaigns, financing biological and market research and 

export promotion. In 1989, the Association launched a ‘Geoduck 

from Canada’ campaign. In 2011, the Canadian Ministry of Fisheries and Oceans announced an 

investment of $195,000 CDN aimed at increasing Canadian geoduck exports.  

Monterrey Bay Aquarium released a Seafood Watch 

report on Pacific geoduck in 2008, in which it found 

geoduck from both the US and Canada to be a ‘Best 

Choice’ seafood selection, indicating healthy stocks, 

effective management and low ecological impact 

associated with the fishery.xiii Over the past five years, 

geoduck has also received media attention, as a 

featured ingredient in reality TV shows focused on 

food and cooking.8 

  

                                                           
8
 In 2007 the Travel Channel’s popular food and travel program, “No Reservations with Anthony Bourdain” 

featured geoduck during a segment on food in the Pacific Northwest. Top Chef featured geoduck in its 2012 
season, set in Seattle, WA.  
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TRENDS 

 
s. How might pending regulation (FTA / export certifications /TPP) impact the geoduck trade? 

In June 2012, the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) signed a Memorandum of Understanding 

(MoU) with Mexico’s Comisión Federal para la Protección contra Riesgos Sanitarios (COFEPRIS), 

acknowledging that COFEPRIS’ shellfish sanitary control system is effective and meets the US National 

Shellfish Sanitation Program (NSSP) guidelines.xiv In effect, this permitted Mexico to legally export 

mollusks, including live geoduck, into the United States.  

The Chinese government is discussing lowering seafood tariffs to encourage growth in consumption. xv If 

the seafood trade barriers between the US and Mainland China are lowered, Mexican and US geoduck 

could have easier access to Mainland Chinese markets for their geoduck. 

 
t. Current and future state of wild-caught v. cultivated geoduck 

Geoduck aquaculture on a commercial scale is still 

in its relative infancy. Washington State began the 

first commercial geoduck aquaculture ventures in 

the late 1990s and early 2000s. Since then, 

geoduck aquaculture operations have been growing 

in both the US and Canada. In 2010, aquaculture 

accounted for roughly 11% of global geoduck 

production. xvi  As production techniques improve 

and technology spreads to new regions, geoduck 

aquaculture will likely continue to grow.xvii 

In Washington State and in British Columbia, 

industry associations like the UHA and the Pacific 

coast Shellfish Growers Association (PCSGA) are 

supporting research and political campaigns to 

support the growing geoduck aquaculture sector. In 

addition, researchers at the Auckland University of 

Technology and the Cawthron Institute in New 

Zealand reported successes in rearing juvenile 

Panopea zealandia.  

The Mexican government has begun to finance at 

least one private geoduck venture in Puerto Peñasco, 

which has successfully bred larvae and likely has the 

capacity to cultivate geoduck on a commercial scale. At the time of publication, the owner of this facility 

was still considering various techniques for transplanting juveniles to the natural environment.  

Figure 11: Global Geoduck Production – Wild Caught v. Cultivated 

(Metric Tons; 1994 - 2012) 
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Geoduck larvae are typically raised in closed facilities, 

fed plankton and released into the wild beds once they 

reach a certain stage in development. Some producers 

are experimenting with underwater nets designed to 

protect recently transplanted juveniles from predators 

(see above image)xviii or PVC piping that enable geoduck 

to be farmed in intertidal zones (see image to left).xix 

Taylor Shellfish’s aquaculture venture in the Puget 

Sound, WA reported a yield of roughly 37 MT of 

geoduck per square acre of cultivation. xx  It takes 

roughly six years for a geoduck to reach marketable size (≈.75 kg). 

 
u. What are possible risks to the geoduck market? 

Disease Outbreak: In 2011, the primary Alaskan geoduck harvesting area (Ketchikan) was closed down 

due to the presence of paralytic shellfish poisoning-related toxins (PSP or ‘Red Tide’) in the region’s 

shellfish population.xxi A major outbreak of PSP traced back to geoduck poses a serious risk to the 

industry. Similarly, an outbreak of PSP in any shellfish found in the Gulf of California or along the coast of 

Baja California could hurt the Mexican geoduck industry. 

Price Collapse: Increased geoduck production in Mexico from both wild and cultivated sources could 

create a market glut, causing the current high prices to collapse. The successful development of geoduck 

cultivation in China, Japan, Argentina and New Zealand could further increase the global supply and put 

downward pressure on geoduck prices. However, due to the long lag between geoduck seeding and 

harvest, this will not likely impact prices in the near future.  

Illegal Capture: Illegally captured geoduck poses multiple threats to the industry. Effective management 

of wild stocks is impossible if geoduck poachers continue to put pressure on the resource and damage 

the underlying stock for the foreseeable future. Poor treatment of poached geoduck could hurt Mexico’s 

regional reputation and Illegal harvest during PSP closures could contribute to a reputation-damaging 

outbreak. Large quantities of illegally harvested geoduck could contribute to a product glut and 

corresponding price collapse. Finally, the large sums of money involved in the black market geoduck 

trade will likely contribute to corruption among government officials charged with overseeing the 

harvest and trade of geoduck in Mexico.  

Environmental Impact Closures: Recent environmental impact assessments of the Puget Sound geoduck 

aquaculture operations show limited negative impact on the inter-tidal ecosystem.xxii That said, formal 

studies measuring the potential impacts of geoduck farming along the Baja California and Sonoran 

coasts have not yet been widely conducted.  
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