Love Your Local Fish or Perhaps “Blame it on the Seals!”
New England Chapter Visits Fish Plant in June 2013
By Darlene Calcagno
Chef/Owner, Cuisine by Darlene
The New England Chapter of the USPCA enjoyed a private tour of a
126-year-old fish distributing company, the John Nagle Company in
Boston’s seaport district recently. Eight chefs listened intently to our
gracious & informative host, a direct descendent of the founder and
part owner, Robert Nagle. John Nagle company been in business
since 1887 and is a full line wholesaler & distributor that sells to major
food processors, food service companies, and retailers such as Whole
Foods and some local restaurants.
For security, sanitary and food safety reasons, our group had to sign
in to enter the building and we quickly donned white lab coats and
hairnets, with some of our male chefs looking very special wearing
beard nets in certain areas. The cold inside was refreshing from the
hot air outside, and there was a mountain of ice in one corner of the
plant that reached the ceiling. We had to step into a wash station to
get the bacteria off our shoes before entering a semi-automated fish
processing area.
We saw a huge row of yellow fin tuna, with a section of flesh cut out
of each one to determine the grade and hence the selling price, with the color of the flesh being a determining factor. With swordfish, a thinner
bloodline is better and would be considered to be a higher grade.
During our tour, we had lively discussions about other interesting topics. We discussed such things as the idea that food is medicine and
Omega 3’s are essential for the optimum health of our citizens. Seafood harvesting, all the way through to the serving plate is important to our
economy.
One of the things the chefs found fascinating dealt with the tight regulations on the fishing industry, dealing with food safety as well as fishing
limits and seals. The FDA apparently assessed the pork industry in New England using the HACCP process, and their conclusion was that the
whole pork district should be closed down until corrections and compliance met current food safety standards, standards that are used in the
seafood industry now. In other words, pork plants would be shut down if they were subjected to the same standards as the fish industry, if I
understood things correctly.
Seafood is an important part of our heritage in the Northeast, and we have always
been known as the richest, most abundant fishing grounds in the world. But there
have been limits put on fisherman to try to avoid overfishing and the depletion of
certain types of fish. But take a look at the seals; they may possibly be part of the
problem of this imbalance. There are approximately 9 million seals in the country, and
they eat ten to twenty pounds of fish on average per day! Some seals weigh four to
five hundred pounds (big seals have big appetites), so these seals are eating a lot of
our fish. Our country has given seals a protective status. Seals are an important part
of the system of our oceans, but it’s odd how their protected status is more effective
than the laws to protect Eagles and other low population species. We discussed how
perhaps this imbalance in nature has affected the ocean populations of fish and other
seafood in a devastating way, has affected viability, and has perhaps triggered the
need to now import most of our seafood in this country. We have lost billions of dollars
from our economy and many thousands (maybe tens of thousands country wide) of
jobs for harvesters and support industries.
Respect for our environment includes all species including our own well-being and
future generations being healthy and genetically strong, and seafood consumption on
a regular basis is important to achieve this goal.
One of the things we can do as chefs is to experiment and try the lesser-utilized
species that are abundant in our local waters. Around New England, this is red fish
or hake. We can encourage our clients to try these lesser-known, more sustainable
fishes. In fact the Nagle Company has helped start a non-profit organization, the
Boston Fisheries Foundation that has a goal of teaching people to love their local
fishes. People don’t think of fish as being local. Support your farmers market, and
support your local fishmonger!
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