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Intelligence

What will it take to make tilapia great again?

19 December 2016
By Clare Leschin-Hoar

A�ordable and right in Americans’ culinary wheelhouse, tilapia producers seek to regain
foothold with consumers

 

This past year may go down as the year of distorted Facebook news, but back in 2008, the doozy headline, “Tilapia is worse than bacon” found life on the
social network. The click-baity claim has since been rehashed over and over ever since a study (http://www.wakehealth.edu/News-
Releases/2008/Wake_Forest_Researchers_Say_Popular_Fish_Contains_Potentially_Dangerous_Fatty_Acid_Combination.htm) out of Wake Forest University
School of Medicine �rst compared the two foods’ likelihood to cause in�ammation. And it’s not the only ding to tilapia’s tender reputation.

Reports that Chinese producers were feeding tilapia feces from pigs (https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2012-10-11/asian-seafood-raised-on-pig-
feces-approved-for-u-s-consumers) and geese brought their own set of cringe-worthy moments. Tilapia has also been repeatedly linked to a variety of
seafood fraud cases (it’s most often swapped for the pricier red snapper) in Oceana’s exhaustive investigations (http://usa.oceana.org/fraudgap). The bad

An overhead view of a tilapia farm in a lake in Hainan, China. Photo courtesy of The Fishin’ Co.
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news doesn’t stop there: Last month (http://www.foxnews.com/health/2016/11/18/tilapia-likely-source-washington-womans-�esh-eating-bacteria-
infection-o�cials-say.html), tilapia was identi�ed as the likely source of a case of �esh-eating bacteria infection in a Washington-state woman.

Once a darling of the sustainable seafood crowd for its vegetarian diet and its potential to feed the world’s growing population with a reliable source of lean
protein, mild-mannered tilapia now has a pretty serious image problem, one that may be causing a dip in consumption levels.

Gavin Gibbons, spokesman for the U.S. seafood association the National Fisheries Institute (NFI), told the Advocate that while they “fought the
misinformation hard,” there hasn’t been any hard research done to quantify the �nancial impact of the ongoing “worse than bacon” press.

There may not be a de�nitive �nancial number, but there’s little doubt the resulting Facebook posts were damaging, said Ryan Grace, president of The Fishin’
Co., the largest importer of tilapia into the United States. “People don’t trust tilapia. To us, that’s frustrating.”

That lack of trust may still be costing the industry real dollars. Tilapia is still popular, sitting fourth among U.S. consumers’ Top 10 favorite species, a list
released annually by NFI. But in a year where American consumers were celebrated for �nally upping their seafood consumption rate
(http://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/commercial-�sheries/fus/fus15/index) by nearly a pound per capita, tilapia was the only one of those 10 species to actually
see a drop in consumption, by .055 pounds from the previous year, putting it close to levels seen in 2011.

Matt Brooker, business development manager with The Fishin’ Co., said the industry hasn’t done a good enough job of getting the positive stories about
tilapia production out to the media or to American consumers. While many buyers and retailers have a strong understanding of the work that’s being done to
improve global feed and farming operations, the message often seems to stop there.

“We can talk about all the work we’re doing in China. Buyers and retailers have a great understanding of the work that’s being done, but the consumer who
buys from them, they don’t know anything about it,” said Brooker.

That work can be substantial. In the case of The Fishin’ Co., close partnerships with Best Aquaculture Practices (https://www.bapcerti�cation.org/?
__hstc=189156916.a02d95f648769c8a3642bded21c90454.1686502426389.1686502426389.1686502426389.1&__hssc=189156916.1.1686502426389&__hsf
the Sustainable Fisheries Partnership (https://www.sustainable�sh.org), Hainan Sustainability Alliance and other organizations show its commitment to
getting more producers to seek certi�cation, and to speci�cally focus on improving farm conditions, record keeping, antibiotic use and overall practices of
Chinese tilapia farmers.

“We also offer business incentives and contracts to those farms and facilities that are committed to improving their practices,” said Grace.

Whether efforts to improve farming conditions make any difference with consumers is unclear. At notable California-based restaurant chain Rubio’s, which
sources tilapia from Regal Springs Tilapia, a recent shift towards emphasizing wild-caught seafood over farmed has meant a slip in sales of tilapia tacos
and burritos, according to a SeafoodSource report (http://www.seafoodsource.com/news/foodservice-retail/rubio-s-restaurants-secret-to-success-go-
wild). Rubio’s declined a request for an interview.

Consumers should demand that production of all foods, especially animal foods, be

produced with a nutrient pro�le similar to the wild version of the same species
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Putting a reputation to the (taste) test
Global production of tilapia is huge, and growing. According to a recent Seafood Watch report
(http://www.seafoodwatch.org/-/m/sfw/pdf/reports/t/mba_seafoodwatch_farmedtilapia_colombia_report.pdf), “production is estimated to be
approximately 4.5 million metric tons, and is predicted to increase to 7.3 million metric tons by 2030,” with the U.S. tagged as the world’s largest importer.

If Americans’ appetite for the �sh is waning due to its �ailing image, Washington Post food writer Tamar Haspel wanted to understand if the �sh’s reputation
(https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/food/tilapia-has-a-terrible-reputation-does-it-deserve-it/2016/10/24/4537dc96-96e6-11e6-bc79-
af1cd3d2984b_story.html) as one “chefs love to hate” was deserved.

“I didn’t have an opinion about tilapia. I seldom eat �sh that I don’t catch or isn’t caught by someone in my local [Cape Cod] community,” said Haspal. “But I
wanted to see what the fuss was about. In my market, it’s the least expensive �sh.”

So she gathered a panel of six tasters that included a chef, a �sheries expert, a restaurant critic and two folks from a D.C.-based seafood distributor to
participate in a blind taste test. The panelists were given seven �sh, two of which were tilapia (one from Honduras, one from the United States).

“It turned out we couldn’t pick tilapia out of a lineup,” wrote Haspel. “With the exception of the snapper, each �sh had at least one of us guessing it was
tilapia.”

The group of taste testers ranked the tilapia from Honduras second behind the red snapper, while the domestic tilapia came in �fth. Was Haspal’s blind taste
test a success? It certainly showed that tilapia can compete with similarly �eshed-�sh, but one prominent story probably isn’t enough to sway public opinion
or sales.

“People had different opinions on what �sh was delicious. There wasn’t universal agreement,” she said.

Inexpensive food = good
Taste, of course, isn’t the only reason consumers choose �sh. Many eaters choose �sh based on the health bene�ts, often going for �sh known to be rich in
omega-3 fatty acids, like salmon.

“Protein is not the issue and never was. Animal protein comes from any animal food including �sh, milk and eggs. The issue is the other nutrients. Tilapia
can be a lot healthier than it is,” said Tom Brenna, professor of human nutrition at Cornell University. Brenna is a member of the 2015 Dietary Guideline
Committee (https://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/2015-scienti�c-report/PDFs/Scienti�c-Report-of-the-2015-Dietary-Guidelines-Advisory-Committee.pdf),
which reported that farmed tilapia, cat�sh and other �sh have a very different nutrient pro�le than the wild versions of the same species. A nutritional gap
Brenna would like to see reduced.

“Consumers should demand that production of all foods, especially animal foods, be produced with a nutrient pro�le similar to the wild version of the same
species,” he said.

That may be easier said than done, and speci�c nutrients don’t always drive consumer sales.

“Not everyone is looking for a high omega-3 �sh,” said Grace of The Fishin’ Co. “There are consumers like that, but for some, they’re looking for a good lean
protein.”

Tilapia are one of the main farmed �sh species in Colombia and throughout Central America.
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Indeed, affordable healthy alternatives to more expensive �sh, like salmon, deserve consideration.

“Remember, production of inexpensive food is good, not bad,” Brenna said. But, he adds, �nding a way to make tilapia more nutritious should be an industry
priority, adding “animal foods, for the most part, take on the composition of the foods that the animals eat, some more than others.”

That’s something we’re already seeing this in the declines of omega-3 fatty acid levels in farmed salmon
(https://www.aquaculturealliance.org/advocate/omega-3s-levels-fall-in-farmed-salmon-but-its-still-a-top-source/?
__hstc=189156916.a02d95f648769c8a3642bded21c90454.1686502426389.1686502426389.1686502426389.1&__hssc=189156916.1.1686502426389&__hsf
the industry moves away from �shmeal and �sh oil towards alternative ingredients in aquafeeds.

Maybe it’s time to “make tilapia great again,” said Brenna.
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