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• Fishing is fun and fish are an important part of a healthy 
diet.  Fish contain high quality protein, essential nutrients, 
healthy fish oils, and are low in saturated fat.  

• However, some fish contain chemicals at levels that may be 
harmful to health.  
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• To help people make healthier choices about which fish to 
eat, the New York State Department of Health (NYS DOH) 
issues advice about how to reduce exposure to chemicals in 
fish you catch.  

• Check your local fish advisories at www.health.ny.gov/fish 
• This guide shows how to skin, trim, and fillet your fish to 

reduce PCBs found in the fat of fish.
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How do I reduce PCBs in a fish meal?
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Cut the fat to cut PCBs!

• Trim the skin and fat, and cook by broiling, grilling or 
baking so the fat drips away.  
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This presentation shows one of the many ways to skin and trim a fish.

Step 1: Cut behind the head while angling the knife toward the front of the fish.  Cut 
down until you feel the backbone and then run the knife down to just 
behind the fins.  Don’t cut through the backbone.

Note:  The fish shown here has already had the innards removed.
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Step 2: Turn the fish and cut along the backbone.
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Step 3: Peel the fillet back and run the knife over the ribs and backbone, severing 
the small pin bones in the process.  Stop at this point.



If gutted, cut through the rib bones and skin.

8If not gutted, cut over the rib bones and skin, carefully avoiding the gut cavity. 

Step  4:  Turn the fish over and repeat these three steps on the other side leaving 
the first fillet attached. 

This helps prevent the backbone from collapsing while you’re cutting the 
second fillet and makes it easier to remove.
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Step 5:  Remove the second fillet, then turn the fish over and finish removing 
the first fillet.



Step 1:  Lay skin side down and carefully cut between the fillet and fish skin starting 
from the tail end.
Stop after you have a tab of skin a few inches long released from the fillet.
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Skinning your fish fillets



Hold the tab of skin in one hand and slide the knife between the skin and 
fillet.  Use the skin to wiggle the fillet towards you, while keeping the knife 
still.  
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Step 2:



Success!   You now have a skinless fillet.
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Removing the Lateral Line and Deboning
Removing the red lateral line and darker fatty areas helps reduce the amount of 
PCBs found in a fish fillet.  It will also provide for a milder tasting fillet.

Some fish, like striped bass and bluefish, have a dark lateral line like this and a 
higher fat content than the very lean, ocean fish previously shown. 



Remove the lateral line by either using a “V” shaped cut (if you have a thick fillet) 
or cut the fillet in half and trim the dark meat as shown here.   

Also trim away any dark fatty meat along the top and bottom of the fillet.
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Back to our lean ocean fish.  Now to get our bearings:
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This is the inside 
part of the filletSkinned side is down

These are the rib 
bones that will be 
removed



Use your fingers to feel these bones. You can use a pair of pliers or tweezers to take 
them out.  You can also cut them out.
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In addition, some 
fish have pin bones 
that will need to be 
removed

Pin bones are “floating” bones, 
not attached to the main 
skeleton of the fish.  They help 
stiffen the muscles for more 
efficient swimming.
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Step 2:  Cut away the thin slice 
of flesh that contains 
the bones. 



Step 3:  Remove remaining rib bones and prepare to cook your fillets!
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Remember,
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Cut the fat to cut PCBs!

• Trim the skin and fat, and cook by broiling, grilling or baking 
so the fat drips away.  

• This also works for chemicals like dioxins, mirex, chlordane, 
and dieldrin.

• Eat fish from waters without specific advisories.



After Trimming and Skinning
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• Hands, utensils and work surfaces should be washed after handling raw 
fish.

• Cook your catch:  broil, grill or bake so the fat drips away to further reduce 
chemicals.

• Discard all drippings.  Do not use drippings to prepare sauces, soups or 
gravy.  

• NYS Department of Environmental Conservation regulations prohibit 
discarding any fish carcass or fish parts into the fresh waters of the state 
or within 100 feet of shore. 



• The two main chemicals found in fish you catch in NYS are 
mercury and PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls). 

• You’ve already learned about how to reduce PCBs in a fish 
meal, but what about mercury?
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PCBs: mostly in the fat of fish
• You can trim, skin and cook to reduce PCBs by about 

50% in a fish meal

Mercury: throughout the muscle 
• You cannot trim, skin or cook to reduce mercury

Unfortunately, trimming and skinning won’t reduce mercury.



How do I avoid mercury in fish?
• Choose less contaminated fish!

• Eat fish species lower in the food chain
• Eat smaller fish within a species (of legal size)
• Eat fish from waters without specific advisories
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• Mercury in fish is a frequent concern in the Adirondacks and Catskills, and
can also be a concern in fish from other NYS waters. 

• Check the fish advisories because mercury in fish can be an issue even in 
waters that look clean. 

About Mercury

• Mercury occurs naturally, but it is also 
released into our environment 
through man-made sources like coal 
combustion and other activities.

• Fish accumulate mercury from the food 
they eat and directly from the water. 

• Mercury concentrations are much higher in fish than in the water in 
which they live. 



About PCBs

• PCBs are a mixture of man-made chemicals that were used in 
many commercial and electrical products until their manufacture 
was banned in the mid 1970’s.  

• PCBs are very persistent in the environment and are still found in 
many NYS waters, including the Hudson River.

• Fish can have thousands of times more PCBs than the surrounding 
water.

• You cannot see, smell or taste PCBs at the 
levels found in fish.

• PCBs, and chemicals like dioxins, mirex, 
chlordane, and dieldrin are found at higher 
levels in the fat of fish.
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Enjoy Your Catch!
And remember to check www.health.ny.gov/fish for your local fish advisories.



Many thanks to:

Paul’s Fishing Kites
Geoff Thomas
Rosemary Nickerson
Bass Jack - Jack Naves

For the gracious use of photos and skinning and trimming text, 
tips and tricks.
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Brought to you by:

NYS DOH Fish Advisory Program &

Hudson River Fish Advisory Outreach Project

Contact us:
518-402-7530 
HRFA@health.ny.gov

Check your local fish advisories:
www.health.ny.gov/fish

DEC regulations, licenses & fishing locations:
www.dec.ny.gov/outdoor/fishing.html
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