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by Zachary d. LyonsGood taste
Detecting seafood freshness: Only the nose knows

Organizers prepare samples of scallops with 
varying degrees of freshness.

inspectors, as well as folks from the indus-
try. These smells set the baseline for assess-
ing quality of seafood. 

Our sense of smell can be honed, and it 
has an excellent memory. 

This training is about establishing in stu-
dents’ minds an association between com-
mon smells associated with off-gassing by 
seafood and scientifically defined terms to 
identify those smells, so that students go 
back to their jobs better able to ensure that 
consumers get the most enjoyable seafood 
possible.

The terms students learn for smells are 
fascinating, and extensive, from “bilgy,” to 
“cheesy,” to “watermelon,” “pungent,” and 
“putrid.” There are dozens of these aromatic 
terms. 

The Department of Commerce folks even 
have a tray of vials filled with substances 
that produce these specific odors, so students 
can learn to identify them and to differenti-
ate them from each other. 

Students then are given nose-on experi-
ence with product — scallops in our case 
— in increasing order of decomposition. 
Students smell and discuss each, developing 
their scent-differentiating skills. 

That’s where I lost my appetite for scal-
lops — or, at least, bad scallops.

My olfactory memory will never let me 
forget the smell of scallops well past their 
prime. 

Still, by the end, when students blindly 
assessed 15 scallop samples presented in 
random order, they had developed their sen-
sory skills to the point that they got almost 
all of their assessments right.

The goal, of course, is to ensure that your 
restaurant or fish case is getting the highest 
quality seafood. If the processors are weed-
ing out the olfactorily offensive scallops, 
your customers will be much happier, and 
your processor will keep you as a customer. 

Obviously, there are more factors that 
go into one’s choice of seafood beyond the 
rate of decomposition, like appearance, fillet 
quality, origin, sustainability, etc., but when 
it comes to freshness, the nose knows.

If you would like more information on the 
Department of Commerce Sensory Industry 
Workshops or its inspection programs, check 
its website at http://seafood.nmfs.noaa.gov. 

To take a workshop, call the Depart-
ment of Commerce’s Christine Lilienthal in 
Gloucester, Mass., at (978) 281-9381.

I may never eat scallops again.
But, this is actually a good thing for 

scallop lovers.
I just sat through a workshop to train the 

noses — yes, the noses — of people working 
in the seafood industry. 

You see, according to the expert seafood 
inspectors at the U.S. Department of Com-
merce, when it comes to judging the shelf 
life of seafood, the nose knows.

If you are like many, you might be think-
ing that using your nose to judge the fresh-
ness of seafood is rather subjective, whereas 
monitoring factors like the time since har-
vest and holding temperatures would be 
more objective. 

After all, times and temperatures are hard 

numbers — facts. 
Well, you would be wrong. It is actually 

the other way around. A well-trained nose 
can accurately zero in on just how fresh — 
or, in less glamorous but more correct terms, 
just how decomposed — seafood is. 

That is where the Department of Com-
merce Seafood Sensory Industry Workshop 
comes in.

The workshop trains students — in the 
case of my class, employees of seafood pro-
cessors — to use a science-based discipline of 
sensory assessment.

In short, they use smell to evaluate wheth-
er product is fit for sale. 

The Department of Commerce has care-
fully developed a catalog of smells to train its 

Officially, these are called “odor bottles.”

Sea scallops, aka Placopecten magellanicus.
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