Ecolabels and the Greening of the Food Market Conference
Tufts University 
Boston, Massachusetts    
November 7-9, 2002
Assessing Ecolabeling Standards for Seafood: How Do They Measure Up?
Deborah J.Brister 

Research Fellow and Sustainable Aquaculture Program Manager

Institute for Social, Economic and Ecological Sustainability

University of Minnesota

186 McNeal Hall

1985 Buford Avenue

St. Paul, MN 55108-6142

Abstract
Consumers are largely unaware of whether their seafood is farmed or harvested from open oceans. The distinction between natural and organic seafood remains equally vague. Organic seafood, a new label with its own unique set of standards, is now available on market shelves even though standards for these products are, in many cases, still in draft form. As standards are finalized, what are the trends? Are we experiencing an international “race to the bottom” in the introduction of this new label, or are organic seafood standards setting a high bar for environmentally and socially responsible food production?  To examine how these standards measure up against each other we are developing a scorecard specifically to assess government and independent standards for organic aquaculture. The scorecard applies a modified life-cycle assessment approach to address five main categories of issues: origin of resources, production, processing and distribution, end product consumption, and life cycle energy demand. Within each category are more specific “points of assessment” drawn from overarching principles of organic standards, specific organic practice standards, best management practices, and an aquaculture environmental assessment tool recently developed and released by the Institute for Social, Economic and Ecological Sustainability. Examples of issues considered under these points of assessment include contamination prevention, protection of wild flora and fauna, nutrient management, water quality and conservation, animal welfare, fossil fuel usage and employee welfare. The organic aquaculture scorecard will be useful to standard setting bodies that are drafting organic aquaculture standards and to consumers interested in determining if organic seafood is worthy of price premiums. It is also is a transparent tool for tracking the trends in the scope and substance of organic aquaculture standards and for continuing to raise the bar toward sustainability and consumer expectations.
