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Seafood Fraud:  “I’ll Have the 

Red Snapper….I hope!”
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How big is the problem?

• 1/3 of  US shrimp mislabeled (Natl Geographic 2014)

• 1/3 of seafood sampled from 650 retail stores in 21 

states was mislabeled (Oceana report 2012)

• “Bait and switch, how seafood fraud hurts our oceans, 

our wallets and our health”  (Oceana report, 2011)
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Why does this happen?

• Most seafood consumed in US is imported (85%)

• Inspection Frequency

• “Not a public health issue”

• Increasing Seafood Consumption

• High Value of Product 

• Availability vs. Demand (i.e. there are no “seasons”)

• Public Awareness and “Ignorance”

• $$$
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Types of Economic Fraud

in Seafood
(both intentional and accidental)

• Species substitution & mislabeling

• Short-weighting & Over treating

• Trans-shipping & fraudulent labeling
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Where’s the red snapper?
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Grouper vs Basa

Grouper: 

$ 12.00/lb.

Basa:  $5.00/ lb.
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Species substitution can not only affect your wallet,

but your health as well!

• “White Tuna”

• Tile Fish
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“White Tuna”

• Common names: oil fish, 

escolar

• Member of the snake mackerel 

family – NOT a tuna species

• Contains gemplytoxin
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Compare menus to products 

on hand and invoices.

Escolar can only be 

marketed as:  

“Escolar” or “Oil Fish”.
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• Fish on the FDA’s “DO NOT EAT” list for sensitive groups such 

as pregnant women and children because of their high mercury 

content were sold to customers who had ordered safer fish

• Tilefish sold as red snapper and halibut in New York City and 

king mackerel sold as grouper in South Florida.

(Oceana report)
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Slide 13 Short Weighting:

Over Breading

– Actionable when the quantity of shrimp material present, 

based on the average of all subsamples, is less than the 

following percentages of the total article (as determined by the 

methods prescribed in the standards of identity, 21 CFR 

161.175 - 161.176).

• Frozen raw breaded shrimp - 45%

• Frozen raw lightly breaded shrimp - 60%
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Short Weighting:

Soaking

• “Weight” packs and common practices

– Scallops (Tripolyphosphate)

– Oysters (Soaking/adding water)
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Trans-shipping and Mislabeling

• Shipping through intermediary countries to avoid 

customs duties

• Labeling Product fraudulently to make it legal.

• Use of buzz words

(HACCP, FDA, Cooked, etc)
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Blatant Counterfeiting

Approved Korean Product Counterfeit Chinese Product
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Species substitution and mislabeling is 

addressed in 2017 Food Code:

3-601.12

“(A) FOOD shall be offered for 

human consumption in a way that 

does not mislead or misinform the 

consumer.”
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“The Art of Rebranding”

(or, “Why Scientists Can’t Sell Fish”)

• Patagonian Toothfish or… 

• Chilean Sea Bass

• Slimehead fish or…

• Orange Roughy

• Dolphin or…

• Mahi mahi

• Goosefish or…

• Monkfish
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There is often a fine line between 

fraud and clever marketing.

Actual Deep-Sea scallops (Placopectin 

magellanicus) are traditionally packed and sold in 1 

gal plastic or metal cans for restaurants.
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A process was developed several years ago in 

which scraps from scallop shucking operations 

were formed into scallop shaped “medallions”.
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Deep Sea Scallops

Scallop Medallions

Scallop “medallions” are a 

finished, formed product made 

from Patagonian scallops.

Wanchese seafood.com

Ture North seafood.com  
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Deep Sea Scallops

Patagonian Scallops

Because scallop 

medallions are 

made from actual 

scallops, it is 

legal to label 

them as scallops.

https://www.allrecipes.com/article/bay-scallops-vs-sea-scallops/
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Scallop 

medallions 

typically 

wholesale for 

50% less than 

true Deep Sea 

Scallops.  

The savings are 

not typically 

passed on to 

customers.

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Slide 24 

Imitation Scallops

Some products can be harder 

to figure out.
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“Cold Smoked Tuna

Tuna treated with CO to 

preserve the color is not 

deemed to be a violation of 

the rules.  

Sea-delight.com Wildforkfoods.com
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• Guidance for Industry

• List of species with Accepted Market Names

• Google it

FDA Regulatory Fish Encyclopedia (RFE)
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