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Tasty ‘Trash Fish’ on the Menu

Coastal Alabama’s ‘NUISANCE Group’ raises awareness to curb invasive species and
waste.

By Richard Varr

It used to be so-called “trash fish”—less desirable catches for both the fishing industry and
palate —were simply picked out of the heaps of reeled-in or netted red snapper, mackerel
and grouper and thrown back into the sea. But these once unwanted species, some now
overwhelming regional fishing habitats, have been making their way onto restaurant menus
thanks to many a chefs’ creative recipes.

Along the Gulf of Mexico’s blue-green waters from Gulf Shores, Alabama to Florida’s
Emerald Coast and beyond, chefs have prepared such “trash” or “rough” species including
bluefish, pinfish, hardhead catfish, crevalle jack and little tunny to concoct such dishes as
hardhead catfish ceviche, and cherrywood-smoked jack crevalle sausage with blackberry
mustard and pickled onions. Wasabi almond-crusted red porgy with General Tso’s sauce
might also be found on the menu.



“We really don’t like to use the term ‘trash fish.’ That gives many people a negative feeling
from the beginning,” said Haikel Harris, Executive Chef with Flora-Bama Yacht Club in
Orange Beach, Ala., along the Florida state line. “Also, remember that lobster used to be
considered a poor man’s dish and gray triggerfish, one of the most popular species in the
Gulf of Mexico, was likewise considered ‘trash’ until more people began to realize it was
really one of the tastiest fish around.”

Voracious Lionfish
One recipe sears lionfish, an alarmingly invasive species in the Gulf, to be mixed with crisp
wontons, banana peppers and wasabi-creole mustard cream to make lionfish nachos. “It’s a
mild, white, flaky fish that adapts well to any style of preparation you could think of, from
ceviche to sashimi to fried, grilled, blackened and everything in between,” noted Harris.

Not native to the Gulf,
lionfish—with their 18
venomous spines—have no
natural predators and eat
seemingly any fish in sight,
including red snapper,
grouper, crab, shrimp and
lobster—economically
important to the fishing and
restaurant industries.
Females produce up to 2
million eggs a year and are
not readily caught by hook
and line fishing, but instead
only by scuba divers
spearing them.

“They are voracious eaters
and not only eat our commercially and recreationally important and popular species, but
they also compete with them for the same prey,” said Chandra Wright, formerly the nature
tourism specialist for the Mississippi-Alabama Sea Grant Consortium and Gulf Shores &
Orange Beach Tourism, and now the Director of Environmental & Educational Initiatives
for the new Lodge at Gulf State Park, which will open in late fall 2018.

Wright is also co-founder of NUISANCE Group, an Alabama nonprofit corporation formed
to deal with the predatory lionfish problem and to raise awareness of both flora and fauna
species considered Nuisance, Underutilized and/or Invasive, but Sustainable and Available
through Noble Culinary Endeavors. “So while a lot of it is educating people about these
things they’ve never heard of or never realized they could eat, it is also about reducing food
waste,” Wright said.



Delicious Dinner
With dozens and even hundreds of fish groups and species—both saltwater and
freshwater—in any given region, the list of trash fish is huge. Most consumers only know
the most commonly eaten fish found on restaurant menus and in the supermarket – salmon,
red snapper, cobia, triggerfish, tilapia, scrod, halibut, sea bass and flounder, for example.

More and more chefs are now urging commercial fishing captains to hold on to their catches
of underutilized fish instead of tossing them back in the water. “We can turn those fish into
a delicious dinner,” emphasized Harris. “We never know what we’re going to get in a
shipment of by-catch, but that keeps us on our toes.”

And they’re hoping consumers will be more adventurous to try new dishes. “For chefs, it
gives us a chance to be creative and to work with species that you don’t often see on
menus,” said Harris. “It’s also fun to see people’s reactions when they try something new
for the first time and are quite surprised to find out how delicious it is, especially if they’ve
been told you can’t eat that fish.”

“If you see something new on the menu at your favorite restaurant, give it a try!” he urged.

Planning Your Trip
For more information, visit gulfshores.com. Contact your AAA Travel agent or visit
AAA.com/travel for help planning your next vacation.

Richard Varr is a freelance writer based in Houston.
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