Farmed trout best choice — research-based
information demonstrates sustainability
AT A GLANCE

University of Idaho Extension led the effort to have
farmed trout rated best choice; helping people make
better seafood choices for a healthier environment.

The Situation
The Monterey Bay Aquarium (MBA) Seafood Watch
program evaluates the ecological sustainability of wild
— caught and farmed seafood commonly found in the
U.S. marketplace. Seafood Watch makes its sciencebased recommendations available to the public by
pocket guides and a report. To date, Seafood Watch
has distributed 60 million consumer guides and their
Seafood Watch app downloaded over two million
times. Seafood is rated as best choice, good alternative
or avoid (green, yellow and red color codes) based on
several criteria. Rainbow trout processors and producers use the guide to promote their product, while
consumers, including distributors, wholesalers and
restaurants use the guide in choosing seafood. Idaho is
the nation’s leading producer of farmed-raised rainbow trout accounting for around 67 percent of U.S.
trout production. Approximately 40 million pounds of
trout are produced annually in the Magic Valley of
southern Idaho. It is processed into higher valueadded products and sold to foodservice and retail
markets nationwide.
MBA contacted UI Extension to facilitate the collection
of data and information so that an accurate assessment
could be made of current production practices of U.S.

Sustainable Idaho trout farm showing the raceways used to
grow rainbow trout.

farmed rainbow trout. Initially, Seafood Watch had
rated farmed rainbow trout as a good alternative, a
lower rating from best choice, which may negatively
affect consumer perception and potentially decrease
sales.

Our Response
UI Extension led the nine-month effort to provide
research-based information about U.S. trout production practices and environmental impacts. The information provided would allow Seafood Watch to make a
robust and accurate assessment of current production
practices of U.S. farmed rainbow trout. The criteria
Seafood Watch used to evaluate farmed rainbow trout
includes:
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• Data — the quality of data available on farmed
rainbow trout
• Effluent — how well regulated and environmental
impact
• Habitat — farm footprint and impact on adjacent
habitat
• Chemical use — amount used, environmental
impact, importance to human medicine
• Feed — use of marine resources for feed, feed efficiency, net edible protein for consumption
• Escape — potential escapes, potential impact
• Disease — potential to release fish pathogens to
the environment
• Source of stock — whether fully domesticated or
not

The U.S. Trout Farmers Association promotes U.S.
farmed trout as Best Choice. In addition to the 60 million consumer guides distributed by Seafood Watch
and the 2 million downloads of the app, Seafood
Watch reaches 100 million people a year through their
conservation partners, has 96,000 followers on social
media, reached 185,000 people during last year’s
National Seafood Month and welcomed 66 new business partners (foodservice and others) in 2017 that
may purchase trout.
Responsible aquaculture is important in protecting
natural resources and producing sustainable, healthy
and nutritious seafood. Chefs, retailers, wholesalers,
distributors and consumers know that when they purchase seafood rated Best Choice by Seafood Watch
they are buying responsibly sourced seafood that has
less impact on the environment.

• Predator and wildlife mortalities — interactions
with wildlife on farms
Critical data requested by Seafood Watch for their report was not publicly available and considered confidential by producers. UI Extension was able to collect
the data from producers and maintain confidentiality.
UI Extension also recruited an aquaculture Extension
specialist from North Carolina State University and an
industry member from Idaho to assist with the effort.
UI Extension collaborated with the Idaho Aquaculture
Association and the United States Trout Farmers Association and worked closely with Seafood Watch
throughout the process. The final Seafood Watch report cites several publications from UI Extension as
well as numerous quotes throughout the report.

Program Outcomes
After UI Extension provided research-based information about U.S. trout production practices and environmental impacts, Seafood Watch rated U.S. farmed
rainbow trout best choice. Idaho trout processing
companies use Seafood Watch Best Choice rating of
U.S. farmed trout in their marketing and advertising.

High quality spring water flows through the trout farms.

The Future
Future plans include continuing to collaborate with
Seafood Watch as they reevaluate their seafood
recommendations every few years and working with
producers to develop methods to enhance data collection while protecting confidentially.
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