
Sheila Bowman, senior outreach manager 
with the program, to fi nd out how the 
organization makes its assessments and 
how sustainable seafood is becoming a 
popular option on campuses. 

“It gets confusing for folks because 
like so many non-regulated attributes, 
sustainability is really at this point in the 
eye of the beholder,” she said. “You have 
folks who are looking at different aspects. 
It is confusing, and we spend a lot of time 
trying to put out there that as an aquarium, 
what we are about now is sustaining and 
conserving oceans and ocean wildlife. 
That is one of the things that makes us 
different from any business that might 
be defi ning it or trade organization that 
might be putting a defi nition out there.”

When deciding what list a specifi c type 
of seafood will end up on, the organiza-
tion has certain criteria. “There is a set 
of criteria for wild seafood and fi ve for 
farmed seafood,” she explained. “Some 
of the criteria are kind of basic and look 
at the biology of the fi sh. Sharks, because 
of the way they live their lives — which 
is long lives, low reproductive rate — 
don’t reproduce until late in life. They 
are never going to be great choices for 
us to eat, especially when you compare 
them with things like sardines, and even 

The topic of sustainability has been at 
the forefront in college and university 
dining services for the last several 

years. One area that has been on the rise 
is the use of sustainable seafood. 

When it comes to knowing what types 
of seafood are sustainable, the Monterey 
Bay Aquarium’s Seafood Watch Program 
has become one of a few authorities, 
including Marine Stewardship Council 
and the Global Aquaculture Alliance, that 
many in the foodservice industry have 
turned to. Since 1999, the organization 
has printed 36 million of its sustainable 
seafood pocket guides and its iPhone 
application has been downloaded more 
than 240,000 times. 

Seafood is divided into three catego-
ries according to the program: The Best 
Choices, or Green List, are abundant, 
well-managed and caught or farmed in 
environmentally friendly ways; Good 
Alternatives, or Yellow List, are an op-
tion, but there are concerns with how 
they are caught or farmed — or with the 
health of their habitat due to other human 
impacts; and Avoid, or Red List, items 
that are overfi shed or caught or farmed 
in ways that harm other marine life or 
the environment.
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big ocean lovers who are just more in-
terested in their food. That is encourag-
ing. That helps us think that — you can’t 
change the world with a small minority 
of hyper-vigilant folks. We are excited 
to get a bigger pool of interested, ‘less-
crazed’ advocates, and more of the ‘I’m 
pretty interested, if you make it easy, I 
will go ahead and do it.’” 

Business interest has also increased. 
“I remember five or six years ago, busi-
nesses were not that interested,” she 
said. “We get a lot more interest from 
businesses these days. People who are 
seafood suppliers, possibly even seafood 
producers, fisherman and fish farmers 
who are understanding or seeing the early 
move of the market towards these kinds 
of products. For example, if you want 
to be in Whole Foods, you have to have 
product that is on our Green or Yellow 
List. Smart businessmen are saying ‘What 
do I need to do to get there?’” 

Bowman has also seen more interest 
from higher-education foodservice opera-
tors. “Three or four years ago, I heard 
mostly from students from on-campus 
groups who were going to approach their 
food service and say ‘we want this’ or ‘we 
want that.’ More and more, I am hearing 
directly from the foodservice operators.”

Several colleges and universities have 
partnered with the organization including 
Stanford University, Princeton University, 
University of Massachusetts and Villanova 
University. In addition, contract manage-
ment companies Aramark, Bon Appetit 
and Compass are partners. “Our partners 
are folks who have decided not to serve 
any seafood from our Red List, and focus 
on the Green and Yellow as much as they 
can,” she noted. “Most importantly, they 
help educate their customers about what 
sustainability is.” —OCH

Visit www.oncampushospitality.com 
to see the Seafood Watch’s guide to sus-
tainable seafood. 

“In recent years, we are finding that 
that’s certainly not the only way to raise a 
fish. We are seeing off-shore aquaculture 
and tank-raised fish that are getting away 
from some of those problems that were 
inherent in fish farming and starting to 
solve some of those things in ways that 
move them off the Red List that are not 
really creating the problem.” 

Some farmed species have made it 
onto the Green List. “On our best choices, 
our Green List, are a number of really 
solid, good farmed species that some 
people don’t want to believe are good, 
but any smart industry, any smart business 
is going to evolve and improve,” she said. 
“We are really pretty impressed with the 
farmers out there who are doing that.” 

The list is constantly being updated. 
“We add new things; things can be up-
dated,” said Bowman. “We’ve just spent 
the last year fleshing out our Atlantic Cod 
recommendations. That used to be a single 
look at a single factory. We have now 
added some of the Iceland and Norwegian 
recommendations, which are better for 
that fish. You still can’t eat the one we 
told you not to eat, but there are some 
other options out there.”

Bowman said that she has seen a rise 
in the interest in sustainable seafood in 
the last few years. “Everyone is a little 
more interested in their food, even from a 
food safety, food health aspect. It just kind 
of rubs off on them — being interested 
in the source and the sustainability of 
their seafood. When we started 10 years 
ago, it was a very consumer, grassroots 
program where ‘we have this aquarium 
here and we could talk to people about 
these issues.’ Of course, we knew that 
if you came to the aquarium, you prob-
ably liked the oceans. We went at a very 
specific demographic of ocean lovers. 

“In the past three years, we have seen 
a huge shift in more everyday consum-
ers being involved — maybe people who 
haven’t been to an aquarium who are just 

tuna, which live shorter lives, reproduce 
in huge numbers and are out there with 
a more resilient population. We do take 
that into account when we look at things. 
That is something that you can’t really 
tweak. If the fish doesn’t have the right 
biology, you have to think twice.” 

Other criteria are focused on things 
that are controllable. “They are things 
like the gear that we use to collect,” said 
Bowman. “When we are collecting fish, 
does it impact and damage the habitat 
where the fish live? Is it very selective 
gear, or is it much more ‘catch everything 
in the ocean’ kind of gear? In that case, 
you have concerns about bycatch, or other 
items caught.

“Of course, we also look at manage-
ment plans. There are fisheries where they 
are very careful, and they understand that 
you should leave females behind, let the 
animals reproduce and not disturb the 
young ones when they are just coming 
up through their young lives. This is op-
posed to a lack of a management plan or a 
management plan that is not enforced; so 
you catch just huge amounts of juveniles 
as you are trying to catch the adults. We 
look at all of those things.” 

The way of looking at sustainable fish-
ing efforts has changed. “It is a lot more 
than how many fish are out there, which 
I think is a really tempting way — and 
the historical way — we have managed 
fish stocks, which is ‘Gosh, it is a great 
year, let’s go out and get them,’” she said. 
“We haven’t really thought about the fact 
that how we do it is just as important as 
perhaps whether we do it or how much 
we take.” 

Opinions have also changed on wild-
caught seafood versus farm raised. “It is 
interesting because people do want to have 
these black-and-white rules, like every-
thing wild is okay or everything farmed 
is bad,” said Bowman. “Historically, we 
have all come up learning about farmed 
fish through the model of salmon farming, 
which is top-end, carnivore, lots of food 
in to get one pound of salmon out. They 
have typically been done in coastal open-
net pens where fish poop and excess food 
and any chemicals used to keep the fish 
from getting diseases or cure diseases or 
keep parasites down, all that stuff flows 
into the environment. The model we are 
familiar with for the last 20 years is one 
where the businesses let the environment 
absorb and dilute some of their problematic 
extra issues with the chemicals. 
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