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General Information:  

Tijuana and Ensenada Trip Report 

  

On March 12-16, ATO/Monterrey visited Tijuana and Ensenada, in the northwestern state of Baja 

California, a striving tourist and industrial region, meeting with key restaurant, aquaculture, craft beer, 

and logistics companies.  

  

Overview of Tijuana / Ensenada 

With less than 100 years of statehood, Baja California, located in Mexico’s northwest end is an 

important economic development region in Mexico propelled by its relationship with the Southwestern 

United States. Its thriving economy, which accounts for about 3.1 percent of the country’s GDP , is 

mainly driven by export oriented manufacturing (maquiladora), electronic, automotive and textile 

industries, and tourism. In terms of agriculture, the state’s main products are grape (for wine), 

strawberries, wheat, tomato, oats, beef, milk, eggs, tuna, lobster, sardines, and sea urchin. 

  
Figure 1: Map of Baja California 

 
  

Tijuana is the largest city in Baja California, bordered to the north by the cities of Imperial Beach, and 



the San Diego neighborhoods of San Ysidro and Otay Mesa. To the southwest of the city are the Playas 

de Rosarito. It is one of the largest and fastest growing cities of Mexico, ranking fifth nationally in total 

population. The metropolitan area accounts for more than 1.8 million inhabitants. Its proximity to 

California makes it the most visited border city in the world, as well as the busiest border port of entry 

in the world with 300,000 daily crossings. 

  

The massive influx of travelers and a well-established North-South relationship has resulted in the 

emergence of a dynamic dining scene symbolized by what is become known as “Baja Med” 

accompanied by ample local wine and craft beer offerings.  The proliferation of restaurants is 

impressive; these can be found off the main thoroughfare Av. Revolucion (or La Revo, as it is 

commonly known) home to contemporary galleries and artsy cafes. Many hip, lauded restaurants have 

opened in Zona Río, the upscale commercial center that runs alongside the river. Additionally, the rise 

of food trucks, gastronomic parks and traveling food exhibitions have greatly contributed to the 

Region’s  alluring and eclectic food scene.  

  

Meanwhile, Ensenada, known as the “Cinderella of the Pacific,” has a vibrant downtown featuring 

cobblestone streets, a myriad of outdoor cafes and restaurants, street-food vendors, and a hopping craft-

brewery scene. According to a 2012 tourism study carried out by federal and state agencies, Baja 

California receives between 30-40 million visitors per year. This number is variable as tourists visiting a 

destination without a hotel stay are not officially recorded. 

  

Craft Beer Industry  

Baja California is considered one of the most important beer producing regions in Mexico, dating back 

to the early 1900’s. Influenced by neighboring San Diego, small craft breweries were established in the 

area around 1915, largely as an option for U.S. consumers during the Prohibition Era (the first wave of 

“beer-driven tourism”). After Prohibition ended and the emergence of large corporate breweries, these 

faded away during the latter half of the last century.  

  

The craft beer industry reemerged in force in the early 2010’s, mirroring San Diego’s successful foray 

into craft beers garnering the moniker of “Craft Beer Capital” of the US. Baja California spearheaded 

the craft beer industry nationwide, capitalizing on its emerging food scene. Introducing food pairing 

along with their new supply of beers. Industry reports from 2017 show that craft brewing in Mexico has 

grown in the last 5 years an average of 60 percent in terms of volume sales (hectoliters) and 63 percent 

in terms of breweries opening and entering the commercial distribution process. 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Registered craft breweries in Mexico and reported volume sales 



 
Source: ACERMEX Status of the craft beer industry report 2017 

  

Baja is no exception to these record numbers and, in some cases, they are higher. The state has around 

80 breweries, representing 13 percent of all registered breweries in Mexico (ranking #1) and reported 

almost 18,500 hectoliters produced in 2016, about 18 percent of the total national craft beer production 

(ranking #2 behind Jalisco). 

  

Craft brewers in Baja California are mainly located in the state’s three largest cities: Tijuana (42 

percent), Mexicali (29 percent) and Ensenada (24 percent) with the rest scattered throughout the state. 

Following national trends, more than half of the production is sold via third-party restaurants and bars 

and only 22 percent is sold directly from the brewers’ own factory or tasting room. This is part of the 

Baja brewers’ strategy; positioning their products as a complement to the eating experience of the 

BajaMed concept, a fusion of Mexican, Mediterranean, and Asian cuisines that highlights the region’s 

fresh produce and seafood.  

  

The craft beer industry’s outstanding growth rate represents a great opportunity for U.S. suppliers of 

craft beer ingredients, namely: malt, hops, and yeast. A recent study from the National Craft Brewers 

Association shows that 36 percent of the malt, 71percent of the hops, and 59 percent of the yeast are of 

U.S./Canadian origin. The other main supplier of these products is Europe, accounting for 53 percent of 

the malt, 26 percent of the hops, and 32 percent of the yeast. Mexico does not produce enough inputs for 

the industry and given the double-digit growth rates, it will be difficult to develop a local supply chain 

in the short term. 

  

Undoubtedly, the proximity to Southern California, the supply of U.S. ingredients in Baja California is 

probably higher than the aforementioned national numbers. To explore potential market opportunities, 



ATO Monterrey participated in the Ensenada Beer Fest Technical Seminar, carried out on March 13-15. 

Meeting with individual brewers and associations, discussions focused on the local brewers’ need for 

technical assistance projects. It was clear from the discussions that with the right mix of technical 

assistance, such as the  possibility of complementing next year’s seminar with U.S. speakers discussing 

the advantages of U.S. inputs, industry trends,  and technical information would further the ingredients’ 

demand in Baja California. 

  

Along with the U.S. Grains Council, ATO Monterrey met with Economic Development Office 

(SEDETI) authorities of the city of Tijuana, which recently signed an MOU with the city of San Diego 

and the San Diego Brewers Guild. The MOU would provide exchange of information (technical and 

commercial), the creation of a bi-national promotion strategy, and assistance in the input procurement 

process. ATO/Monterrey provided some useful suggestions to the SEDETI that, if implemented, would 

seek the involvement of other U.S. associations to carry out a coordinated market development program. 

  

Restaurant Sector 

Official statistics (economic census) show that the number of registered restaurants in Baja California 

almost doubled from 4,955 in 2004 to 9,649 in 2014. According to the state’s Restaurant Association, 

there are now more than 10,000 registered restaurants (this classification includes all types of food 

preparation business units, from taco stands to food trucks to traditional restaurants) with an estimated 

income of around 600 million USD per year and a 6 to 8 percent growth rate. 

  

Home of the Caesar salad, lobster tacos with beans, and the infamous margarita cocktail, Baja 

California’s cuisine has shown an impressive evolution in the last 10 years, shifting from simple, 

traditional recipes to innovative, out-of-the-ordinary concepts, mixing different styles and including 

local elements to enrich the customer’s experience. This evolution has attracted legions of visitors from 

southern California that cross into Mexico only to “grab a bite”. When restaurant owners noticed this 

trend, they complemented the eating experience with the Region’s wine, subsequently expanding it with 

locally produced craft beer. This trend gave rise to the ”colectivos”, or food joints, where consumers 

can choose from a variety of food types and pair them with a beer of their choice in a single spot 

(further complemented with live music, desserts, local art and even foosball tables). 

  

In 2017, the restaurant industry launched the Gastronomy Route, joining the already established Wine 

Route. Including 400 restaurants throughout the state, the Route was heavily promoted in airline 

magazines, among foreign tourist operators and even using pamphlets in the border port of entry. 

  

ATO Monterrey discussed the gastronomy promotion strategy with the local Restaurant Association 

(CANIRAC). Through the use of Cochran Fellowship projects and other technical assistance activities 

we believe we can further increase the demand of U.S. agricultural products for this foodservice sector, 

which also seeks to consolidate its procurement channels. Meats, poultry, dairy products, to name a few, 

are on the sights of local restaurant owners. They are familiar to the quality and wholesomeness of U.S. 

products and already use or have used them in the past. This would provide ample opportunities for U.S. 

food service companies that are willing to venture into this growing and established market, yet needs 

some structure. 

  

Aquaculture Industry  

Baja California has a rich tradition in normal fishing activities and aquaculture operations. In 2017, the 



state’s fisheries reported 136,865 MT of open sea fishing, worth about 55 million USD.  Aquaculture 

production accounted for 7,635 MT, worth 43 million USD. Top-value production in 2017 on both 

categories is as follows: 

  
Figure 3: Fisheries production in Baja California, 2017. 

Variety Production (MT) Value (USD) 

Sardine 98,646.22 $ 10,047,815 

Lobster 601.78 $   7,676,860 

Sea bass 3,387.39 $   5,172,110 

Blue fin tuna 3,650.89 $   4,555,865 

Shark 2,242.53 $   3,446,275 

Source: BC Fisheries and Aquaculture State Information System 

  
Figure 4: Aquaculture production in Baja California, 2017. 

Variety Production (MT) Value (USD) 

Blue fin tuna 4,494.86 $ 29,996,410 

Striped bass 642.27 $   8,829,130 

Oysters 2,120.39 $   3,311,135 

Mussels 205.82 $      462,400 

Shrimp 94.28 $      351,570 

Source: BC Fisheries and Aquaculture State Information System 

  

According to the state government’s Ministry of Fisheries, aquaculture industry in the Baja California 

dates back to the late 1990’s, it was hit hard by the 2009 financial crisis and has recently recovered with 

a change in the business model, now including environmental-friendly and sustainable production 

strategies. With 1,555 kilometers of coastline both on the Pacific Ocean and the Sea of Cortez, 

aquaculture has a huge potential for growth in the next 5-10 years, specially due to increasing demand 

of high-end seafood products from United States and Asia, specifically, Japan. 

  

ATO Monterrey visited Pacifico Aquaculture in Ensenada, specialized in striped bass production. Their 

production cycle is complete, from egg hatching all the way to the final shipment of the fully grown 

fish. They currently have a year production of about 500 MT, while their target is 600 MT for 2018. 

With 30 cages in outer waters around the island of Todos Santos (about eight miles west off the coast of 

Ensenada) Pacifico has just obtained certification for Best Aquaculture Practices, issued by the Mexican 

Fisheries and Aquaculture Commission.  

  



 
ATO Monterrey overlooking one of the hatchery tanks at Pacifico Aquaculture 

  

Pacifico has a cooperation agreement with two education/research institutions in Baja California to 

work on their sustainable efforts, like improving their feed conversion ratio. ATO/Monterrey discussed 

the possibility to work on further developing their strategy along with FAS’ Cooperator groups that 

might be interested in developing appropriate feed for this up-and-coming market.  Pacifico currently 

sources its feed from Canadian suppliers, with a huge component of fish-meal. Innovative U.S. feed 

producers could capitalize on this market by offering high-quality feed with a good mix of soybean 

meal.   

  

It is clear that due to the influence of United States, Baja California is a natural market for U.S. 

agricultural products, and with a little technical assistance, a sense of collaboration will further enhance 

the relationship with Mexican buyers and further expand U.S. exports to its southern neighbor. 

  

  

  

  

  

                     

  

 


