
 WILD CATCH    •    WWW.WILDCATCHMAGAZINE.COM    •    25 

Each issue, our Impec-
cable Source Guy inter-
views sales reps from 
across North America. 
The question: What do 
you demand in wild fi sh 
that you’ll eat at home? 
They know the market. 
They know the product. 
Now you do.

Grouper is the “king fi sh” 
of Florida. 
Everybody catches it. 

Everybody serves it. 
Everybody eats it. 
But it didn’t used to be that way. Red 

snapper was once the “king fi sh.” Used 
to be, until it was over-fi shed. Now, the 
new king appears to be suffering the 
same fate.

Grouper is a large family of fi sh spe-
cies with quite a number of unusual and 
interesting characteristics, beyond its 
sweet, enjoyable taste and mouth-pleas-
ing texture. Most of what is sold as grou-
per in the United States claims it’s from 
the Southeast.

But you’ve got to be careful about 
specifying which Southeast you’re talk-
ing about. Too much of it is from South-
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Impeccable Source: Grouper
Famous fish suff ering from its own popularity

east Asia, and it isn’t wild grouper at all.
It’s catfi sh, raised in farm ponds and 

prettied up with a new name before it hits 
your plate.

And on your bill for dinner.
But not all grouper is fraudulent, or 

even endangered. Various grouper spe-
cies can be found all over the globe.

Grouper can get huge — as large as 
1,000 pounds. They are kind of slow, lum-
bering creatures, which you would think 
would make them lousy hunters. But 
they are brilliant. 

Instead of chasing prey, they lie in 
wait for it, and when it comes too close, 
they suck it into them like a vacuum 
cleaner, in one short slurp. The victim 
never knows it’s in trouble. 

Instead of sharp killing machine 
teeth, they crush their dinner with large 
plate-like teeth in their inner jaws. And 
while they are not generally considered 
a threat to humans, there is one record-
ed case of a giant grouper in the Indian 
Ocean that did eat one.

Grouper are born genderless. When it 
reaches adolescence, it becomes female. 
Then, after laying eggs, some grouper 
change to male. This may make grouper 
seem like a deep-water sideshow act, but 
it is a critical issue with regards to the 

health of the fi shery 
and fi shing methods 
historically used. 

Because grouper 
lay their eggs in little 
burrows on the ocean 
fl oor in shallower wa-
ter, and because they 
tend to congregate 
during spawning sea-
son, in the past they 
have been targeted by 
fi shing fl eets at that 
time. 

Slow and gathered 
together, they were 
easy marks for boats 

that set nets around them. The problem 
was, these nets would catch many of the 
females destined to be males later, dis-
rupting their ability to effectively propa-
gate in the future and thus driving grou-
per stocks into decline.

Currently, long-lining is a major meth-
od of harvesting grouper in the Gulf of 
Mexico. This method catches fi sh on 
lines that can be thousands of feet long 
and that are covered with baited hooks. 
The gear can catch all ages of grouper, 
as well as sea turtles, sharks, and other 
species.

Three major fi sheries-monitoring or-
ganizations currently list grouper from 
the Southeast Atlantic Coast and the Gulf 
of Mexico as “condition red” fi sh, mean-
ing they should not be eaten: Monterey 
Bay Aquarium, the Blue Oceans Institute, 
and Environmental Defense “Oceans 
Live” program. 

Yet, there are some grouper that are not 
threatened, that you are welcome to eat.

A grouper in the wild.

continued on next page >
GrouperÊs firm, white flesh works well in almost 
any presentation.
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So, how can you know if the grouper 
you are getting is legit, and if it is sus-
tainably harvested? How can you tell if 
what you are getting is good quality? And 
should you be serving grouper at all? 

Wild Catch asked a few experts in the 
fi sh wholesaling business to tell us what 
you should ask them.

• Is this really grouper?
Tim Edge of Shrimp Landing Seafood 

in Crystal River, Fla., says the fi rst ques-
tion you should ask is this: Is the grouper 
domestic or imported? He says domestic 
is higher quality, and much imported fi sh 
is mislabeled as grouper when it is really 
something else, but distributors are not 
required to tell restaurants if fi sh is im-
ported or not. 

You have to ask. 
Edge also notes that most imported 

fi sh is frozen. Fresh, domestic fi sh is 
more likely really grouper, said Edge, 
but the best strategy for chefs is to get 
to know the distributor. Do they buy di-
rectly from the boats or from the local 
distributor? If so, they are in a much bet-
ter position to know what they are selling 
to you.

• What should I look for in fi sh quality?
Rick Roudy from Key West Seafoods 

in Key West, Fla., says to avoid frozen. 
Besides the issue of legitimacy, he says, 
frozen is of inferior quality. 

“Chefs should learn about the fi sh,” 
says Roudy. Look at the color. The meat 
of fresh, high-quality grouper should be 
very white. After a few days, or after be-
ing frozen, it develops a tint. 

Check the smell. It should smell clean, 
not fi shy. Feel it. Older fi sh will begin to 
feel slimy. If buying whole, head-on fi sh, 
the eyes should be clear, not cloudy, and 
the skin should not feel slimy.

Roudy agrees with Edge that dealing 
with distributors who deal directly with 
the fi shery increases your likelihood of 
getting good quality. Still, he suggests 
that you ask a new distributor to send 
you samples, and then follow the steps 
above to see if what you received is of 
good quality. 

Roudy notes that many restaurants, 
especially larger ones and chains, use 
frozen product because it costs less. 
Fresh requires better handling, and real 

grouper costs more to harvest and pro-
cess. Fresh is always better than frozen, 
according to Roudy, because frozen is of-
ten fraudulent.

• Is this grouper sustainably har-
vested?

Most agree that netting spawning 
grouper is unsustainable, and the prac-
tice, along with trapping, is being phased 
out. Long-lining, however, is still widely 
practiced, though considerable evidence 
suggests it, too, is unsustainable. 

All three fi sheries tracking organiza-
tions say long-lined grouper should be 
avoided. 

However, hook and line is a method 
of fi shing in which a single line is fi shed 
with a single hook. Edge says most of the 
boats from which Shrimp Landing sourc-
es grouper use this method.

While in isolation, this method might 
be considered sustainable, explains Jim 
Chambers, from Prime Seafood in Kens-
ington, Md., but he still won’t sell it. 

As Chambers, who is both a seafood 
distributor and a marine scientist, ex-
plains it, looking at the fi shing methods 
of individual boats is irrelevant if the 
overall fi shery is in trouble. 

“It is not the fi shers who are the prob-
lem,” says Chambers. “It is the fi sheries 
managers.” 

The fi shers are out to catch fi sh for 
a living, and they cannot control what 
other fi shers are doing, says Chambers. 
That is the job of the government, and if 
the government isn’t doing its job, then 
it doesn’t matter what method of fi shing 
any given fi sher employs. 

Chambers believes there is no sus-
tainable fi shing practice for grouper until 
grouper as a fi shery is properly managed. 
However, when pushed on the subject, 
Chambers says that if a restaurant must 
have grouper on its menu, regardless of 
the health of the species, it should at least 
buy hook-and-line caught fi sh from a dis-
tributor dealing directly with the boat or 
local fi shery.

For more information on the status of 
grouper and many other species of fi sh, 
and to download handy reference cards, 
check out the following websites:

Monterey Bay Aquarium, 
www.mbayaq.org/cr/seafoodwatch.asp

Blue Ocean Institute, 
www.blueocean.org/seafood/
Oceans Alive, 
www.oceansalive.org/eat.cfm 

Grouper makes headlines
The problems with grouper have be-
come headline news in fi sh-loving 
portions of the Southeast.

The St. Petersburg Times and the 
Tampa Tribune ran a six-part series on 
the grouper crisis in August.

The Times series looked at the 
current status of the fi shery and a 
federally proposed program to buy 
out some fi shing vessels to reduce 
the amount of fi shing pressure on 
grouper. It also discussed the fed-
eral regulatory response — or lack 
of response — to the grouper crisis, 
and it even did an exposé on restau-
rants serving non-grouper species as 
grouper.

The Times discovered that there 
are only three National Marine Fish-
eries agents for all of Southwest and 
Central West Florida, and that most 
of the attention of the Coast Guard 
has been redirected to Homeland 
Security. 

And because long-lining has al-
lowed so many boat owners to build 
up fl eets, the Times reported, many 
owners are no longer actually fi shing 
themselves but are hiring crews to do 
it, to catch as much fi sh as possible. 

These crews, according to the 
Times investigation, are often tran-
sient, and hired captains may have 
questionable records, but many own-
ers are hard-up to fi nd crews, and 
they need to keep their boats fi shing 
in order to keep money coming in.

The Times also surveyed 11 res-
taurants in the Tampa Bay area 
— which is grouper country — and 
found that six of them were serving 
fi sh as grouper that was not grouper. 
The imposter fi sh ranged from sea 
bass, which is related to grouper, to 
tilapia to Asian catfi sh, or basa, based 
on DNA testing results. 
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