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Seafood Alert!

By David Sefcik

There is a growing consumer and industry concern over some fraudulent packaging and labeling practices in the seafood industry.  This is being evidenced by an increased focus on complaints and reported violations of U.S. law by seafood importers.

On October 14, 2008, John Connelly, President of the National Fisheries Institute (NFI) and Lisa Weddig, Director of Regulatory Affairs for NFI, visited NIST Weights and Measures Division.  NFI is a non-profit organization dedicated to providing education on seafood safety, sustainability, and nutrition, and has a membership of over 300 suppliers, producers, retailers and wholesalers.

Mr. Connelly and Ms. Weddig discussed NFI’s concerns over potentially deceptive practices that may be emerging in the marketplace.  They came to solicit ideas on how to obtain assistance from state and federal agencies such as the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) in their efforts to protect reputable businesses and consumers from unfair trade practices.

NFI explained that reported violations are being seen in three primary areas:

1.  Weight Labeling - Some packers are intentionally short-weighing. These suppliers are boldly providing their customers offer letters showing different price points based on a percentage of short net weight (i.e. 80 % net weight for 41 to 50 count shrimp).

Another common short weight fraud is glazing.  According to NFI, “one of the most common frauds is selling short weight products by adding significant glaze to fish products”. One example which needs to be addressed by FDA and FTC is whether it is a permissible practice to call a water, citric acid, and salt glaze a “marinade” and include this “marinade” as part of the net weight. 

2.  Species Substitution – Seafood products that are being sold under an assumed name.  For example, various species of Pangasius (i.e. catfish) are being sold as grouper.

3.  Transshipment of Products to Avoid Duties – Products that are intentionally shipped through different countries or being identified with an incorrect country of origin to avoid duties and tariffs.

In response, NFI sponsored the formation of the Better Seafood Bureau (BSB) to specifically combat fraud in the seafood industry.  Since September 2007, BSB has been working with seafood buyers to identify suppliers that have good quality control systems (and those that do not) and those suppliers who meet U.S. law (and those that are not complying) for proper labeling of weight, count, country of origin, and species.  Buyers who suspect their suppliers are selling short weight or mislabeled products are encouraged to report them to the BSB at (866) 956-4272.  The BSB formally contact suspected violators of U.S. laws and regulations and notifies them of areas of non-compliance and provides them with resources to identify and correct their errors.
NFI has already shared its concerns with the FDA.  To move forward, NIST Weights and Measures Division encouraged the NFI to engage the FTC, states, packers, and retailers who are non-members of the association in an effort to educate all parties of the seafood industry’s concerns. The goal is to create awareness, identify opportunities, and clarify the responsibility each of us has to ensure equity in the marketplace.  

A meeting of all interested parties will be scheduled later this year.  If you are experiencing any type of problem with seafood during your inspection and enforcement, we would like to hear from you.  Additionally, if you are aware of any merchants in your state that are experiencing problematic seafood marketing practices we would like to know about it so that we can add your input to our efforts to aid NFI and the industry it represents.

Comments or concerns may be addressed to David Sefcik at (301) 9754868 or by e-mail at dsefcik@comcast.net.
