The First Lab-Grown Fish is Ready for Your Plate
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The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has approved San-Francisco-based Wildtype to
become the nation’s first company to sell lab-grown seafood. Wildtype cleared the pre-
market safety assessment in late May, with the FDA saying that the startup’s cultivated fish is
“as safe as comparable foods produced by other methods.”

The approval makes Wildtype the fourth cellular agriculture company to receive FDA
clearance for commercial sales, along with UPSIDE Foods, GOOD Meat, and Mission
Barns.

Investors like Leonardo DiCaprio, Jeff Bezos, and Robert Downey Jr. have backed
Wildtype’s salmon, which is sourced from coho salmon and designed to have the same
appearance, taste, and texture as regular salmon. Multinational food corporation Cargill is
also a significant investor.

What is Cultivated Salmon?
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This isn’t fake meat. Also known as lab-grown or cell-based, cultivated fish is real fish, grown
in a laboratory from fish cells.

To create the cultivated salmon, a small sample of cells is taken from a live fish, much like a
biopsy. These cells are then placed in tanks along with nutrients for growth, allowing the
salmon cells to multiply and grow into muscle tissue, just as they would inside a fish.

Wildtype offers a specific type of cut, saku, a Japanese term for a block of seafood that can
be eaten raw in sushi, poke, or sashimi.

Industry Waste and Sustainability Concerns

These alternative proteins have emerged as a solution to the current concerns regarding
animal protein, including water and land use, pollution, overfishing, animal welfare, and one
of the seafood industry’s biggest issues: waste. “More than 20% of the U.S. seafood supply
is lost or discarded, much of it due to unsustainable capture methods and spoilage across
the supply chain,” says Fengmin Gong, co-founder and CEO of Metafoodx.

The Investigating Global Aquatic Food Loss and Waste whitepaper found that 23.8 million
tons of edible aquatic food were lost or wasted in 2021. A significant amount of this loss
occurs during sea fishing, where catches that are not deemed valuable enough are thrown
back into the ocean, often dying shortly after.

For the fish that are kept, processing is the next largest source of loss, which depends on
market demand. Higher-income nations prefer easy-to-prepare and consume products, such
as fillets, rather than whole fish. Wildtype addresses this by only producing edible cuts of its
salmon, eliminating bycatch and the parts of the fish that typically aren’t used: the head, skin,
and innards.

Daniel Blaustein-Rejto, Director of Food and Agriculture at The Breakthrough Institute,
explains that cultivated salmon’s impact on the environment depends heavily on the energy
and inputs used in the production of the fish. “Early models suggest it could have a smaller
carbon footprint than conventional aquaculture, but only if producers use renewable energy
and highly efficient processes.”

He expects that early products will have relatively large environmental footprints but that
these will shrink as companies scale up. Blaustein-Rejto views cultivated fish as a means to
complement other sustainability strategies, such as improved management of fisheries and
aquaculture farms.

He adds, “The goal shouldn’t be to replace salmon fishing outright, but to diversify our
protein supply and give consumers options that align with their values and environmental
goals.”
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Food Safety and Health Benefits

“Lab-grown salmon offers benefits over wild-caught and farmed salmon by addressing food-
safety concerns, like mercury and microplastics,” says Usha Haley, Chair and Professor at
the Barton School of Business at Wichita State University.

Cultivated salmon may then appeal to health-conscious consumers who want the heart-
health benefits of seafood, without environmental toxins.

Unlike ocean-harvested fish, which can accumulate heavy metals and plastic particles,
cultivated salmon is grown in a sterile environment, reducing the risk of foodborne
pathogens, parasites, and environmental toxins.

Wildtype’s cultivated salmon contains the same amount of beneficial omega-3 fatty acids as
traditional salmon, while avoiding antibiotic residues that are often found in aquaculture
operations. The controlled production of cultivated salmon also eliminates concerns about
parasites, such as sea lice, which can affect both wild and farmed salmon populations.

Consumers Acceptance

Most Americans aren’t sure what to think about cultivated meat, which isn’t surprising, given
its novelty, price point, and limited availability.

For those wanting to try, Wildtype is being featured at the James Beard award-winning
Haitian restaurant Kann in Portland, Oregon. It plans on expanding to four other restaurants
in the coming months.

Bryan Szeliga, who has worked in the seafood industry for nearly two decades as the owner
of Fishtown Seafood in Philadelphia, believes that cultured seafood will face an uphill battle.
He says that the taste, flavor, shelf life, and price point are all factors that need to be
considered in determining consumer acceptance.

However, cultivated meat offers a significant benefit to the restaurant industry: consistency.

“You can control the size, the yield, the fat content, and make every single piece the exact
same size and exact same taste in flavor, which is something you can’t do with a wild
product,” says Szeliga.
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