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When you stand in the
seafood aisle of your
local grocery store or
peruse a restaurant
menu featuring the
catch of the day, a
simple question often
arises: Is this a good
choice for the ocean?
For over two decades,

one resource has
consistently provided a
clear, science-based
answer. The Monterey
Bay Aquarium Seafood
Guide has become the
gold standard for
consumers, chefs, and
businesses who want
to make informed
decisions about the
seafood they eat. It is
more than just a list; it
is a powerful tool for
ocean conservation,
translating complex
fisheries science into a
simple, actionable
format. This article will
dive deep into what
this guide is, how it
works, and how you


https://everybodystreet.com/

can use it to become a
more responsible
seafood consumer, all
while exploring the
nuances of sustainable
seafood.

What
Exactly is
the
Monterey
Bay
Aquarium
Seafood
Guide?

The Monterey Bay
Aquarium Seafood
Guide is a free
resource developed by
the Monterey Bay
Aquarium in Monterey,
California. It was first

launched in 1999 as a
simple pocket-sized
card and has since
evolved into a
comprehensive online
database and a widely-
used mobile app. The
core mission of the
guide is to empower
consumers and
businesses to choose
seafood that is fished
or farmed in ways that
support healthy and
thriving ocean
ecosystems. It is not a
boycott of seafood;
rather, it is a roadmap
for supporting fisheries
and aquaculture
operations that are
well-managed and
have minimal impact
on the environment.

The guide is built on
rigorous scientific
assessments. Teams of
scientists, fisheries
experts, and
conservation

specialists evaluate
thousands of seafood
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items against a set of
criteria that include the
health of the wild fish
population, the amount
of bycatch (other
species caught
unintentionally), the
impact on the seafloor
habitat, and the
management practices
in place. For farmed
seafood, the
assessments look at
water pollution, the use
of antibiotics and
chemicals, the source
of feed, and the risk of
farmed fish escaping
and interbreeding with
wild populations. This
thorough analysis
ensures that every
recommendation is
backed by the best
available science.

The

Traffic
Light
System:
Making
Sense of
Green,
Yellow,
and Red

The genius of the

Monterey Bay
Aquarium Seafood
Guide lies in its

simplicity. It uses a
familiar  traffic light
color-coding system to
categorize seafood into
three primary
categories. This system
instantly tells you, at a
glance, which choices
are best for the ocean,



concerns with
how this seafood

which are good
alternatives, and which

you should avoid. is caught or
farmed. While it
* Gret_en (Bes.t is not a bad
Choice): This choice,

category signifies
that the seafood
is abundant,
well-managed,
and caught or
farmed in ways
that cause little
to no harm to
other wildlife or
the environment.
These are your
go-to options.
Examples often
include U.S.
farmed clams,
oysters, and
mussels, as well
as wild-caught
Alaskan salmon
and Pacific
sardines from the
u.s.

Yellow (Good
Alternative):
The yellow rating
indicates that
there are some

consumers are
encouraged to
look for a better
option or to be
mindful of the
specific source or
fishing method.
This category
highlights areas
where fisheries
are improving
but still have
room for
progress.
Examples might
include certain
types of farmed
shrimp, or wild-
caught yellowfin
tuna from
specific regions.
Red (Avoid):
This is the most
critical category.
It signifies that
the seafood is
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caught or farmed
in ways that
harm the
environment,
deplete
populations, or
result in
significant
bycatch. These
are the species
or sources you
should avoid to
help protect
ocean health.
Common
examples have
included
imported, farmed
shrimp from
certain countries,
Atlantic cod, and
orange roughy.

It is important to note
that the guide is
dynamic. A species
that is green today
could become yellow or
red if management
practices change or if
new scientific data
emerges. Conversely, a
previously red-listed

species can move to
yellow or green if

significant
improvements are
made in its fishery.

This constant updating
ensures the guide
remains relevant and
trustworthy.

How to
Use the
Seafood
Guide in
Your
Daily Life

Integrating the
Monterey Bay
Aquarium Seafood
Guide into your

everyday routine is
remarkably easy,
thanks to its multiple
formats. The most



convenient method is
the free mobile app,
available for both iOS
and Android devices.
You can search for any
type of seafood, see its
rating, and often find
recommendations for
better alternatives. The
app also includes a
near-shore feature that
provides region-
specific results, which
is crucial because a
fish caught on the East
Coast might have a
different rating than
the same species
caught on the West
Coast.

When you are in the
grocery store, look for
the seafood counter.
Many major retailers,
including Whole Foods,
Target, and many
regional chains, have
committed to sourcing
only sustainable
seafood and often
display the Monterey
Bay Aquarium's

recommendations. You
can also check the
packaging. Many
brands proudly display
a "Best Choice" or
"Good Alternative" logo
on their products. If
you are unsure, simply
pull out your phone
and look up the
specific item in the
app. It takes only a few
seconds and provides
peace of mind.

At a restaurant, do not
be afraid to ask. A
responsible chef or
server should be able
to tell you where their
seafood comes from
and how it was caught.
If they cannot, you can
use the guide to make
the best choice from
what is available. For
instance, if the menu
only lists "salmon," you
can ask if it is wild-
caught Alaskan salmon
(a green choice) or
farmed Atlantic salmon
(which is often a yellow

6 Monterey Bay Aquarium Seafood 2026-03-12
Guide



Monterey Bay Aquarium Seafood Guide 7

or red choice
depending on the
farming method).

The
Science
Behind
the
Guide:
More
Than Just
a List

The foundation of the
Monterey Bay
Aquarium Seafood
Guide is its Seafood
Watch program, which
conducts the scientific
assessments. These
assessments are
publicly available and
peer-reviewed. They

examine a fishery or
aquaculture operation
through a multi-
faceted lens. Key
criteria include:

e Inherent
Vulnerability:
How easily can a
species be
overfished?
Species that
grow slowly,
mature late, and
have low
reproductive
rates (like sharks
or orange
roughy) are more
vulnerable than
fast-growing,
prolific species
(like sardines or
squid).

e Status of Wild
Stocks: What is
the current
population level
of the fish being
caught? Is it
abundant,
overfished, or
fully exploited?



This data comes
from government
agencies and
scientific
surveys.
Nature of
Bycatch: How
many unwanted
animals are
caught along
with the target
species? This can
include sea
turtles, marine
mammals,
seabirds, and
juvenile fish of
other species.
Some fishing
methods, like
longlining, have
higher bycatch
rates than
others, like hook-
and-line fishing.
Habitat
Impacts: Does
the fishing gear
damage the
seafloor?
Trawling, for
example, can

have significant
impacts on
sensitive habitats
like coral reefs
and seagrass
beds, while
methods like
trolling have very
little impact.
Management
Effectiveness:
Is the fishery
well-regulated?
Are there strong
laws,
enforcement,
and compliance?
Are there
effective
measures in
place to prevent
overfishing and
reduce bycatch?
For Farmed
Seafood: Are
the farms open-
net pens that
release waste
and diseases into
the surrounding
water, or are
they closed-loop
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systems that
treat water
before release?
What is the
source of the
feed? Is it made
from wild-caught
fish that deplete
ocean resources?

This comprehensive
analysis ensures that
the guide is not merely
a popularity contest
but a scientifically
rigorous tool. It also
allows for a nuanced
view. For example, a
single species like tuna
can have multiple
ratings depending on
the species of tuna
(skipjack vs. bluefin)
and the method used
to catch it (pole-and-
line vs. longline).

Green

List
Heroes:
Examples
of Best
Choice
Seafood

Some of the stars of
the green list are
species that are both
delicious and
sustainable. Bivalves
like clams, mussels,
oysters, and scallops
(especially those
farmed in the U.S.) are
among the best
choices you can make.
Their farming has a net
positive impact on the
environment; they
filter water and create
habitat. Wild-caught
Alaskan salmon from
the Pacific is another



celebrated green
choice, as Alaska’s
management practices
are considered some of
the best in the world.
U.S. wild-caught
sardines and Pacific
albacore tuna (caught
by trolling or pole-and-
line) are also excellent
options. Using the
guide helps you
discover these hidden
heroes and diversify
your seafood palate.

Red
Flags:
Why You
Should
Avoid
Certain

10

Seafood

The red list serves as a
critical warning. It
includes species that
are severely overfished
or caught wusing
destructive methods.
For example, the guide
has long recommended
avoiding imported,
farmed shrimp from
countries with poor
environmental

regulations. These
farms often destroy
mangroves, use
antibiotics, and have
significant pollution
problems. Another
classic example is
orange roughy, a deep-
sea fish that can live
for over 100 years and
is extremely slow to
reproduce. Decades of
heavy fishing have left
its populations
decimated. Similarly,
Atlantic cod once was a
staple of New England
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fisheries but is now in
dire straits due to
overfishing and poor
management. By
avoiding these types of
seafood, consumers
can help reduce the
economic incentive to
continue harming
these vulnerable
populations and
habitats.

The
Yellow
List: A
Path for
mprove
ment

The yellow category
represents a middle
ground and an
opportunity for growth.
These are fisheries or

11

farms where significant
improvements are
needed but where
there is also a clear
path forward. For
instance, some farmed
salmon operations are
moving from open-net
pens to more
sustainable closed-
containment systems.
Some longline tuna
fisheries are adopting
new technologies to
reduce seabird and
turtle bycatch. When
you see a yellow
rating, it is a sign to
ask more questions. It
can also be a signal to
support those
producers who are
working towards better
practices, as your
purchasing power can
help accelerate the
transition from yellow
to green.



Regional

the Gulf of Mexico
might be rated
Jdifferently than the

Va rlatlm type of shrimp

from a farm in

S . Why§outheast Asia. Always
pay attention to the

Locati

Matters

One of the most
important aspects of
the Monterey Bay
Aquarium Seafood
Guide is its regional
specificity. A fish like
"snapper" can mean
many different species
in different parts of the
country. The qguide
provides

recommendations
based on the U.S.
region (West Coast,
Alaska, East Coast,
Gulf of Mexico, Hawaii)
and for many
international sources.
Furthermore, the same
type of shrimp from

origin of your seafood.
el app makes this
incredibly easy by
allowing you to set
your location and see
results that are most
relevant to you.

Beyond
the
Consume
r: The
Guide’s
Impact on
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the
Industry

The reach of the
Monterey Bay
Aquarium Seafood
Guide extends far
beyond individual
shoppers. Many of the
world’s largest food
service companies,
grocery chains, and
seafood suppliers have
used the Seafood
Watch standards to
transform their supply
chains. Compass
Group, Aramark, Sysco,
and countless others
have made
commitments to
source only sustainable
seafood. This
institutional demand
has created a powerful
incentive for fisheries
around the world to
improve their practices
and seek certification.
The guide has

essentially created a
market for
sustainability, proving
that conservation and
commerce can work
hand in hand.

How to
Access
the
Monterey
Bay
Aquarium
Seafood
Guide
Today

Getting started is
simple. You can
download the free
Seafood Watch app on



your smartphone. The

app is easy to
navigate, has a
powerful search

function, and includes
region-specific  data.
You can also visit the
Monterey Bay
Aquarium’s website at
seafoodwatch.org to
view the full list of
recommendations,
read detailed scientific
reports, and download
printable pocket
guides. The website
also offers resources
for businesses and
educators. Whether
you are a seasoned
chef or a home cook,
this tool is
indispensable for
anyone who cares
about the health of our
oceans.

A Simple

14

Conclusio
n: Every
Choice
Matters

The oceans face
immense pressure
from climate change,
pollution, and
overfishing. However,
the story of the
Monterey Bay

Aquarium Seafood
Guide is a story of
hope and
empowerment. It
proves that informed
choices can lead to
meaningful change at
a global scale. By using
this simple tool, you
are not just
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