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CBI Market channels 
and segments for 
frozen seafood products 
 

‘Your trade route through the European market’ 
 

This document is your trade route to the European market. It 

provides you with a visual presentation of market channels and 

segments. It also provides information about the 

characteristics of each channel and segment, giving 

suggestions about which trade channel and segment best suits 

you.  
 

 

Management summary  
 
The two main segments in the EU market are retail and food service. While food 
service is mostly supplied by importing wholesalers and traders, retail is mostly 
supplied by importing wholesalers and the processing industry. Although in most 
cases your trading partner will currently still be a buying agent or an European 
importer, the length of supply chains is expected to become shorter in the future 
as a result of a shortage of supplies, increasing efficiency, quality requirements 
and sustainability issues. Owing to this development, it will become easier for 
you to do business directly with retailers and the food service sector.  
 
Figure 1: EU and EFTA market channel for frozen seafood products, 2014 
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Trends in seafood market channels 
 

 
 Consumption patterns differ throughout 

Europe 
The market channels through which 
imported seafood reaches European 
consumers differ widely between the east, 
west, north and south of Europe. They 
depend mostly on seafood consumption 
habits. In southern Europe, seafood 
consumption levels are higher and 
consumption habits are more traditional than 
in northern and western Europe. While the 
majority of southern Europeans know how to 
prepare fish, consumers in northern and 
western Europe generally have less 
experience with fish and prefer portioned 
and ready-to-eat products.  
 

 The role of agents in the supply chain is 
declining.  
Increasingly, buyers need to have more 
control over the quality of the product and, 
therefore, need to invest in direct 
relationships with suppliers and thus bypass 
agents more often. In some cases, however, 
depending on the product, agents will 
continue to keep their role as the facilitators 
of trading relationships between European 
buyers and developing country (DC) 
exporters. This is especially the case when 
services involving greater complexity are 
necessary, such as specific import 
requirements or when buyers need to source 
low volumes from many small-scale 
suppliers in order to consolidate supply (e.g. 
wild warm water shrimp).  
 

 Direct sourcing by retailers and 
wholesalers 
Large retailers and wholesalers (e.g. the 
Metro Group in Germany or Sligro in the 
Netherlands) are increasingly importing 
directly from DC exporters. This is 
particularly true of bulk products such as 
pangasius or tilapia. Lower volume products, 
such as yellow fin tuna or clams, often 
continue to be sourced through specialist 

trading importers. Compared with retailers, 
wholesalers more commonly source directly 
from DC exporters. One of the reasons for 
this is that, at present, seafood products for 
the retail segment are repacked by 
importing wholesalers in Europe. However, it 
is anticipated over the long term that 
packaging for the retail segment will move 
towards supplier countries, while repacking 
activities in Europe will decline.  

 
 Opportunities for joint ventures 

In general, importers in southern Europe are 
more willing to invest in processing and 
production activities in developing countries 

Considerations for action 
 Gather market information about volatile 

developments in the European market, taking 
into account the diverse preferences 
throughout the different parts of Europe. The 
market intelligence platform of CBI or the 
market reports of Globefish are good starting 
points. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 To choose the right trading partners, it is 
important for you to decide whether you want 
to engage in value-adding activities, such as 
co-packing or customised products, or whether 
you want to supply bulk products. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Supply chains are getting shorter at present. If 

you succeed in making direct contact with large 
retailers or wholesalers instead of using agents 
or traders, this might provide you with better 
margins and a more sustainable relationship 
with your customer. However, you will also run 
the risk of rejection if you supply the retail or 
food service segment directly because your 
company will become directly responsible for 
the transhipment.  
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than importers in western Europe. Only a 
few western European companies have 
factories or production centres outside 
Europe. Examples of European importers 
that have their own factories outside Europe 
are Pescanova, Marine Harvest and Seafood 
Connection. Smaller companies tend not to 
invest in joint ventures. However, while the 
European market is increasingly confronted 
with competition from emerging markets and 
supply is tight, European companies are 
increasingly interested in setting up joint 
ventures.  

 
 
 

Retail Segment 
 

Figure 2 below represents the three main categories of companies active in the 

retail segment. The retail segment is defined as all shops selling products 

directly to consumers for the use of those products at home. The trends 

discussed here apply generally to all seafood products. There may be differences 

in the case of specific products. With regard to trends and market characteristics 

that are more product-specific, please consult the CBI Products Factsheets or 

Trend Mapping Reports.  

 
Figure 2: Main categories of companies in the retail segment 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure 3 indicates the different market divisions within the retail segment for 

supermarkets. The high-end segment mainly consists of exclusive supermarkets 

and organic supermarket chains. The middle-range segment consists of large 

supermarkets and hypermarkets, while the low-end segment consists of 

discounters.   
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Figure 3: Different market divisions for supermarkets within the retail segment 

 

 Exclusive supermarkets 
and organic supermarket 

chains  

Market share: small, but increasing 
Quality: BRC, IFS 

Sustainability: organic, MSC, ASC, GlobalG.A.P. 

Quantity: low and medium volumes 

Presentation: small portion exclusive brands / designs, frozen and 
defrosted 

Purchase: processing importers, importers/wholesalers, increasing co-

creation 

 Large supermarkets / 

hypermarkets 

Market share: large and rather stable 

Quality:  BRC, IFS 

Sustainability: GlobalG.A.P. (ASC, MSC) 

Quantity: high volumes 
Presentation: small portions, house brands, brands, frozen and 

defrosted 

Purchase: processing importers, increasingly direct 

 Discount supermarkets Market share: medium and increasing 

Quality: Legal requirements (BRC, IFS) 

Sustainability: becoming important in countries like Germany, UK, 
Switzerland and the Netherlands  

Quantity: high volumes 

Presentation: Medium-sized portions defrosted and frozen 

Purchase: importers/wholesalers, increasingly direct 

 
 
Distinctions between the high end, middle range and low end are more difficult 
to make with regard to the other two categories of companies in the retail 
segment: specialist fishmongers and street markets. Specialist fishmongers and 
street markets differ from country to country within the European market. The 
figure below provides some of the general characteristics for specialist 
fishmongers and street markets. Sustainability is an issue that differs between 
the several categories of company. Some highly specialised fishmongers in 
northern and western Europe will sell only responsibly sourced seafood products 
that are certified by the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), Friend of the Sea, 
and the Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC), or regionally produced seafood. 

In general, sustainability is not an issue for fishmongers and street markets. 
However, this may change over the short to long term.     
 
Figure 4: General characteristics of (specialist) fishmongers and street markets 
 

Market share: Small and decreasing 

Quality: Legal requirements 

Quantity: Low to medium 

Presentation: Bulk, fresh, and defrosted 

Purchase: Importers/wholesalers 

 
 

Trends 
 

 
 Increasing domination of supermarkets 

Large supermarket chains and discount 
supermarkets dominate the retail channel 
segment with market shares for seafood 
products of up to 80% in northern and 
western Europe. Specialist stores and street 
markets have somewhat higher market 
shares in southern Europe (especially in 
Spain, Italy, and Greece, where market 
share is at around 50%). However, large 
retail chains in these countries are increasing 

Considerations for action 
 Supermarkets increasingly dominate the retail 

segment. Quality and sustainability 
requirements for supermarkets are high. 
However, demand is relatively stable. Discuss 
with your European customer the action you 
should take to be a supplier for the 
supermarket segment.  
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their market share at the expense of 
fishmongers owing to the trend of one-stop 
shopping. Fishmongers in particular still play 
a role in the distribution of fresh products, 
while the supermarkets have even larger 
shares for frozen seafood. You should 
perform market research about specific 
market access requirements for large 
supermarkets. You can obtain the bulk of 
this information from European importers or 
from purchase managers at European 
supermarkets. 

 
 Consolidation in the number of 

supermarket chains 
There are over 420,000 non-specialist food 
retail stores in Europe. Nevertheless, this 
market segment is increasingly dominated 
by a relatively small number of large retail 
chains with concentrated buyer 
organisations. It is estimated that 
approximately 220 larger supermarket 
chains are operating in the European market 
with almost 600 different supermarket 
stores. The largest retailers have turnovers 
of over €100 billion. The number of retailers 
is expected to decline still further in the 
future. Large retailers, such as Carrefour or 
Ahold, are increasingly importing low and 
medium-value bulk products directly, instead 
of relying on import companies. If you are 

able to offer high supply volumes, you 
should try approaching the buying agencies 
of large European retailers directly.  

 
 Quality and sustainability focus 

Large retail chains use strict quality and 
sustainability standards. They have strict 
delivery agreements about service, 
packaging, health and safety requirements. 
They impose significant penalties if 
agreements are not met. BRC or IFS 
certificates are a prerequisite for doing 
business with the premium retailers. 
Furthermore, northern and western 
European supermarkets in particular are 
increasingly committing themselves to 
selling sustainable seafood and, as a 
minimum requirement, are demanding 
GlobalG.A.P. for cultured seafood and MSC 
for captured seafood. ASC is expected to be 
adopted in the near future as a new access 
requirement for many of the large retail 
chains with regard to cultured seafood. 
There is a variety of certification initiatives 
throughout Europe that grant access to 
specific niche markets (e.g. Naturland for 
organically produced seafood).   

 
 Discounters’ promotions  

Several European discounters, such as Aldi 
and Lidl, are increasingly employing 
promotional campaigns for products such as 
pangasius and tilapia. Discounters place 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 With regard to information on market access 

requirements, please check the CBI’s website 
or the ITC’s standards map. 

 
 Discuss with potential European customers 

whether it is worthwhile investing in 
sustainability certification. Sustainability 
certification might offer you premium prices 
and access to the most high-end markets in 
Europe.  

 
 Discuss with your buyers whether your product 

can serve any niche market in Europe and 
whether it is worthwhile investing in 
certification. You can find information on 
access requirements for specific European 
markets in the CBI’s Product Fact Sheets.  
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advance bulk orders for special promotions. 
In general, sustainability requirements will 
be less for discounters than for the large 
high-end supermarket chains; however, 
quality standards such as BRC and IFS are 
still a prerequisite. Special promotions often 
require high product volumes at the lowest 
available price. These types of promotion are 
expected to continue occurring, especially 
with regard to low and medium-value 
aquaculture products. If you are able to offer 
high product volumes at a very low price 
while still being of good quality, this will 
present you with the opportunity of offering 
this directly to large European discounters.     

 
 

Food service segment 
 

Figure 5 represents the three main categories of companies active in the food 
service segment. The food service segment is defined as all companies selling 
seafood products for out-of-home consumption. The trends discussed here apply 
generally to all seafood products. There may be differences in the case of 
specific products. With regard to trends and market characteristics that are 
more product-specific, please consult the CBI Product Fact Sheets or Trend 
Mapping Reports.  
 

Figure 5: Main categories of companies in the food service segment 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6 indicates the different market divisions within the food service segment. 
The high-end segment consists mainly of exclusive hotels and restaurants as 
well as specialist fast food and takeaway chains. These companies often focus on 
sustainable or locally-sourced seafood products. The medium-range segment 
consists of the institutional market, e.g. universities, hospitals, and canteens. 

Please bear in mind that these are only general differentiations.  
 
  

Food Service 
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universities, hospitals, etc. 
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http://www.cbi.eu/
mailto:marketintel@cbi.eu
http://www.cbi.eu/disclaimer
http://www.cbi.eu/marketintel_platform/fish-and-seafood-/177443/factsheet
http://www.cbi.eu/marketintel_platform/fish-and-seafood-/177443/trendmapping
http://www.cbi.eu/marketintel_platform/fish-and-seafood-/177443/trendmapping


CBI Market Channels and Segments for Frozen Seafood Products 

 

Source: CBI Market Information Database • URL: www.cbi.eu • Contact: marketintel@cbi.eu • www.cbi.eu/disclaimer 

Figure 6: Different market divisions for hotels, restaurants, the institutional 

market, and specialist fast food and takeaway chains within the food service 

segment 

 

 Exclusive hotels and 

restaurants 

Market share: small 

Quality: BRC, IFS 

Sustainability: often organic, MSC, ASC, Global GAP 

Quantity: low volumes 
Presentation: small portion exclusive brands / designs, frozen 

and defrosted, whole fish 

Purchase: specialist importers/wholesalers 

Specialist fast food chains 

and takeaway chains 

Market share: small to medium 

Quality: Legal BRC, IFS  

Sustainability: increasingly organic, MSC, ASC, Global GAP 

Quantity: low and medium volumes 
Presentation: fresh, frozen and defrosted, small portions 

Purchase: importers/wholesalers 

 Institutional markets: 

universities, hospitals, etc. 

Market share: large 

Quality:  BRC, IFS 

Sustainability: Global GAP (ASC, MSC) 

Quantity: high volumes 
Presentation: small portions, frozen and defrosted 

Purchase: processing industry, importers/wholesalers 

Standard hotels and 

restaurants 

Market share: medium 

Quality: BRC, IFS  

Sustainability: Global GAP (ASC, MSC) 

Quantity: high volumes   

Presentation: bulk, mostly defrosted and frozen 
Purchase: processing industry, importer/wholesaler 

  
Fast food retailers 

 
Market share: medium 

Quality: Legal requirements 

Sustainability: not important 

Quantity: medium 
Presentation: medium-sized portions defrosted and frozen 

Purchase: importers/wholesalers 

 
 

Trends 
 

 
 Urbanisation and busy lives: fast vs. 

authentic food 
Emerging trends suggest that consumers 
desire authentic food, fast dining, health 
consciousness, and ethnic cuisines. It 
appears that there is an increasing 
appreciation of high-end Asian cuisine. This 
presents you with an opportunity if you can 
supply the European market with high-value 
exotic species that are rather less in demand 
within the retail segment. A background 
story relating to the authenticity of these 
species needs to underlie the product as 
well; this allows the product to be marketed 
with a health-conscious food label. High-
value products serve the niche market of 
young people who are health-conscious and 

care about the environment. Seafood is 
particularly desirable if promoted as a 
healthy source of protein and Omega 3.  

 
 Exotic flavours increasingly accepted in 

northern, western, and eastern Europe  
It is becoming increasingly important for 
suppliers to the food service segment to do 
market research or to have discussions with 
buyers about specific trends in specific 
countries. One such example is that of 

Considerations for action 
 Ensure that your marketing strategy includes 

the story underlying your product and its 
healthy food message, as this is a growing 
niche in the European food service segment.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 Discuss with your buyers whether you can 

supply your product for specific ethnic cuisines 
in western and eastern Europe. 
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French and Italian consumers in the out-of-
home segment who are much more in favour 
of traditional southern European flavours, 
while customers in Germany and the UK are 
much more in favour of exotic flavours. The 
preference for exotic foods is expected to 
show particular growth in western, northern, 
and eastern European countries, while 
southern European consumers will continue 
to prefer local flavours.  

 
 Consumption in full–service restaurants 

in southern Europe declines 
Seafood consumption in southern European 
full-service restaurants is expected to 
continue its decline as a result of the 
economic crisis. In recent years, consumers 
have already been seen spending less in full-
service restaurants, while spending more in 
the fast food segment. Although the full-
service restaurants are expected to recover 
over the long term, and the economic 
forecasts are slowly improving, this trend is 
expected to continue in the short term. This 
means it may be worthwhile to discuss with 
your buyers whether you can diversify your 
supplies to other Western or Eastern 
European countries where the full-service 
segment is still growing and is expected at 
the very least to remain stable in the short 
term. 

 
 Demand for value-added products 

increasing 
In the institutional and fast food markets, 
demand is increasing for value-added 
products such as breaded shrimp or 
portioned fish. As seafood is marketed as a 
healthy food, consumers tend to see seafood 
as a healthy alternative to meat snacks. 
Although the fast food and institutional 
markets in western Europe are stable, the 
fast food segment is growing significantly in 
eastern and southern Europe in particular. 
This offers opportunities not only to the 
processing industry in Europe but also to you 
if you are able to invest in value-added 
production lines and if you can supply high 
volumes of products.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Try to diversify your customers geographically, 
as growth potential is mostly in eastern and 
north-western Europe, while the size of the 
out-of-home sector in southern Europe is 
expected to decline. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This survey was compiled for CBI by LEI Wageningen UR 

in collaboration with CBI sector expert Siegfried Bank 

 

Disclaimer CBI market information tools: http://www.cbi.eu/disclaimer 
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Annex 1: Market Channel pop-ups  
 

Agents: 

 Definition 

Agents can represent your company in a particular market or country, and 

they are usually in contact with potential buyers for your products. Agents 

may also work independently and act as contacts between your company 

and your buyers. 

 

 Suitability 

Agents are appropriate if you lack contacts in the market. Sometimes, 

agents will also work for European buyers seeking to buy directly from DC 

exporters. Agents can also provide expertise on specific issues, such as 

export requirements for accessing the European market.  

 

 Agent characteristics 

o They establish contacts with overseas buyers 

o They have a good knowledge of distribution channels/network, which 

means that you do not need to have extensive export experience  

o They can act as a substitute for your own sales force 

o They should be able to provide you with up-to-date market information, 

but this has to be stated in the contract 

o Their commission is generally between 2-3% 

o An agent does not buy the product, so this leaves you with the full 

financial risk while your margin decreases, because an agent works on 

the basis of commission. However, you save on your own marketing 

costs and pay only in the event of success. 

o Agents can be very difficult to bypass once engaged, because their 

position is protected under EU law.  

  

Trading and processing importers / wholesalers 

 Definition 

An intermediary engaged in importing and/or distributing goods in bulk. 

Trading importers only trade the product without processing it further 

themselves. Processing importers reprocess products before delivering to 

their customers. Processing importers generally deliver to higher market 

segments than trading importers. However, there are exceptions and there is 

an overlap between the two. 

 

 Suitability 

An importer is often the recommended trade channel, as importers know the 

market and product specifications very well, have different types of 

customers – which lowers your risk – and, furthermore, add value (e.g. 

through pre-financing). There are two types of importers: general food 

importers and specialist fish importers. Trading with an importer is of 

interest if you have no direct contacts with the retail or food service 

segment, or if you can supply only low volumes of product. Several 

importers often share containers with seafood products or may import 

containers with mixed products.      

 

 Characteristics 

o Familiar with the market and able to provide information, assistance 

and guidance 

o They acquire ownership of your products, which reduces your risk 

o They handle import formalities 

o Able to provide pre-financing, especially larger importers 

o They have an understanding of the product and market specifications 

o Able to assist with sustainability issues and co-product development 
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o They often buy extensive product ranges 

o Generally have longstanding relationships with buyers and suppliers; 

nowadays, availability and quality are more important than price 

 

Direct sourcing by retail and food service companies 

 

 Definition  

Where retailers and food service companies purchase direct from the 

exporter  

 

 Suitability 

If you can consistently supply high volumes at a competitive price while 

remaining able to comply with strict quality, food safety and sustainability 

requirements and already being familiar with the European market. The 

number of exporters bypassing European importers is increasing rapidly.  

 

 Characteristics 

o Various channels are available for market entry: food processing 

industry, retailers, food service companies 

o Gives you direct control 

o Your margins are generally higher because of a shorter supply chain 

o High up-front investment and on-going support costs 

o High penalties in the event of non-compliance with contracts 

o Compared with retailers in southern and eastern Europe, retailers in 

northern and western Europe are more likely to buy directly from 

exporters 

o If you are a small-scale exporter, targeting small-scale specialist 

retailers instead of large retail companies may represent an 

opportunity.  
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Annex 2: Market segment pop-ups 

 
Retail Segment: 

Supermarkets/hypermarkets: 

The retail segment is dominated by a small number of large retail groups that 

own several supermarket chains. These retail groups have concentrated buyer 

organisations. It is estimated that Europe has approximately 600 different 

supermarket chains. Retailers such as Rewe in Germany operate different 

brands with different consumer target groups: Billa, BIPA, Merkur, and Penny. 

Other examples of large European food retailers are Carrefour 

(hypermarket/supermarket based in France, > €100 billion turnover), Metro AG 

(Germany, > €100 billion turnover), Tesco (UK, ~€100 billion turnover), 

Schwarz Group and Aldi GMBH (discount supermarkets, Germany), and 

Koninklijke Ahold N.V. (supermarket, the Netherlands). 

Fishmongers and specialty shops: 

Fishmongers are occupying a growing niche within the European market. Their 

market share ranges from 30-50% in Spain to 10-20% in the UK. Fishmongers 

mostly position themselves as speciality shops and offer a wide range of 

products to their customers. In general, their range of products is more diverse 

than the range of products seen in large supermarkets. Fishmongers’ share of 

fresh products is greater than that for frozen products and is also greater in 

terms of European products than it is in terms of tropical seafood products. 

Fishmongers mostly purchase their tropical seafood products from specialist 

importers. 

Street markets: 

Street markets only have a small market share in Europe. Their market share 

remains significant only in some parts of Greece and Spain. In general, vendors 

at street markets sell locally caught fresh seafood products; in some cases, 

however, they also offer defrosted imported seafood products, which are 

imported in order to complement their product range.  

 

Food Service Segment: 
 

Full-service hotels and restaurants  

Hotels and restaurants account for a small but diverse part of the food service 

segment. There are highly exclusive restaurants that source from specialist 

importers and that have specific and frequently changing preferences. Seasonal 

availability and whole fresh fish are important to this group of companies. The 

more mainstream group of hotels and restaurants often has fewer specific 

preferences, preferring frozen and portioned products in bulk. 

 

Fast food and takeaway chains 

Fast food and takeaway chains are a major sub-segment within the food service 

segment. This group of companies is very diverse and can range from small 

specialist takeaway chains to large fast food chains. Sourcing strategies and 

product preferences depend on the size of the company and whether it is 

positioned in the high-end, medium range or low-end division of the food service 

segment.  

 

Institutional market: universities, hospitals, etc. 

The institutional market delivers to universities, hospitals, and canteens. 

Products are often frozen and portioned to make them suitable for quick 

preparation. The institutional market enjoys a significant share of the European 

market. They often source their products from the domestic processing industry 

or from large importers or wholesalers. 
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