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Intelligence

Surveys say? Salmon farmers can win
consumers’ trust
Monday, 12 November 2018

By Steven Hedlund

Findings from ACFFA forum indicate a generally positive view of
aquaculture, despite bad press

Recent surveys released indicate that North American consumers’
perceptions of farmed Atlantic salmon are generally positive.

(https://www.aquaculturealliance.org)
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In the court of public opinion, the jury is still out on salmon farming in places like Maine, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia,
Washington state and British Columbia. But two surveys released last month showed that North American
consumers’ perceptions of salmon farming – and aquaculture overall – are generally positive.

Published for the �rst time in the Global Aquaculture Advocate, the surveys – shared at the Atlantic Canada Fish
Farmers Association’s 2018 Aquaculture Forum (https://www.atlantic�shfarmers.com/events-all/2017/2/13/acffa-
aquaculture-research-science-and-technology-forum-2017), held at the Huntsman Fundy Discovery Centre in St.
Andrews, New Brunswick, from Oct. 23 to 25 – show that residents in North America’s salmon-farming areas support
their presence. And seeing or hearing negative media reports isn’t enough to sway their long-term attitudes toward the
industry. If anything, they’re ambivalent.

“What people are seeing or hearing … are what you would consider to be negative. They’re recalling something in the
media that has a negative connotation,” said Christina Waddy, managing director of New Brunswick operations at
Corporate Research Associates, who presented the �ndings at the forum.

As part of the agency’s quarterly telephone survey of 401 Nova Scotia residents, conducted in May 2018, survey
respondents were asked if they recall seeing or hearing something about aquaculture in Atlantic Canada, and about
one-third said “yes.” Those respondents were then asked what they recalled seeing or hearing. The top four answers
— �sh escapes/interaction with wild salmon, disease, environmental effect and general opposition to aquaculture
— were negative in nature.

“We then asked if seeing or hearing that has an impact on their overall [attitudes], and there’s a consensus that it
doesn’t,” said Waddy. “For those people who had indicated that they had seen or heard something, we asked them if it
caused their [attitudes] to be more favorable, the same or less favorable, and three-quarters indicated that it had no
impact. So even though what they’re seeing or hearing is negative, it’s not having an impact on their [attitudes].”

When asked if salmon farming is the same as farming other animals, about two-thirds of survey respondents agreed.
“We asked this question in 2014 and 2016, and the results have been fairly stable,” said Waddy.

The belief that farming, in general, is a good thing has a greater in�uence on consumer perceptions toward salmon
farming than negative media coverage, according to Don Morgan, senior partner and CEO of GMA Research Corp. in
Bellevue, Wash. He explained that negativity may in�uence reactionary opinions, but not attitudes, which he described
as deeply held beliefs.

“I call it the ‘umbrella effect.’ It’s what resonates over time,” said Morgan in an interview with the Advocate. “One
negative incident is not enough” to in�uence attitudes.

In April 2018, Morgan’s agency �elded an online survey of 700 residents in western Washington state on behalf of the
Washington Fish Growers Association. The survey came only one month after Washington lawmakers passed a bill
(https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/bill-to-phase-out-atlantic-salmon-farming-in-washington-
state-nears-deadline/) that will effectively phase out Atlantic salmon farming in the state; the bill was ultimately
signed into law Washington Gov. Jay Inlsee. The ban on open net pen farming of non-native �n�sh species was a
reaction to an escape at Cooke Aquaculture’s Cypress Island Atlantic salmon farm in August 2017. The incident
generated regional and national media coverage (https://www.aquaculturealliance.org/advocate/canadian-salmon-
farmers-leave-us-out-of-your-shutdown/), with everyone from commercial �shermen, recreational �sherman,
conservationists, First Nations and politicians weighing in on the industry’s fate in Washington.

Despite the negativity, survey respondents were generally supportive of salmon farming, said Morgan. More than two-
thirds (68 percent) of respondents agreed that “Salmon farming is an activity that can be done sustainably.” Two-
thirds concurred that “Local aquaculture production of �n�sh is an important source of healthy seafood,” while 60
percent agreed that “Fin�sh aquaculture, the farming of �sh in marine net pens, is something we should be doing more
of in Washington.” These results were shared for the �rst time at the ACFFA forum.

“There’s a lot of information about aquaculture out there that’s
positive.”
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“My No. 1 takeaway from the survey was that, despite all the negativity, we ended up with a very positive perception of
aquaculture,” said Morgan, who has 48 years of experience in opinion research and has numerous seafood-related
clients, from aquaculture producers to restaurateurs. “There’s a lot of information about aquaculture out there that’s
positive.”

Not all surveys created equal
Not all surveys support the notion that residents in North America’s salmon-farming regions have favorable views of
aquaculture.

In May 2018, British Columbia-based environmental NGO Wild First (https://www.wild�rst.ca) released a survey
concluding that nearly six in 10 British Columbia residents (59 percent) agreed that an immediate ban on open net pen
Atlantic salmon farming in the province is something the government should consider. The phone survey of 1,496
British Columbia residents was conducted by Mainstreet Research.

“This is a clear democratic case for immediate action from both provincial and federal governments to protect wild
salmon and encourage sustainable aquaculture,” said Wild First’s Tavish Campbell in a May 10 press release
(https://www.mainstreetresearch.ca/greater-awareness-spikes-support-for-unsustainable-salmon-farming-ban/).
(Campbell did not return emails seeking comment.)

Some of the Wild First survey questions could be described as manipulative, including, “Are you aware that open net-
pen salmon farms pollute coastal B.C. waters with feed and �sh waste?” and “Are you aware that open net-pen
salmon farms threaten wild salmon populations with sea lice, viruses and diseases?”

Morgan, who often testi�es as an expert witness in court when surveying techniques are questioned, said that type of
wording is unfair.

“These questions are extremely leading,” he said. “These are aided or prompted awareness questions. They tend to be
very biased.”

Given salmon’s popularity — about 60 percent of all fresh seafood consumed in the United States is Atlantic salmon
�llets from Canada, Chile, Norway, Scotland and other countries — producers have an opportunity to steer the
narrative in their favor.

“It can be hard to move the dial on something like [aquaculture] that [the public] is not thinking about on a regular
basis,” said Waddy. “So it’s positive to see that when there are [negative] news stories, you’re not seeing a signi�cant
drop in support.”

Follow the Advocate on Twitter @GAA_Advocate (https://twitter.com/GAA_Advocate)
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