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INTRODUCTION

The AquAdvantage salmon is poised to become the worldÕs first genetically engineered animal for human consumption. 
It is a patented fish created and owned by a leading aquaculture technology corporation. The species has been genetically 
altered so that the fundamental traits and characteristics of an Atlantic salmon are blended with an eel-like species called the 
ocean pout and a salmon native to the Pacific Ocean, the Chinook. The result is a fish that grows at twice the rate of Atlantic 
salmon, enabling it to reach a harvestable size in 18 months instead of 3 years. While genetically engineered plants have  
been readily produced and consumed in the United States, genetic modification of animals represents the next step in the 
production of genetically engineered foods for human consumption. Thus, the aquaculture industry and corporate inves-
tors are championing this development in food biotechnology, as the approval of a genetically modified animal species for 
human consumption will create new opportunities for profit in this realm of production.

As the AquAdvantage salmon nears its regulatory approval, groups within both public and private sectors have put 
forward coordinated opposition. In 2014, California Governor Jerry Brown signed a ban on commercial production of 
genetically modified salmon anywhere in the state (Gutierrez, 2014
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Technological fixes, such as hatcheries and aquaculture (otherwise known as fish farming), have been employed to address 
overfishing concerns. These approaches help produce specific fish species for the market, but fail to address the underly-
ing social relationships that created the fishery crisis. The history of salmon fisheries in the Pacific Northwest illustrates 
how a once plentiful wild population was turned into an overexploited commercial stock that eventually became a farmed 
commodity.
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ever-expanding supply of farmed fish. Due to these marketing efforts, salmon became a common offering at most US 
restaurants. Salmon is third in regard to all seafood options offered, just behind tuna and shrimp. Salmon reaches a penetra-
tion of 53.8% in casual restaurants and 82.7% at fine-dining restaurants (Cobe, 2012). The high percentage of restaurants 
serving salmon has expanded profits for salmon producers. Salmon aquaculture has created a steady supply of fish and 
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The FDA application continued to move through the regulatory process unhindered. By 2010, the FDAÕs Veterinary 
Medicine Advisory Committee concluded that the genetically engineered fish was safe to eat and posed no threat to the 
environment. In 2012, the FDA released its draft Environmental Assessment with a preliminary Òfinding of no significant 
impact.Ó Critics suggested that this finding was premature and did not allow for the full range of ecological and social 
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The commodification of salmon, and the eventual genetic modification of this fish, is the result of specific politicalÐ
economic relationships, focused on growing sales and maximizing profits. The depletion of wild salmon stocks posed a 
challenge for producers and distributors. New technological approaches, such as hatcheries and later aquaculture systems, 
were employed to maintain production. Intensive methods of fish farming increased the control of production and reduced 
the vagaries of ecological variation and change. Salmon aquaculture followed the lead of industrial agriculture, which pro-
duced large-scale, single-crop, input-intensive commodities for the global market. With this infrastructure in place, salmon 
could be produced on a large scale for the global seafood market. Established markets in wealthy countries ensure outlets 
for this valuable commodity. Salmon have now become a valuable food commodity in global markets, particularly in the 
Global North. In order to further enhance the efficiency of production, the industry is pursuing the development of geneti-
cally modified salmon to allow the animal to grow twice as fast.

The introduction of this technology using a fish rather than a terrestrial animal, such as a cow, invites an exploration of 
how the public perception of genetic modification varies by species. For example, genetic modification of plants is seen in 
a different light than when it involves animals, in part due to cultural considerations of how we view different life forms. 
Although a bit speculative, fish are likely a more ÒpalatableÓ way to introduce this technology in animals produced for 
human consumption rather than if it was being proposed on land mammals. The fact that fish are not considered charismatic 
megafauna may have helped advance salmon as the leading edge in the application of genetic technologies to the realm of 
animal-based production.
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