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The world’s appetite for fish is growing. The average American ate 19.2 pounds of
fish and shellfish in 2019. Do you know where that sushi roll or salmon filet on your
plate came from? 

The fish we eat gets to the supermarket in one of two ways: commercial fishing or
aquaculture. Both can be sustainably harvested, if done properly. In 2019, US
fishermen landed 9.3 billion pounds of wild-caught fish valued at $5.5 billion, with
Alaska, Louisiana, Washington, Virginia, and Mississippi providing the most fish that
year. Farms involved in US aquaculture produced 680 million pounds of seafood
worth $1.5 billion in 2018.
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Looking ahead, sustainable aquaculture and fisheries management are needed to
meet the world’s growing demand for seafood while protecting the ocean’s natural
resources.

“It is critical to use a holistic approach to transform how seafood is fished and
farmed because everything is connected,” said Erin Hudson, Seafood Watch
Program Director at the Monterey Bay Aquarium. “Collaboration and partnerships
with both the public and private sector are the keys to successfully drive change at
every point across the seafood supply chain.”

THE OCEAN-BASED ECONOMY
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Fish provide nutrition and economic well-being for communities around the world.
Billions of people rely on fish for their daily protein. The top seafood species
consumed in the US are shrimp, salmon, canned tuna, tilapia, and Alaskan pollock.

In 2018, seven countries—including the US, China, and Indonesia—accounted for
almost 50% of the total global wild capture of fish. The most popular fish species
caught that year included anchoveta (a type of anchovy), Alaskan pollock, and
Skipjack tuna. Here in the US, businesses involved in the ocean economy produce
$282 billion in goods and services and employ almost three million people.

The US is a recognized global leader in sustainable seafood. By law, American
seafood must be caught according to fishery management plans that:

Consider social and economic outcomes for fishing communities
Prevent overfishing
Rebuild depleted stocks
Minimize bycatch and interactions with protected species
Identify and conserve essential fish habitat

“There are three pillars to sustainability—environmental protection, social
responsibility, and economic viability. All three are essential to ensuring that the

©©

http://sustainablefisheries-uw.org/seafood-101/what-does-the-world-eat/
https://www.fao.org/state-of-fisheries-aquaculture
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/stories/ocean-month.html
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/topic/sustainable-seafood


fisheries and aquaculture we rely on for food and livelihoods thrive into the future,”
Hudson said.

UNDERSTANDING OVERFISHING AND OTHER THREATS

Catching fish is not inherently bad for the ocean, except when fish are caught faster
than stocks can replenish, which is the definition of “overfishing.” Declining fish
populations can also be the result of other factors including habitat degradation,
pollution, climate change, and disease. 

Overfishing is also associated with “bycatch”—a serious and complex problem that
occurs when unwanted sea life like sea turtles, marine mammals, and seabirds are
caught while fishing for a different species.

 

Information is key to finding solutions to overfishing. Assessments like the US
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) Fish Stock Sustainability
Index (FSSI) help fishery managers understand the effect of past fishing on the
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population of a fish species and set annual catch limits that prevent overfishing
while supporting sustainable fisheries. 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations estimates that 78.7% of
all wild-caught fish come from biologically sustainable stocks. But in places where
good fisheries management is not in place or is ineffective, populations are poor and
decreasing. Because up to 85% of both wild-caught and farmed seafood consumed
in the US is imported, it is important for Americans to be aware of where the seafood
on our plate originates. 

WHAT IS SUSTAINABLE SEAFOOD?

Sustainable seafood is caught or farmed using sustainable fishery management
systems that conserve fish stocks and protect the ecosystems that support them.
Sustainable seafood is a continuous—and global—journey toward improvement. The
conservation and sustainable use of the oceans, seas, and marine resources is one
of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.

You can increase your environmental awareness by learning how to make smart
seafood choices using the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s Seafood Watch consumer
guides. What began more than 20 years ago as a special exhibit at the aquarium has
become a trusted resource for consumers and businesses alike around the globe. 

“We define sustainable seafood as seafood from sources that can maintain or
increase production without jeopardizing the structure and function of affected
ecosystems,” Hudson said. “We determine if a source of seafood is sustainable by
assessing the environmental impact of catching or farming it against
our standards.”
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You can download and print the Seafood Watch guides or save them on your phone.
The aquarium has distributed more than 63 million printed consumer guides since
1999 and its smartphone apps have been downloaded more than two million times.

DIVING DEEPER INTO SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS

Seafood Watch outlines environmental sustainability standards for more than 2,000
types of seafood. The guide provides color-coded recommendations that rate
seafood products as “Best Choice,” “Good Alternative,” or “Avoid” based on the
environmental sustainability of how it is harvested. 

The ratings take into account many different criteria to understand whether a
specific type of seafood came from healthy populations or if it is being overfished.
Some of the factors that are considered include:
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How is the overall fish population? Is overfishing occurring?
Is the fishery having an impact on other fish or animals?
Is it negatively impacting the seafloor?
How are any of these impacts being managed or mitigated?
Are farmed species having an impact on wild species in the region?
Is the farm waste being released into the environment having a negative impact?
Are large amounts of wild fish being used to feed the farmed fish?
Are antibiotics and other chemicals being released by the farm having an impact
on the environment?

“Since the launch of Seafood Watch, many of the underlying issues around
unsustainable fishing and aquaculture practices remain the same: things like
overfishing, bycatch, habitat destruction, farmed fish escapes, and the spread of
disease and pollution to surrounding environments,” Hudson said. “What has
changed, however, is the strategies we use to tackle these complex challenges.” 

Today, the aquarium also works with businesses to develop and fulfill sustainable
seafood procurement commitments that incentivize seafood producers to improve
fishing and farming practices. Seafood Watch currently has on-the-ground projects
aimed at improving some of the largest sources of “red” rated seafood on the US
market, working on farmed salmon in Chile, farmed shrimp in Vietnam and India,
and blue swimming crab in the Philippines.

YOUR SMALL CHANGES CAN MAKE A BIG IMPACT DURING
NATIONAL OCEAN MONTH

June is National Ocean Month. One way you can celebrate the ocean is by seeking
out sustainable seafood.

When dining out or shopping at the grocery store, the easiest and most important
thing you can do is ask: "Do you serve sustainable seafood?" This simple question
helps build demand for products that are good for the health of the ocean and
encourages businesses to improve their sourcing information.

“By choosing sustainable seafood, you are helping to reduce overfishing, bycatch,
loss of top predators, illegal fishing, and other harmful environmental impacts,”
Hudson said. “You will undoubtedly encounter businesses that don’t know if their
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HEAR MORE FROM NEEF

MORE ARTICLES

seafood products are sustainable but remember: your opinion counts. When
customers ask for sustainable seafood, restaurants and retailers begin to seek out
and demand sustainable options from their suppliers.”

Continue your ocean education by following Seafood Watch’s Instagram on June 8
for a live stream guided dive in the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary in
honor of United Nations World Oceans Day.  

 

 

YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE

Celebrate Shark Week in the Parks

Invasive Aquatic Species of the United States

How to Support Zoos & Aquariums During Quarantine

Climate Reports: Recent Analyses

A Whale of a Trip

Our Work

Grants
National Public Lands Day

Greening STEM
Environmental Education Week

Pediatric Asthma
Sunwise
Impact

https://www.neefusa.org/sign-up
https://www.neefusa.org/about-neef/articles
https://www.instagram.com/seafoodwatch/?hl=en
https://unworldoceansday.org/
https://www.neefusa.org/celebrate-shark-week-parks
https://www.neefusa.org/nature/water/invasive-aquatic-species-united-states
https://www.neefusa.org/nature/plants-and-animals/how-support-zoos-aquariums-during-quarantine
https://www.neefusa.org/weather-climate/climate-change/climate-reports-recent-analyses
https://www.neefusa.org/weather-and-climate/weather/whale-trip
https://www.neefusa.org/grants
https://www.neefusa.org/npld
https://www.neefusa.org/greening-stem-learning-center
https://www.neefusa.org/environmental-education-week
https://www.neefusa.org/health/asthma
https://www.neefusa.org/sunwise
https://www.neefusa.org/2020/impact


Resources

News
Articles

Employee Engagement Reports
Online Courses

Event Map
Educator Toolkits

Timely Tips
NEEF en Español

Our Team

Contact Us
Careers
Board
Staff

About NEEF
Diversity, Equity & Inclusion

Support NEEF

Stay Connected

Receive our monthly newsletter filled with stories, tips, and practical information about your environment.

SIGN UP!

    

https://www.neefusa.org/about-neef/news
https://www.neefusa.org/about-neef/articles
https://www.neefusa.org/employee-engagement
https://www.neefusa.org/online-courses
https://www.neefusa.org/event-locator
https://www.neefusa.org/eeweek/resources
https://www.neefusa.org/sustainability-tips
https://www.neefusa.org/es
https://www.neefusa.org/contact-us
https://www.neefusa.org/about-neef/jobs
https://www.neefusa.org/about-neef/board
https://www.neefusa.org/about-neef/staff
https://www.neefusa.org/about-neef
https://www.neefusa.org/about-neef/diversity-equity-inclusion-delete
https://www.neefusa.org/support-neef/ways-to-give
https://www.neefusa.org/sign-up
https://www.facebook.com/NEEFusa
https://www.instagram.com/neefusa_org
https://twitter.com/neefusa
https://www.youtube.com/user/NEEFusa/featured
https://www.linkedin.com/company/neefusa


National Environmental Education Foundation 
4301 Connecticut Avenue NW, Suite 160 

Washington, DC 20008-2326 | 202-833-2933

Copyright © 2022 NEEF
Nondiscrimination Statement | EOE/AA/M/F/D/V 

NEEF and Your Privacy | Terms of Use | Disclosures

https://www.neefusa.org/nondiscrimination-statement
https://www.neefusa.org/privacy-policy
https://www.neefusa.org/terms-use
https://www.neefusa.org/state-nonprofit-disclosures
https://www.charitynavigator.org/index.cfm?bay=search.summary&orgid=11947

