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What is sustainable seafood?

Sustainable seafood is fish, shellfish and seaweeds that are grown and/or harvested 
in such a way that protects the organisms, the health of the oceans, the livelihoods 
of fisheries-dependent communities and ensures that these resources are available 
for future generations of fishermen, farmers and consumers.

What's a sustainable seafood label?

Determining whether or not a fishery or farm is operating in a sustainable manner can be 
very complex, requiring a close look at each individual operation. This makes it difficult for 
consumers to tell what seafood is produced sustainably. Some organizations have developed 
programs to do just that for you! Organizations like the Marine Stewardship Council and 
Seafood Watch have developed programs that measure how sustainable a particular fishery, 
fisherman or farm is. Once a fisherman or farm is approved sustainable by that organization’s
standards, their products can be labeled with that organization’s specific label. Some certifiers, 
like Seafood Watch, won't attach a label, or you may be at a restaurant where no label is 
present. You can reference the  Seafood Watch website or app to provide you with Seafood 
Watch's assessment of a certain fishery or gear type using their own standards. Each 
organization has different criteria for how they rate the sustainability of the seafood they look 
at. Some of the things they can cover are overfishing, type of fishing gear, and the treatment of
fishermen and workers who catch and process the fish. 

This resource will introduce you to some of the most commonly seen labels in NY and 
provide a general idea of what the certifiers look for when rating if a product is sustainable or 
not. You can use this guide to help identify the programs and standards that best fit your 
needs, or if 3rd party certification is even necessary for your fishery or farm. 
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What is a 3rd Party Certifier?

The organizations, other than the fishery/farm itself and the government that evaluate 
sustainability are known as 3rd party certifiers. They are independent organizations that 
rate a fishery, farm or fisherman against its own guidelines or sustainability standards. These
standards vary among certifiers and can include the entire seafood supply chain from ocean 
to plate, or just the fishery itself. Some organizations only look at aquaculture (seafood 
farming) or wild harvest, and some look at both.

How do 3rd Party Certifications 
differ from state/federal regulations?

Most fishermen want to know what they have to do, above and beyond state and federal 
regulations, to attain sustainability certifications. The answer is complex, as each organization 
has its own set of standards and some, like Seafood Watch, choose the fisheries they will assess; a
fisherman can’t ask to be assessed by them. Seafood Watch decides based on what partner 
foodservice organizations and retailers purchase- trying to get your product to large national  or 
west-coast retailers could help bring attention to your fishery and create demand for a Seafood 
Watch assessment. That being said, the U.S. has the strictest fisheries regulations in the world 
and is often considered the “gold standard” of fisheries management. These government 
regulations have to go through a long and in-depth evaluation process before they are made 
into law, so 3rd party certifiers have an advantage in that they can create and set standards based
on what criteria they find most important. 3rd party certifiers can make their standards as strict 
or lenient as they want, so in this way they can differ from the government regulations.
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I don't see a label!

Does no label mean a product isn't sustainable? Not at all! As we mentioned on the previous 
page, the United States has some of  the strictest federal fisheries regulations and even more 
rigorous state regulations, which focus on maintaining sustainable wild populations. Federal 
and state organizations also strictly regulate farming operations to ensure they operate in a 
safe and sustainable manner.  Many small-scale fisheries and farmers are unable to pay for 
3rd party certifications, even if they are following all the criteria and are running a sustainable
operation. If you live in New York State and buy New York-caught fish, that's a great choice. 
The product is fresher, easy to trace, and supports New York's fishing communities. In 
addition, when purchasing NY seafood you can interact with the fishermen and farmers to 
better understand what they do to ensure they produce sustainable products.  

Be on the lookout for 
NY State certified 

products and labels- 
visit ny.certified.gov 

for more details
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NY's Most Delicious Secrets

Been eating the same foreign farm-raised tilapia for 
years? Or mysterious and heavily battered "white 

fish"? Here are some tasty and sustainable 
alternatives to consider!

Spiny dogfish, or Squalus acanthus, have 
bodies similar to sharks and are brown or 
slate colored. It is plentiful, mild-tasting, 
and the perfect replacement to go in fish 

sticks! It's also firm enough to grill on 
kebabs or add to chowder and stew.

Skates like this thorny skate (Raja radiata) 
provide a sweet and mild shellfish-like 
taste. Their wings are edible, and are 

especially delicious when combined with 
slightly acidic accompaniments like salsa 

or poached in butter and wine.  

The northern sea robin (Prionotus carolinas) 
has a flaky, firm meat with a rich shellfish- 
like taste. It's usually used in seafood stews 

or soups but can simply be sautéed too!

Scup, a.k.a. porgy (Stenotomas chrysops), is 
a mild-tasting fish that is the perfect base 
for your next taco Tuesday. Fry or sauté 

it and enjoy the delicate white flesh. 
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What's it all about?

The hope is that with this guide, you will not only be able to 
recognize the many labels you see on seafood but also 
understand what they mean for your food and empower you, 
as the consumer, to make more informed choices. 

You may have noticed that many local grocery stores have 
their own standards for sustainable seafood. Whole Foods 
Market, Target and Stop N’ Shop all guarantee certain products 
as sustainably harvested or farmed. We encourage consumers 
with more questions about store-specific labeling to explore 
the store’s website for further details and information.
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(631) 632-8730 
mc2544@cornell.edu 

There are many sustainability or "eco-labels" for seafood and other 
products worldwide. This resource addresses some of the most 
commonly seen labels and certifiers in NY- it is not a comprehensive 
list of all that's available. We encourage you to use the following 
indexes as a starting point to get an idea of the requirements of each 
certification and how they create their standards, and then decide what
would work best for your fishery or farm. 

This guide was produced by NY Sea Grant and published with funds from NY Sea Grant and NOAA Sea Grant
(project number NA16OAR4170251)  for distribution at NY Sea Grant Trainings and Workshops.
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