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in the 
can

TUNA  
Stick with skipjack and 
albacore. Wild Planet 
brand is pole-and-line-
caught to avoid bycatch.

More Can-Do’s: Add to a 
salad of chard and white 
beans; use it for fish tacos; 
stuff it in tomatoes.

SALMON  
Look for sockeye or the 
milder pink variety. The 
small pin bones of the fish 
are cooked with the flesh, 
so calcium is built in. 

More Can-Do’s: Make 
burgers or fish cakes; use 
it in a creamy chowder; try 
it smoked—Patagonia sells 
pouches that are perfect 
for hiking and camping.

SARDINES 
These tiny fish accumulate 
virtually no toxins and are 
dense with omega-3 oils. 
Bella brand is smoked and 
packed in oil and lemon.

More Can-Do’s: Add to 
your next antipasto 
platter; top crostini; grill 
and eat them whole.

ANCHOVIES 
Small and salty, they’re 
not just for pizza and 
Caesar dressing—they’re 
also distilled into Asian 
fish sauce or Colatura di 
Alici (an amber-colored oil 
that’s great on pasta). 

More Can-Do’s: Toss on 
puttanesca; stir into beef 
stew; wrap around olives.

After I left Alaska for the East 
Coast, I rarely enjoyed salmon like 
that again. What I found was a 
pale-pink imitation imported from 
farms in Chile, Norway, and British 
Columbia. Beautiful fillets like 
those I’d once caught were shipped 
off our shores, where buyers pay a 
premium for such quality.

It’s crazy that as a nation, we 
replace one of our best natural food 
sources with an often inferior 
substitute. But salmon isn’t the 
only fish we’ve forsaken: Up to 
90 percent of U.S. seafood is 
imported, according to the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration. And that practice 
can be downright dangerous when 
a lack of regulation leaves the door 
open for hazardous fishing and 
farming practices and the 
widespread mislabeling of seafood.

It might seem easier to avoid the 
fish counter entirely. Only about 
one-third of Americans eat seafood 
once a week, and nearly half eat fish 
only occasionally or not at all. 
Soon, though, we may not even be 
able to fill that meager quota, 
because a safe supply of this 
once-plentiful food is increasingly 
difficult to find.

M U R KY  WAT E R S
The U.S. seafood supply chain is 
more convoluted than ever. All 
those billions of pounds we’re 
importing can pass through 10 or 
more hands—from boat to  
buyer to processor to vendor to 
wholesaler—before landing at your 
market. “A fish that is caught in 

Asia but processed in America may 
end up being labeled ‘American,’” 
says Paul Greenberg, author of 
American Catch: The Fight for Our 
Local Seafood.

Would it be simpler to just keep 
our fish within our borders? Sure, 
but it wouldn’t be good economics. 
“Many of the wild fish we’re 
exporting—Alaska salmon, black 
cod, sea scallops—fetch a high price 
on the international market,” says 
Greenberg. Meanwhile, we source 
comparatively inexpensive and 
oft-eaten species—farmed shrimp, 
tilapia, catfish—from abroad. 

In this bait-and-switch, 
consumers pay the biggest price. 
With each move, the quality of fish 
can degrade and the origin 
becomes harder to trace. A 2013 
study by the nonprofit 
environmental group Oceana 
found that one-third of all seafood 
in the U.S. is mislabeled. 

The errors can be innocuous—
shrimp labeled as wild-caught from 
the Gulf of Mexico when it’s really 
imported farmed shrimp, for 
instance—but under some 
circumstances, the consequences 
can be dire. The Oceana report 
discovered that in 84 percent of 
cases, white tuna is actually escolar, 
a toxin-containing species that can 
cause stomach and digestive 
problems for some people who 
consume it. And high-mercury fish 
on the FDA’s “Do Not Eat” list for 
children and pregnant women, 
such as tilefish, have been sold as 
much lower-mercury red snapper 
or halibut. 

LAND- 
LOCKED?  
Consider surfing 
the Web. Many 
companies, such 
as Vital Choice 
and I Love Blue 
Sea, which works 
with a national 
network of 
fishermen, have 
sustainable 
selections, and 
shipping costs 
are reasonable 
($10 and under). 
The lone caveat? 
Most have 
minimum orders.

DON’T  
BE A PILL
Fish-oil 
supplements are 
part of the 
sustainability 
problem. Their 
production has 
depleted small 
fish that are vital 
to the ecosystem. 
If you must use 
them, Monterey 
Bay Aquarium’s 
Seafood Watch 
recommends 
those made from 
wild salmon.

Give these super-
convenient pantry 
staples another try. 

FOR THREE MONTHS A YEAR,  EIGHT YEARS IN A 
ROW, I  ATE S ALMON ALMOST DAILY.  I  WA S WORKING 
ON AN ALA SKAN FISHING BOAT AND WA S OFTEN 
ABLE T O PULL A STILL-WRIGGLING FISH FROM OUR 
HOLD FOR DINNER. I  CAME T O LOVE S OCKEYE IN 
PARTICULAR,  WITH ITS DARK-RED FLESH AND RICH, 
MELT-IN-YOUR-MOUTH FLAVOR. I  ALS O NOTICED 
THAT THE ABUNDANCE OF OMEG A-3 FAT TY  
ACIDS IN MY DIET SEEMED T O WORK WONDERS , 
IMPROVING MY HEALTH AND MOOD —EVEN MAKING 
MY HAIR AND NAILS SEEM T O GROW DOUBLE-TIME.
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Knowing your surf protects their turf—and ensures you get the best stuff 
at the supermarket seafood case. Heed these insider tips.

1
Buy the whole 

fish.
It’s tougher for 

sellers to pass off 
an imposter 

species. If you’re 
squeamish, ask for 
it to be cleaned at 

the store.

2
 Follow the 

clues.
The fresher the fish, 
the less likely it is to 
have been handled 
by multiple people. 
Markers of a recent 

catch? Clear, not 
cloudy, eyes; bright 

red gills; shiny 
scales; and even, not 

ombré, coloring.

3
Consider frozen 

carefully.
Avoid frost, a telltale 
sign of thawing and 

refreezing, which 
opens the door to 
bacterial growth. 
Look for vacuum-

sealed packaging or 
the words flash 
frozen—rapid 

freezing methods 
that preserve 

nutrients and taste. 

5
Go American. 

The law requires fish 
to be labeled with its 

country of origin.  
In general, U.S. 

fisheries are  
subject to  

stricter regulations 
and oversight. 

(’Murrica: F-Yeah!)

4
Know your 

labels.
With seafood, 
“organic” and 

“sashimi grade” 
aren’t a guarantee of 

quality. But the 
Marine Stewardship 

Certification of 
Sustainability and 

the Global 
Aquaculture Alliance 
label usually indicate 
that fish comes from 
a reputable source.

FISH SCHOOL 



T H E  D E A D L I E S T 
CAT C H
Think you might fare better on an 
all-farmed-fish diet? Aquaculture 
has its own problems. Although 
about half the seafood imported to 
the U.S. is raised in ocean pens or 
freshwater ponds, the conditions 
are often on par with land-based 
factory farming: overcrowding, 
high rates of disease, and 
unregulated chemical use.

“While some foreign countries 
have sustainable fish farms or wild 
fisheries,” says Geoff Schester, a 
biologist with Oceana, “many have 
loose laws around antibiotics, 
hormones, and harmful chemicals.”  

Then there’s the fact that the 
pellets used to feed farmed salmon 
are made of ocean-caught small fish 
(often themselves imported!) that 
are swept up by the tons, a process 
that can destroy ocean ecosystems. 
It takes approximately 20 pounds 
of wild-caught fish to produce one 
pound of ranched tuna.

The global fishing fleet is two to 
three times larger than what oceans 
can sustainably support, according 
to the World Wildlife Fund. And the 
techniques that many commercial 
fishing vessels use are destructive 
to the marine life we do have. 
Dolphins are often caught and 
killed in tuna nets; bottom trawlers 
drag huge nets across the ocean 
floor, destroying anything in their 
paths; and longline fisheries lay 
miles of baited hooks across the 
bottom of the ocean, often snaring 
sharks, turtles, seabirds, and other 
nonfood fish known as bycatch. 

H O P E  F LOAT S
Fortunately, interest in 
sustainability is bubbling over. Late 
last year, President Obama 
announced a federal program to 
combat seafood fraud and illegal 
fishing and pledged to expand the 
market for sustainably caught fish. 
The Seafood Watch program, 
launched by the Monterey Bay 
Aquarium to educate people about 
the safest choices, is now used by 
more than 150,000 businesses in 
North America, and the app has 
been downloaded more than 
1.2 million times. Here are some 
more ways to get your seafood fix 
without the side effects.

Shorten the supply chain.  
Shop local seafood markets where 
you can get to know the fishermen. 
If you don’t have access to one, 
check out Greenpeace’s rankings of 
national supermarkets at http://
cato.greenpeaceusa.org. And don’t 
be embarrassed to ask questions 
about how the fish was caught or 
where it was raised, even if you feel 
like a character in a Portlandia 
sketch. You can also join a 

TOSS  B AC K : 
Imported  

farmed shrimp

R E E L  I N : 
Farmed or  

wild scallops

TOSS  B AC K : 
Farmed salmon 

R E E L  I N : 
Arctic Char

catch these 
if you can 

Sushi bars and seafood restaurants 
aren’t always serving up 

sustainability. Use this guide to 
seafood swaps of similar flavor and 

texture to order wisely.

Community Supported Fishery 
(CSF), where, for a monthly 
membership fee, you receive a box 
of locally caught seafood. Find one 
near you at localcatch.org. 

Seek out sustainability. 
Increasingly, fish are labeled or 
branded as domestic and 
sustainable, or they appear on 
menus with the producer’s name to 
distinguish themselves—for 
example, McFarland Springs Trout. 

Go to shell.  
Oysters, clams, and mussels are 
filter feeders that naturally clean 
the water they live in—each oyster 
can clean up to 50 gallons of water a 
day—so shellfish farming actually 
benefits the environment.

Love the little fish.  
Small feeders (think herring and 
sardines) have short lives, so they 
don’t accumulate the 
concentrations of toxins and 
chemicals that predators like tuna 
and swordfish do. You’ll get high 
doses of omega-3’s—not mercury. n

THINK 
OUTSIDE 
THE 
FILLET. 
A six-ounce 
serving of salmon 
roe contains one 
gram of DHA. 
Vegetarian? 
Seaweed is 
loaded with 
omega-3’s.

R E E L  I N : 
Albacore tuna  

(hook-and- 
  

TOSS  B AC K : 
Yellowfin  

tuna
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Want your seafood to go farther? Whole fish are cheaper, pound for pound, than fillets —plus you 
get to use bits that are often wasted (which, BTW, are sometimes the most vitamin-rich!).

THE SUM OF ITS PARTS

2 
Bones

Combine them in a 
spice grinder or 
food processor 

with equal amounts 
of salt to make a 

calcium-rich 
seasoning for 

greens and soups. 

3 
Belly

Usually discarded 
when fish is filleted, 
the fatty gut meat 
has motherlodes of 
omega-3’s and is 
fab for rillettes or 
smoking on cedar.

1 
Skin 

Rubbed with 
sesame oil and 

baked at 325°F for 
about 10 minutes,  

it crisps into a 
bacon-like treat. 
Just watch your 
mercury levels. 

6 
Cheeks

The pockets of 
meat below the 
eyes of large fish 
like halibut are 
considered a 
delicacy and 

sometimes sold 
solo at markets.

4 
Head 

Simmer it with 
several cups of 

water for at least 
an hour, strain, and 
keep on hand as a 

fish stock for 
chowders and 

soups. 

5 
Collar 

The meaty part just 
behind the head 
and gills is one of 

the most omega-3-
potent parts of any 

fish. Broil until 
crisp, about 
15 minutes. 


