
Sustainable?
    Natural? 
    Healthy?

  Seafood is one of the most effective fighters of heart                        disease, depression, and cognitive decline. So why  
 aren’t we eating it? Here, everything you need to know                        to make clean, delicious seafood part of your diet.

What’s Catch?the
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Seafood might  
just be the world’s  
most undersold 
superfood. F    or years, nutrition 

experts have told us 
to eat more seafood. 
And for years, 
we’ve ignored that 
advice. In fact, we’ve 
relegated seafood so 
far to the sidelines 
of the American diet 
that we eat nearly  

4 times more chicken, 12 times more 
grains, and 41 times more dairy than we 
do fish and shellfish per year. A full 80 to 
90% of us fail to meet the government’s 
recommended weekly intake of about 
8 oz of seafood—equivalent to just one 
restaurant burger. 

But there’s a problem with avoiding 
seafood—and it’s not just that we’re eating 
more animal meat as a result. People who 
don’t eat fish regularly have a significantly 
higher risk of dying of a heart attack and 
may have more mood problems, depres-
sion, and cognitive decline.

So why aren’t we eating seafood? Blame 
misconceptions, for one. Our favorites—
salmon, shrimp, and tuna—have been 
maligned as toxic. Another concern is 
the FDA’s recent approval of genetically 
modified salmon, which could hit stores 
and restaurants as early as next year 
without labeling. Add the fact that some 
fish are now on the brink of extinction, 
and safe, nontoxic, sustainable seafood 
can seem out of reach. “We’ve done a very 
good job of scaring people away from fish 
when, in fact, it’s more dangerous not to 
eat seafood than it is to eat seafood,” says 
Barton Seaver, director of the Sustainable 
Seafood and Health Initiative at Harvard’s 
TH Chan School of Public Health. 

Sound like a fish story? You just haven’t 
heard the truth. “You can have it both 
ways,” says Larry Olmsted, author of 
Real Food Fake Food. “You can eat more 
seafood, and you can eat real seafood.”

 
Seafood as medicine
It might be the world’s most undersold 
superfood: High in protein and a good 
source of B vitamins and some antioxi-
dants, seafood is also a dietary source of 
vitamin D and, more important, omega-3 
fatty acids—specifically, eicosapenta- 
enoic acid (EPA) and docosahexaenoic 
acid (DHA), known as “marine omegas” 
because they’re found primarily in seafood 
and seaweed. Omega-3s can help prevent 
disease, but our bodies can’t make them, 
so we have to get them from food. Though 
seafood isn’t the only source, it’s the best 
and most concentrated, says David Katz, 
director of the Yale University Prevention 
Research Center. Some plants, like flax, 
have an omega-3 called alpha-linolenic 
acid (ALA), but it’s not as beneficial 
because our bodies have to convert ALA 
into EPA or DHA to use it, Katz says—
and some research shows that as little as 
0.013% of ALA actually gets converted.

Marine omega-3s, by contrast, have 
been proven to boost heart health by 
lowering blood pressure and triglycerides, 
fortifying blood vessels, and potentially 
reducing chronic inflammation linked to 
heart disease. Eating one to two servings 
of seafood per week, compared with 
none, may lower your risk of heart disease 
death by 36% and total risk of dying by 
17%—comparable to the protection you’d 
get from prescription meds, including 
statins, says Dariush Mozaffarian, dean of FO
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Trout Ratatouille 
en Papillote,  
p. 91
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the Tufts University School of Nutrition 
Science and Policy. 

Evidence also links regular consump-
tion of fish high in omega-3s to reduced 
arthritis symptoms and risks of type 2 
diabetes, depression, and some cancers. In 
a Tufts study, people who ate three or more 
weekly servings of fish lowered their risk 
of dementia by 39% (and Alzheimer’s by 
50%), compared with those who ate less. 

As for supplements, some research 
shows fish oil helps lower triglycerides, 
but other studies are disappointing. For 
example, a study of 12,000 people at risk 
of heart disease found that those who took 
1,000 mg of omega-3s daily for 5 years 
fared no better than a placebo group in 
heart-related deaths or hospital visits. In 
another trial, 4,000 older adults saw no 
cognitive benefit after taking fish oil for 
5 years. Researchers don’t know what’s 
behind the difference but say you should 
eat the real deal to get the health boon. 

The truth about toxicity
Want a totally pure piece of fish? You’ll 
have to look somewhere other than Earth. 
There’s no such thing as contaminant-free 
seafood, says Katz. Just about all fish, 
farmed or wild, contains some chemical 
residue, including mercury and/or the 
carcinogens polychlorinated biphenyls 
(PCBs) and dioxins. Farmed seafood may 
have more chemicals, since producers 

frequently use antibiotics and pesticides 
to increase yields. 

But toxicity is no reason to skip seafood 
entirely—and avoiding it due to contami-
nant risk may be missing the forest for the 
trees. Take a major study from Harvard’s 
TH Chan School of Public Health, which 
found that if 100,000 people ate farmed 
salmon twice a week for 70 years, the 
excess PCB and dioxin intake would cause 
24 cancer deaths. At the same time, the 
increase in omega-3s would prevent more 
than 7,000 deaths from heart disease.

If you’re worried about PCBs and 
dioxins, up to 90% of our dietary expo-
sure actually comes from meat, dairy, 
eggs, and produce—a fact overlooked in 
seafood’s misallocation as a major source. 
As for mercury, most fish has traces, but 
evidence shows healthy adults would have 
to eat high-mercury choices like shark and 
tilefish daily for years to develop mercury 
poisoning. If you’re consuming moderate 
amounts of safer seafood, though, you’ll 
likely be fine. A study from Rush Univer-
sity found that, although weekly seafood 
eaters had higher mercury levels, those 
with a genetic predisposition to Alzhei-
mer’s showed fewer signs of the disease. 

The case for farmed fish 
Aquaculture—the term for fish farming, 
which accounts for about half the fish 
we eat today—has a terrible reputation. 

Eating more  
seafood may lower 

the risk of death 
from heart disease 

as much as some  
medications do. 

Scallops with 
Spinach & Bacon, 
p. 92

Coming Soon: Genetically Modified Salmon 
Last year, the FDA approved the first genetically modified fish, the farmed AquAdvantage Salmon. 
While the agency says the salmon is safe, critics worry it could mix with wild salmon if it were to es-
cape. Also, the fish won’t be labeled as GM when it reaches stores and restaurants as early as 2017. 
Yet, even in full production, GM salmon will represent only a tiny fraction of salmon sold in the US. 
To avoid it, buy European Union–certified organic (US organic isn’t regulated, meaning you might still 
get GM) or shop at Costco, Trader Joe’s, Whole Foods, or Target, all of which won’t sell the salmon.
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Chili-Orange 
Mackerel with 
Orange Yogurt 
Sauce, p. 91

Some farmed fish 
is actually less 

toxic and more 
sustainable than 

wild-caught.

Farms that raise fish in open nets or 
ocean pens are infamous for polluting 
waters with waste, antibiotics, pesticides, 
and cleaning chemicals—toxins that often 
end up in fish, too. Farmed fish can also 
escape, disrupting natural habitats.     
   But avoiding farmed fish because some 
are bad is like refusing to swim in any lake 
because some are polluted. Some farmed 
fish is less toxic and more sustainable 
than wild-caught options. “There are 
some farms putting out garbage, but there 
are plenty doing the right thing,” says 
chief fishmonger MJ Gimbar of Black 
Restaurant Group in Washington, DC.  
In the past 2 years, the number of 
facilities certified in accordance with 
the Global Aquaculture Alliance’s Best 
Aquaculture Practices for using approved 
chemicals only when necessary and being 
eco-conscious has almost doubled. 
      Aquaculture looks even better when 
compared with animal ranching. “The en-
vironmental impact of agriculture on land 
is huge, but aquaculture, when done cor-
rectly, has a very minimal environmental 
footprint,” says Contessa Kellogg-Winters 
of the Aquaculture Stewardship Council.  

Advances in sustainability      
Even experts can’t classify entire fish 
species as “good” or “bad” when it comes 
to toxicity and eco-friendliness. But there 
is one thing they can say with certainty: 

Domestic, wild-caught fish is almost 
always the most sustainable. Once you 
leave American waters, things get dicey. 
In some countries, more than 50% of fish 
is caught illegally or without necessary 
oversight, studies show. Even worse: Be-
tween 20 and 32% of wild-caught seafood 
imported to the US is harvested illegally. 
      Fishing methods also affect sustain-
ability. Some companies use trawls that 
drag the ocean floor, destroying habitats. 
Others use huge nets that cause by-
catch—the unintentional entangling and 
killing of species like sea turtles. But there 
are eco-friendly methods: Pole fishing, 
harpooning, and some trapping minimize 
by-catch and habitat disturbances. 

Caution: fish fraud
Even if you stride up to the fish counter 
fully educated on the industry, there’s 
still a chance you’ll walk away with a fish 
you didn’t want. Fish fraud—when cheap 
species are mislabeled as expensive ones 
or sourced from a different country than 
claimed—is rampant. Oceana found that 
one-third of 1,200 samples from stores 
and restaurants were mislabeled—and 
that up to 43% of  “wild” salmon was 
farmed or a cheaper type. Fraud can affect 
health, too: High-mercury tilefish is often 
sold as much-safer halibut. Follow our 
rules on the next page to avoid fish fraud 
and get safe, sustainable seafood.

Beware of Imported Farmed Shrimp 
Due to concerns about the use of banned antibiotics, the FDA has refused imports of 
farmed shrimp from many Asian countries; some of these farms have also been fingered for 
polluting, destroying natural habitats, and using slave labor. “Farmed seafood from Asian and 
underdeveloped countries should not be eaten as a general rule,” says chef Rick Moonen, a 
promoter of sustainable seafood. But don’t overlook all shrimp: US farmed or wild-caught is 
some of the least toxic, most sustainable, and healthiest you can eat.
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The  
10  
Most Terrible   
1. Shark 2. Tilefish  
3. Marlin 4. Orange roughy  
5. Red snapper 6. Grouper  
7. Asian-farmed shrimp  
8. Ahi/bigeye tuna  
9. White tuna  
10. King mackerel

2   
WILD ALASKAN SALMON  
(OR FARMED ARCTIC CHAR)
Both options are low in toxins, 
sustainable, and nearly identi-
cal in taste and texture. 

The 6 Safest 3
FARMED SCALLOPS 
Choose “dry” scallops 
farmed in the US, Canada, 
Brazil, Ecuador, or Norway 
for the least toxins. 

1. Buy low. Slash toxin ex-
posure by buying seafood low 
on the food chain: scallops, 
oysters, shrimp, anchovies, 
catfish, clams, pollock, 
sardines, salmon, squid, and 
tilapia. To minimize mercu-
ry, avoid predatory fish like 
shark, marlin, swordfish, tile-
fish, ahi and bigeye tuna, king 
mackerel, and orange roughy. 
Pick long-living species like 
bluefish, albacore, yellowfin 
tuna, and striped bass only 
occasionally.  

2. Choose American. 
US wild-caught or farmed 
seafood is generally the least 
toxic and most sustainable. 
Country of origin should be 
listed on packages or near the 
price at fresh displays.

3. Search these. Websites 
like Seafood Selector from the 
Environmental Defense Fund, 
FishWatch from NOAA, and 
Seafood Watch from Monterey 
Bay Aquarium offer thorough 
buying guides for domestic 
and imported seafood.  

4. Shop here. Some 
pioneering retailers filter out 
most bad choices for you. 
Whole Foods Market and 
Wegmans lead the industry, 
with strong toxicity and sus-
tainability standards verified 
by third-party organizations; 
both can also trace all 

seafood back to the source, 
minimizing fraud. At Food 
Lion and Hannaford, farmed 
seafood must come from 
Best Aquaculture Practices– 
certified facilities, and all wild 
is fully traceable. Hy-Vee, 
Safeway, Walmart, and Target 
also have high standards. 

5. Look for labels. When 
buying wild, look for a blue 
check mark from the Marine 
Stewardship Council or the 
Friend of the Sea sailboat 
seal, both of which ensure 
seafood is sustainable and 
less likely to be fraudulent. 
For farmed fish, get that 
guarantee by looking for the 
BAP logo, the green check 
mark from the Aquaculture 
Stewardship Council, or the 
Friend of the Sea sailboat 
seal. All use third-party 
verification to certify that the 
farms minimize chemical use 
and habitat disruption. 
 
6. Ask questions. At 
restaurants and stores, 
confirm the type of fish, where 
it’s from, and how it was 
harvested or caught.   

7. Cook at home. Not only 
is preparing seafood easier 
than many people think, but it 
also gives you total control over 
what you eat. Need inspi-
ration? Turn the page for six 
simple, delicious recipes. 

7Rules to Get the 
Best Seafood

1
WILD (OR FARMED) TROUT 
The safest, most sustainable 
trout comes from US farms 
or wild from the Great Lakes.

4
FARMED TILAPIA 
Look for fillets from the US, 
Canada, Peru, or Ecuador.

6
US WILD (OR  
FARMED) SHRIMP 
Farmed US shrimp  
are rare but safest, 
though wild-caught 
shrimp from Alaska  
and the Gulf Coast  
are often just as good. 

5
WILD MACKEREL 
This omega-3–packed, rich-tasting fish 
is low in toxins when from the Alaskan 
Pacific, Atlantic, or Gulf of Mexico.
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SERVES 4
PREP TIME: 25 minutes
TOTAL TIME: 35 minutes

 4  trout fillets (4 oz each)
 2  Roma tomatoes, thinly sliced
 1  baby or Japanese eggplant,  

thinly sliced
 1 sm yellow squash, thinly sliced
 1  sm zucchini, thinly sliced 
 2  Tbsp olive oil
 4  tsp chopped fresh thyme
            Fresh basil, for serving

Heat oven to 375°F. Season fillets with salt 
and pepper. Cut parchment in four 18" × 12" 
pieces. Fold each in half crosswise; open, lay 
flat. Alternate veggies in layers on 1 side of 
fold. Add some oil and thyme, salt, and pep-
per. Lay 1 fillet on veggies; add thyme and oil. 
Fold paper to form half-moon; fold edges to 
seal. Cook on baking sheet until parchment 
puffs, 10 minutes. Garnish with basil.

NUTRITION (per serving) 
268 cal, 26 g pro, 8 g carb, 3 g fiber, 5 g sugars, 
14.5 g fat, 2.5 g sat fat, 131 mg sodium

SERVES 4
PREP TIME: 10 minutes
TOTAL TIME: 20 minutes

 4  tsp orange zest
 1  tsp chili powder
 ½  tsp smoked paprika
 ¼  tsp kosher salt
 ¼  tsp black pepper 
 4–6 mackerel fillets (about 1 ¼ lb total)
 ½  c fat-free Greek yogurt
 ¼  c orange juice
 1  Tbsp Dijon mustard

Heat oven to 400°F. Combine zest, 
chili powder, paprika, salt, and  
pepper. Lightly coat baking sheet with 
cooking spray and add fish, skin side 
down. Rub flesh side of fish with 
spice mix and bake until cooked  
through, 10 minutes. Whisk yogurt, 
juice, and mustard. Serve fish 
with sauce. 

NUTRITION (per serving) 
323 cal, 29 g pro, 5 g carb, 0 g fiber, 2 g sugars, 
19.5 g fat, 4.5 g sat fat, 348 mg sodium

Trout Ratatouille  
en Papillote 

Chili-Orange Mackerel  
with Orange Yogurt Sauce

Spiced Shrimp Salad  
with Buttermilk Dressing

 1 lb large (21–30 count) shrimp, 
peeled and deveined 

 2 tsp lime zest 
 ½  tsp coriander
 ½  tsp ground cumin
 ¼  tsp cayenne
 ½  tsp kosher salt
 ½  tsp black pepper 
 ¼  c buttermilk
 3  Tbsp extra virgin olive oil
 1  Tbsp lime juice
 3  c baby gem or butter lettuce 
 ½  c fresh cilantro
 4  radishes, sliced
 2  scallions, sliced

Soak 4 wooden skewers 20 minutes. 
Heat oven broiler to high. Toss shrimp 
with zest, spices, and ¼ tsp each of the 
salt and pepper and thread onto skewers. 
Coat sheet pan with cooking spray, add 
shrimp, and broil until opaque, 4 minutes, 
flipping halfway. Whisk buttermilk, oil, 
lime juice, and remaining salt and pepper. 
Divide lettuce, cilantro, radishes, and 
scallions among 4 plates. Top with shrimp 
and dressing. 

NUTRITION (per serving) 
183 cal, 15 g pro, 4 g carb, 1 g fiber, 2 g sugars,  
12 g fat, 1.5 g sat fat, 824 mg sodium

SERVES 4     PREP TIME: 20 minutes     TOTAL TIME: 30 minutes
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SERVES 4
PREP TIME: 5 minutes
TOTAL TIME: 25 minutes

 2  slices thick-cut bacon, diced
 1  lb large scallops, muscle removed
 1  lg clove garlic, sliced
 1  shallot, diced
 10  oz spinach
  Lemon wedges and red-pepper 

flakes, for serving

Cook bacon in large skillet over medium- 
high heat until crisp, 5 minutes. Transfer to 
plate with slotted spoon. Season scallops 
with salt and pepper and add to skillet. Cook 
until golden on bottom, 3 minutes. Flip and 
cook 2 minutes more. Transfer to separate 
plate. Add garlic and shallot to skillet and 
cook until translucent, 4 minutes. Add spin-
ach and cook until wilted, 3 to 4 minutes. 
Serve scallops over spinach with bacon, 
red-pepper flakes, and lemon wedges. 

NUTRITION (per serving) 
188 cal, 19 g pro, 10 g carb, 2 g fiber, 1 g sugars,  
8.5 g fat, 2.5 g sat fat, 685 mg sodium

Scallops with  
Spinach & Bacon

Maple, Bourbon & Mustard 
Glazed Salmon with Slaw 
SERVES 4
PREP TIME: 5 minutes
TOTAL TIME: 20 minutes

 ¼  c Dijon mustard
 3  Tbsp maple syrup
 2  Tbsp bourbon or whiskey
 2  Tbsp olive oil
 1  Tbsp white wine vinegar
 2 ½  c shredded cabbage
 4  skin-on salmon fillets (6 oz each)

Combine mustard, syrup, bourbon, and oil 
in saucepan. Simmer over medium heat, 
stirring occasionally, 1 minute. Remove from 
heat and cool. Transfer 3 Tbsp of the glaze 
to large bowl and whisk in vinegar. Toss 
with cabbage; set aside. Brush grill with oil 
and heat to medium. Season salmon with 
salt and pepper and grill skin side down. 
Cook, covered, until nearly opaque, 3 min-
utes. Brush with glaze and cook until flaky, 
2 to 4 minutes more. Serve with slaw. 

NUTRITION (per serving) 
479 cal, 35 g pro, 16 g carb, 1 g fiber, 11 g sugars,  
29.5 g fat, 6 g sat fat, 530 mg sodium

SERVES 4
PREP TIME: 5 minutes
TOTAL TIME: 40 minutes

 3  lg Yukon gold potatoes, sliced  
into ½" wedges

 ¾  c all-purpose flour
 3  lg eggs, beaten
 1 ½  c panko bread crumbs, toasted  

until golden
 3 Tbsp chopped fresh parsley
 ¾  tsp kosher salt
 ½  tsp black pepper
 3  tilapia fillets, quartered 
 ⅓  c fat-free Greek yogurt
 ⅓  c light mayonnaise 
 3  Tbsp malt vinegar

Heat oven to 425°F. Coat 2 baking sheets 
with cooking spray. Arrange potatoes 
in even layer on 1 sheet and bake until 
golden and tender, 35 minutes. Put flour in 
shallow dish. Put eggs in another shallow 
dish. In third shallow dish, combine bread 
crumbs, parsley, salt, and pepper. Dust 
fish in flour, dip in eggs, then roll in bread 
crumbs. Arrange fish on second baking 
sheet and bake until cooked through,  
20 minutes. Meanwhile, combine yogurt, 
mayonnaise, and vinegar. Serve fish and 
chips with dip. 

NUTRITION (per serving) 
450 cal, 38 g pro, 51 g carb, 4 g fiber, 4 g sugars, 
10.5 g fat, 2.5 g sat fat, 529 mg sodium

Tilapia Fish & Chips  
with Malt Vinegar Dip 
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