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STUDENT HANDOUT
Where Does Your Seafood Come From?

INTRODUCTION

According to a 2001 public opinion survey conducted by the Seafood Choices Alliance, American consumers have little awareness of sustainability issues associated with the capture or production of seafood.  Seafood consumers were much more aware of health issues associated with seafood consumption (57% reporting “high awareness”) than the environmental effects associated with commercial fishing (33%).  Even fewer (12%) were aware of environmental impacts associated with aquaculture.  

The same survey asked consumers questions about the source of the fish and shellfish they ate.  The majority (52%) were unable to say whether the seafood they purchased was wild-caught or farmed.

Thus, it appears that there is a rather high degree of ignorance on both the impacts of commercial fishing and an awareness of  how the seafood that Americans consume is produced.  This module attempts to fill some of that void by examining locally-available seafoods and using various resources to determine the environmental impacts associated with their capture or production.

OBJECTIVES

Upon successful completion of this module, students should be able to:


1.  Describe the various criteria that are used to determine the sustainability of seafood 

     products


2.  Evaluate the sustainability of locally-available seafood 

PROCEDURE “A”
1.   View the short segment from the “Farming the Seas” video, which describes the consumer perspective on seafood consumption including “seafood certification.”
2.  Sometime over the next several days visit a local establishment that sells seafood. A local fish market is preferred, but if unavailable, a grocery store that sells seafood or a restaurant that serves seafood would also work.  Your instructor will provide a list of local vendors for this purpose.

3.  The primary objective of your visit is to observe what species are being sold and to determine their unit price (e.g., $ per pound).  You should also note which species, if any, have received Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certification.  Limit your observations to 5 species.  If more than 5 are available for sale, select 5 by sampling systematically.  For example, if 10 are available, select every other species; if 15 are available, select every third species, etc. until 5 are selected.  In a fish market or grocery store you will probably be able to make your observations through the glass display case. Record the price per pound for each of the species you have selected.  At a restaurant, you will probably need to ask to see a menu.  For restaurant dishes, select those that have only one type of seafood and record the price for the meal.

4.  Local vendors should have someone on staff who is knowledgeable about the sources for some or all of the seafood being sold.  If this person is available, ask if it would be possible to ask a few questions.  Describe what you are doing and why (Be sure they know you are not a health inspector!).  You may want to call first to set up an appointment with this person.

5.  For each of the five species you have selected, determine the following:

· Price per pound

· Is this product “wild-caught” or “farmed?”
· What fishing method (trawl, seine, longline, etc.) is used to harvest this species?  Brief descriptions of each of these fishing methods are provided after the “Seafood Product Data Sheet.”
· Harvest location

· MSC certification status

Record your results on the “Seafood Product Data Sheet” provided at the end of this handout.
6.  If a knowledgeable person is available and willing, determine the following:

· How frequently do customers ask about the source of the seafood product being sold?

· Do any customers ask specifically for “sustainably caught fish,” “MSC-certified fish” or similar questions?

· What criteria, if any, do they use to determine who they purchase their fish from.

Record your results on the “Seafood Product Data Sheet.”
7.  For each of the species you have selected, determine the “sustainability status” of each using the resources page included in your handout.  Most of these sites have developed a simple rating system for seafood products based on the degree to which they are “sustainably produced.”  One organization for example, uses “red,” “yellow” and “green” for “poor,” “possibly good” and “good” choices, respectively.  The goal of this approach is to provide consumers with information on the seafood they are purchasing in hopes that, armed with this information, consumers will make more sustainable choices.

Record all of your results on the “Seafood Product Data Sheet.”
8.  Several criteria are used to assign a seafood product to a particular sustainability category.  Although each organization uses slightly different criteria, usually some combination of the following is used:

Life History Characteristics – intrinsic rate of increase, age to maturity, life span, etc.

Abundance – population size and trajectory (increasing, decreasing, stable)

Habitat Quality and Fishing Gear Impact – general condition of habitat for the species

and the degree of impact on the habitat by fishing gear

Management – How effective is current management (e.g., restrictions, quotas, lack of

management)?

Bycatch – the degree of “collateral damage” on non-target species

For each of the species you have selected, describe the average status of each of these criteria as reported by the various evaluating organizations?  (The “Blue Ocean Institute”  and “FishWatch” sites have detailed information for most species).  

Record your results on the “Sustainability Criteria Data Sheet.”
9.  Approximately one week will be allowed for you to collect the information indicated above.  Come to class with both data sheets and questions #1- 5 below completed.  Be prepared to share your information with others in your lab group.

ANALYSIS

Use the information you have collected to respond to the questions below.  Place your answer in the space provided.
1. Are any of the species you selected MSC-certified?  If so, which ones? Are any in the process of MSC certification? Which ones?
2. For those species that are not MSC-certified, what changes (if any) do you think would have to occur for that certification to be approved?

3. Do you think MSC certification influences consumer choices today?  How do you know?

4. Do you think this will change in the future?  Why or why not?

5. Would MSC-certification or other sustainability designations such as those provided by the Blue Ocean Institute influence your decisions as a consumer of seafood?  Why or why not?

Seafood Product Data Sheet
Observer  _______________________

Date of Survey  ________


Name of Vendor  _________________

Location of Vendor  ___________________________________

	Product

Name
	Price

($/lb)
	Farmed or 

Wild-caught
	Harvest

Method
	Harvest 

Location
	MSC
	Sustainability Status
	Resources Used
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Questions for vendor:
· How frequently do customers ask about the source of the seafood product being sold?

· Do any customers ask specifically for “sustainably caught fish,” “MSC-certified fish” or similar questions?

· What criteria do you use to determine where you purchase your seafood?
See following page for details on how to complete the data sheet.

Description of column headings for Seafood Product Data Sheet
Product Name  – specific name and form of product (e.g., Fresh Pacific halibut steaks)

Price – price per pound (or “price per meal” if vendor is a restaurant)

Farmed or Wild-caught – enter “F,” if the product was produced in an aquaculture

operation; enter “W,” if the product was “wild-caught”

Harvest Method –  enter dredge, gill net, longline, purse seine, traps or pots, trawl,

trolling (see fishing gear descriptions on the following page); enter “NA” (“not applicable”) here for farmed species
Harvest Location – be as specific as possible (e.g., “Pacific Ocean off Oregon Coast,”
“Aquaculture operation in Vietnam”)

MSC – has this product been certified by the Marine Stewardship Council?  Enter “Y,” if

yes; “N,” if no and “P,” if pending

Sustainability Status –  most organizations use a simple three or four-category system

for assessing “sustainability” of seafood products (e.g., “best choice”, “good

choice,” “poor choice”).  Use the sources included in the activity to research the

status of each of the products you have selected.  

If any of the above criteria cannot be determined, enter “U,” indicating “unknown.”
Use the following abbreviations to indicate (in columns #1-5) which resources you used:

BOI – Blue Ocean Institute

CC – Chef’s Collaborative

FW - FishWatch

ED – Environmental Defense

MBA – Monterey Bay Aquarium

SCA – Seafood Choices Alliance

A Note on Reading Labels

Reading labels on canned, dried or frozen seafood products can be a challenge.  In some cases a fish is harvested in one location, shipped to another location for processing and packaging, transported to a distributor and then finally to a retail outlet.  Each of these locations may be in a different country.  As a result, you may find it difficult to track the path that the product has followed and complete information is often lacking.  If a website is given on the label, more detailed information is sometimes available there.

As you begin reading seafood labels, you will find it useful to know what the following terms mean:

“Harvested in ….” – This is where the product was initially harvested (“harvest location”).

“A product of …” – This might be the same as harvest location but not necessarily; any 
company that modifies or processes the seafood in any way (filleting, freezing, 
packaging, etc.) can lay claim to that product with this statement.

“Distributed by …” – This is generally used by a wholesaler who distributes the product to retail outlets; distributors may or may not be involved in the harvest or processing of the seafood product.

Fishing Gear Descriptions (for “Harvest Method” column on Seafood Product Data Sheet)
The harvest method that is used influences the sustainability of a fishery because methods vary in their impact on benthic habitats and their selectivity.  Non-selective methods capture larger numbers of non-target species (bycatch), whereas more selective methods minimize bycatch.  

Dredge –  A heavy metal frame and mesh dragged along the seafloor usually to harvest shellfish (e.g., clams, scallops, cockles).  The catch is held in a terminal bag that allows water, sand and mud to wash out, leaving shellfish behind.  Dredges disturb benthic habitats.

Gill net – A vertical, wall-like net that is usually set perpendicular to the flow of water.  Mesh size allows the heads of fish to pass through, but the gill covers get caught, trapping the fish.  Bycatch can be high as gill nets are somewhat non-selective.

Longline – Many short lines, each with a single, baited hook, suspended vertically from a main line that is usually suspended between two floating buoys.  Longlines may be over 40 miles long and contain thousands of hooks.  Bycatch can be high as gear is quite non-selective – birds, marine mammals and sea turtles are often taken in addition to non-target fish.

Purse seine – A large net usually set by two boats to catch open-ocean, pelagic fish such as tuna and herring.  The boats encircle a school of fish and then draw the bottom of the net together much like a purse.  Mesh size regulates the size of fish that are allowed to escape.  Bycatch of dolphins by tuna purse seiners raised public awareness of the issue in the 1970s.

Traps and Pots – Species-specific (e.g., crab pots, lobster pots, tuna traps) stationary gear that allows the entry but not exit of the target species.  The gear can take many forms such as baskets or cages.  Gear is usually quite specific and bycatch is minimal.

Trawl – An open, cone-shaped net that tapers to a small “cod-end” where fish accumulate while the trawl is dragged behind the fishing vessel.  A system of cables, net wings and “doors” keeps the net open while fishing.  Trawls can be towed behind a fishing vessel at any depth, but most are designed to travel along the bottom where they can disrupt benthic habitats.  Bycatch can also be quite high as the net scoops up everything in its path.

Trolling -  This is a hook-and-line method with some similarity to rod and reel recreational fishing.  Fish are attracted by natural or artificial bait placed on a hook at the end of a line.  Trolling gear is composed of several unconnected lines slowly dragged behind the boat.

Bycatch for this method is generally quite low.

Sustainability Criteria Data Sheet

	
	SUSTAINABILITY CRITERIA

	Seafood Product
	Life History
	Abundance
	Habitat Quality and Fishing Gear Impact
	Management
	Bycatch

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


SPECIES-SPECIFIC RESOURCES

The resources below will provide you with information on the conservation status, harvest method and sustainability designation for the species you have observed.  Use several sources to get a complete picture of the status of each species you have selected.

Blue Ocean Institute

www.blueocean.org/Seafood
In addition to on-line information, try using FishPhone, Blue Ocean’s sustainable seafood information service. To determine the sustainability status for any seafood, text, 30644 with the message “FISH” along with the name of the fish in question. Blue Ocean will text you back with their assessment.
Environmental Defense

www.edf.org/page.cfm?tagID=1521
NOAA Fisheries FishWatch Program

www.nmfs.noaa.gov/fishwatch/
This site describes the sustainability status of all U.S. commercial fisheries. Additional information on life history, habitat, stock biomass and management is also provided.
Marine Stewardship Council

www.msc.org
The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) establishes the criteria that must be met for seafood products to be certified as sustainable.  MSC also accredits third party certification bodies that conduct the actual assessment.  The mission of MSC is “to safeguard the world’s seafood supply by promoting the best environmental choices.”
Three main criteria are used to determine if a fishery is to be certified:

1. Status of the target fish stock

2. Impact of the fishery on the ecosystem

3. Performance and effectiveness of the fishery management system

The web site also includes a list of those fisheries that have been certified and those whose certification is pending (“in assessment”).

www.msc.org/html/content_484.htm
Monterey Bay Aquarium Seafood Watch Program

www.mbayaq.org/cr/seafoodwatch.asp
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Chef’s Collaborative

www.chefscollaborative.org
Chef’s Collaborative is a nonprofit network of chefs that fosters a sustainable food system through advocacy, education, and collaboration with others in the food industry.  The group provides chefs with the information necessary to make sustainable purchasing decisions and facilitates connections between chefs and sustainable food producers.  Their publication “Seafood Solutions – A chef’s guide to sourcing sustainable seafood” (see “Programs”) provides chefs with some guidelines to use while making seafood purchasing decisions.  Most of these guidelines also apply to “non-chefs” and students should find it interesting reading.  Given the amount of seafood that is consumed by American’s in restaurants, seafood choices made by chefs play an important role in achieving sustainable fisheries.

Seafood Choices Alliance
www.seafoodchoices.org 
Seafood Choices Alliance (SCA) is an international program that provides a bridge between the seafood industry and the marine conservation community. Based in the United States, SCA helps the seafood industry to make the seafood we buy environmentally, economically and socially sustainable.  The SCA website includes a number of useful resources, publications and links to help individuals and businesses make sound seafood purchasing decisions and to learn more about seafood-related issues.  

Information on the sustainability of various seafood species can be obtained from the SCA, including The Good Catch Manual, which can be downloaded from this website:
www.seafoodchoices.org/whatwedo/goodcatch.php
Although The Good Catch Manual is designed primarily for chefs and others in the restaurant industry, students will find a wealth of information here that centers on purchasing sustainably-produced seafood.  Background information on the general principles of seafood sustainability is provided, including wild capture and fish farming methods and environmental issues associated with seafood.  There are also summaries of the sustainability of more than 50 types of seafood, including conservation status and ratings from the Marine Conservation Society and a list of Marine Stewardship Council certified suppliers.
PROCEDURE “B”

After you have completed “PROCEDURE A,” meet with your lab group (3-4 students each) to discuss the results.  Use your group’s combined data to answer the following questions.  Record your answers in the space provided.

1. Of the species your group observed and recorded, which are the “best choices” as judged by these organizations?

2. What characteristics of the fishery were used to assign these species to this category?

3. Which are the “worst choices?”
4. Why were these species assigned to this category?

5. One might suspect that those species that are assigned to the “best choices” category are more abundant and cheaper than those that are assigned to the “worst choices,” which one would assume are less abundant.  Evaluate this claim, by creating a graph in the spreadsheet program, EXCEL, that plots “price per pound” against “conservation status.” 

Hint:  You may want to assign a numerical value to each of the categories of sustainability status (e.g., “worst” = 1, “best” = 4, etc.).

· Does there appear to be any correlation between these two variables?   

· What reasons can you offer for this correlation (or lack of correlation, if that is what you find)? 

6. Which of the seafood products surveyed by your group were “locally produced?”
7. Which ones were U.S. products but produced or harvested in another region of the country?

8. Which ones were produced or harvested outside of the U.S.?

9. Describe the relationship between “harvest location” and “sustainability.”
