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All the good news about seafood — the health and 
nutritional benefits, the wide varieties and flavors —  
has had a positive effect on consumption: people are 

eating more seafood. Yet consumers want to be assured that 
seafood is as safe or safer to eat than other foods.

When you hear “seafood safety,” think of a safety net 
designed to protect you, the consumer, from food-borne 
illness. Every facet of the seafood industry, from harvester  
to consumer, plays a role in holding up the safety net.

The role of state and federal agencies, fishermen, 
aquaculturists, retailers, processors, restaurants, and scientists 
is to provide, update, and carry out the necessary handling, 
processing, and inspection procedures to give consumers  
the safest seafood possible. The consumer’s job is to follow 
through with proper handling techniques, from purchase to 
preparation. It doesn’t matter how many regulations and 
inspection procedures are set up; the final edge of the safety 
net is held by the consumer.

This bulletin will 
give you the information 
you need to educate yourself 
and be assured that the fish and 
shellfish you consume are safe. The most common food-borne 
illnesses are caused by a combination of bacteria naturally 
present in our environment and food handling errors made  
in commercial settings, food service institutions, or at home.

Seafood Inspection
Fish and shellfish, just like milk, baked goods, fruits, 

vegetables, and groceries of all types, are subject to the Food, 
Drug, and Cosmetic Act, administered by the U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA). The FDA inspects seafood 
processing plants to ensure compliance with sanitation and 

food safety regulations, monitors seafood 
products for conformance to regulations 
governing pesticides and other contaminants,  
and maintains extensive 
surveillance of imported 
seafood products  
at their port of entry.





The flesh should be firm yet elastic, 
springing back when pressed gently with 
the finger. With time, the flesh becomes 
soft and slips away from the bone.  
The skin of a fresh, whole fish should  
be shiny with scales that adhere tightly. 
Characteristic colors and markings start  
to fade as soon as a fish leaves the water, 
but the skin should still have a bright, 
shiny appearance.

Fish Fillets or Steaks. Note that fillets 
and steaks should have firm, elastic flesh 
and a fresh-cut, moist appearance, with  
no browning around the edges. Fillets 
separate if they are left too long in the 
case. The flesh should be almost 
translucent — as if you can almost see 
through it. There should be little evidence 
of bruising or reddening of the flesh from 
retention of blood. Prepackaged steaks 
and fillets should contain a minimum of 
liquid. Fish fillets stored in liquid 
deteriorate quickly.

 Shellfish. They may be sold live, 
cooked, or fresh-shucked. Each form  
and species has different quality signs  
to examine.

The shells of live clams, oysters, or 
mussels should look moist and be tightly 
closed. If the shells gape slightly, have 
your retailer tap them. If the shells do  
not close, do not purchase them. Do  
not purchase live shellfish with cracked 
shells. The bottom shell of an oyster 
should be well cupped — a sign that the 
oyster inside is plump and well formed. 
The “neck” or “snout” of soft-shelled 
clams should show movement.

The meats of fresh-shucked clams, 
oysters, or mussels should be plump and 
covered with their liquor. Their liquor 
should be clear or slightly opalescent 
(slightly milky or light gray) and free  
of shell or grit. There should be no 
strong odor.

Scallops are not usually sold live 
because they are highly perishable. 
Typically scallops are shucked at sea 
shortly after capture. On occasion, day 
boats will bring whole scallops to market 
or local restaurants. Fresh scallop meats 
have a firm texture and a distinctly sweet 
odor. A sour or iodine smell indicates 
spoilage. The smaller bay and calico 
scallops are usually creamy white, 
although there may be some normal light 
tan or pink coloration. The larger sea 
scallops are also generally creamy white, 
although they may show some normal 
light orange or pink color.

Live crabs and lobsters should show 
leg movement, and the tail of lobsters 
should curl tightly underneath the body 

and not hang down when the lobster is 
picked up. Lobsters and crabs will not be 
very active if they have been refrigerated, 
but they should move at least a little bit.

Cooked lobsters or crabs in the  
shell should be bright red and have no 
disagreeable odor. Picked lobster meat 
will be snowy white with red tints, while 
crab meat is white with red or brown 
tints, depending on the species or the 
section of the body it was picked from. 
Cooked, picked lobster or crab meat 
should have good color and no 
disagreeable odor.

Raw shrimp meat should be firm and 
have a mild odor. The shells of most 
varieties are translucent with a grayish 
green, pinkish tan, or light pink tint.  
The shells should not have blackened 
edges or black spots — this is a sign of 
quality loss. Cooked shrimp meat should 
be firm and have no disagreeable odor. 
The color of the meat should be white 
with red or pink tints. Tiger shrimp have 
blueish colored shells with black lines 
between the segments of the shell (these 
are not black spots).

When buying whole squid, look  
for eyes that are clear and full. The skin 
should be untorn and the meat very firm. 
The skin of fresh squid is cream colored 
with reddish brown spots. As squid ages, 
the skin turns pinkish and the flesh  
will yellow.
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