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By ADINA GENN

A 
program is underway to sup-
port Long Island’s commercial 
fishing industry and make it 
easy for consumers to select 
local fish and prepare healthy 

meals for their families. 
That program is Cornell Cooperative 

Extension of Suffolk County’s “Choose 
Local FISH (Fresh Indigenous Sustain-
able Healthy). It aims to spark interest 
and ultimately demand for local, wild-
caught and grown seafood.

“A lot of people are not aware of all 
the species that Long Island has avail-
able,” said Kristin Gerbino, a fisheries 
specialist at the Cornell Cooperative 
Extension of Suffolk County Marine 
Program. This effort is “helping them to 
locate where to find local products. It’s 
helping the fish market survive.”

Twenty-three million pounds of fish 

landed in New York in 2019, according 
to CCE, in a market that is valued at 
$39.2 million, with an economic multi-
plier effect of $133 million. The indus-
try is made up of not just fisherman but 
also fish wholesalers, retailers, shippers, 
gear suppliers, vessel repairers, fishery 
managers, restaurants and others. And 
like other suppliers, the industry was hit 
hard by the onset of COVID-19 when 
it pierced the region, and restaurant 
closures meant a major revenue loss for 
the fishing community. 

Still, there is an abundance of fish in 
New York. It includes surf clams, scup 
(a porgy species), bluefish, summer 
founder (fluke), and a whole lot more, 
including tuna, black sea bass, striped 
bass, scallops, oysters, lobster, mussels 
and the list goes on. 

And when it comes to seafood, 
people do want to buy local. A full 68 
percent of the 500 East Coasters polled 

by Stop & Shop said they consider 
where their seafood comes from before 
making a purchase.

In New York, the supermarket 
partners with Sunrise Lobster Co. in 
Brookhaven. The grocer has a shop lo-
cal commitment, which Beth Grant, the 
company’s seafood category manager, 
said ‘reaffirms” the chain’s “commitment 
to fresh.” 

That’s good news to the local com-
mercial fishing industry, given that at 
least 80 percent of seafood consumed in 
the United States is imported, according 
to National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration. That makes competi-
tion, in an already challenging market, 
tough. According to the CCE, seafood 
imports are “often unregulated and mis-
labeled.” For the local fishing industry, 
that can trigger depressed pricing for 
a sector that looks to deliver sustain-
able fish and seafood. In addition, the 

industry must comply with a host of 
regulating industries.

A map on localfish.org, a website 
run by the CCE, helps consumers see 
where on Long Island, and even part of 
Queens, Brooklyn and Manhattan, to 
find stores and Farmers Markets selling 
local seafood. The map highlights more 
than 90 different fish markets, Farmers 
Markets, seafood home delivery firms 
and community supported fisheries 
across Long Island. 

Buying local gives consumers a direct 
connection to the origin of their food, 
and supports the local fishing industry 
and all the small business that support 
them.  And because it’s a local effort, the 
initiative has a lower carbon footprint, 
as shipping contributes to greenhouse 
emissions. And the fish and seafood, 
experts say, is that much tastier.

The Choose Local FISH effort was 
started in 2016, and thanks to a U.S. 
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Department of Agriculture grant the 
CCE received in 2019, helps educate 
consumers about buying local seafood, 
including seafood cooking demonstra-
tions  and tastings, and boosts what the 
organization calls “seafood literacy.”

The initiative advances an effort 
launched in the early to mid-2000s to 
educate consumers about the im-
portance of supporting sustainable, 
local commercial fishing, said Bonnie 
Brady, the executive director of Long 
Island Commercial Fishing Associa-
tion. Back then, the organization had 
scored a $50,000 grant to help people 
understand where fish for sale origi-
nates, she said. 

“It’s important,” she said, “if you 
don’t want to eat farmed fish pumped 
with antibiotics, or that lives in sewage, 
or are from countries where regula-
tions aren’t required.”

The localfish.org website includes 
videos and recipes at a time when amid 
the pandemic, consumers began to 
cook more, and under lockdown, may 
have turned to their kitchen for adven-
ture. The push to shop local resonated 
with some to support the economy in 
their own backyard. 

This initiative, too, coincided with 
an effort for some amid the pandemic 
to eat healthier in order to boost their 
immune system. As the website points 
out, seafood provides a good source of 
protein, vitamins and minerals, as well 
as omega-3 fatty acids and more that is 
said to offset chronic disease. 

Capitalizing on that interest, CCE 
is partnering with Stefanie Sacks, a 
nutritionist and author of “What the 
Fork Are You Eating?”  In videos post-
ed to social media, Sacks demonstrates 
how home cooks can prepare black-
ened whiting tacos, bluefish burgers, 
pan-fried scallops and other quick 

to prepare, flavorful fish and seafood 
dishes. Other meals include Long 
Island chowder and grilled coconut 
curry monkfish. 

And Americans seek inspiration for 
cooking new dishes. A January survey 
from Hunter, a food and beverage 
communications firm found that 51 
percent seek inspiration to prepare 
new foods, up from 45 percent the 
previous April. The same survey found 
that Americans seek inspiration to 
learn new cooking techniques. The 
survey polled 1,032 Americans, ages 18 
to 73 years old. 

In her kitchen, Sacks makes the 
learning easy, putting success seeming-
ly in reach.

“The key to making a perfect scallop 
is to make sure that they are patted 
dry,” she said, dabbing each scallop 
with a towel.

The CCE also seeks to meet consum-
ers where they are, setting up tables 
outside local fish markets. Vanessa 
Lockel, CCE’s executive director, 
recalled an instance outside Mastic 
Seafood to illustrate. “People came in 
to get salmon and left with sea bass or 
local flounder,” she said. 

Amid the height of the COVID-19 
lockdown, some fishmongers were able 
to sell local fish from a truck.

“People love the open-air market,” 
Lockel said. 

For example, by mid-morning at a 
fish-monger at the Farmers Market 
at Christopher Morley in Roslyn, the 
vendor was down to just a few items 
left for sale, including scallops. Those 
were readily grabbed up as the vendor 
offered some tips on how to prepare 
them. 

Here, the demand is great. 
“We can’t find enough vendors to 

fill all the [Farmers Markets] running 

on the same day,” said Tara McClin-
tock, a CCE Marine Program fisheries 
specialist.

Brady hopes the current momen-
tum will resonate outside Long Island, 
where people are already connected 
with the water. 

It would boost the industry, she 
said, if it were “pushed into the land-
locked counties,” adding, ‘it’s all about 
education.’

■ AGENN@LIBN.COM
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Kristin Gerbino out at sea.

Tara McClintock and Gerbino 
educate consumers about buying 
local fish.




