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Market Improvement in December, Changes in US Customs Shrimp Customs Bonding 

Requirements, and Country of Origin Labeling 
 
In August 2008 the market for Aquaculture Shrimp simply hit a brick wall. By October 2008 
monthly sales volumes at major US importers had dropped to only about 60-70 percent of 
comparable 2007 sales. Since over 50% of the world’s supply of aquaculture shrimp is consumed 
in the USA this crash hurt producers around the world. But thankfully, by December 2008 things 
looked a bit better. By comparison with other Center-of-the-Plate Proteins, shrimp prices were at 
comparatively low levels. Yes, unemployment in the USA topped 7 percent in December but the 
93% of employed Americans were still spending money on basics and shrimp was cheap. Major 
grocery retailers liked our price levels and heavily promoted shrimp for the Holiday season. 
 
However, we all know that shrimp is primarily a restaurant product in the USA and, in 
November, the National Restaurant Association’s Restaurant Performance Index (RPI) – a 
monthly composite index that tracks the health of and outlook for the U.S. restaurant industry – 
stood at 96.7 in November, down 0.4 percent from October and its 13th consecutive month 
below 100. The index, in this writer’s opinion is an important leading indicator for our industry – 
but it is published on the last day of the following month so we will have to wait until January 31 
to see the December index which I believe will “call” the turn in the shrimp market. 
 
Interestingly, prices really did not show steep declines during our “crash” as can be seen from 
the comparison of bellweather restaurant grades of HLSO. 
 
HLSO Prices in $/lb 
 
   Jan ’08  July ’08  Jan ‘09   
26/30 White    Asia 3.60  3.60  3.40 
        Ecuador 4.00  3.80  3.60 
 
41/50 White    Asia 2.80  3.35  2.60 
         Ecuador 2.90  3.40  2.60 
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Rather, sales just tanked and this is consistent with the rapid decline in restaurant sales. In 
economic terms, the “demand curve” became extremely inelastic (steepened) so that price 
reductions simply would not generate demand. Wisely, most importers and traders (who clearly 
understand the concept of inelasticity) did not panic and “cut prices” – they let sales drop and 
waited for better market conditions rather than drive the market down the demand curve.   
 
I was reminded of the 1982 recession when I was trading shrimp for a living and the same 
inelastic demand situation pertained. One trader said to me back then, “Charley, things are so bad 
that even the people who don’t plan to pay aren’t buying.” Only traders who do not remember 
1982 will call this down cycle “the worst crisis of a generation” – this is not even close to 1982.   
 
But in December 2008 the situation got a bit better and I estimate that December 2008 importer 
sales were in the range of 80 percent of 2007 December sales. So far in January the improvement 
continues with Super Bowl promotions looking fairly good. I won’t say we are “out of the 
woods” but things are certainly looking better now than they did 90 days ago. 
 
US Customs Bonding Requirement  
 
On January 12, 2009 US Customs announced some prospective changes in Bonding 
requirements for shrimp imports. The reaction of the seafood press was predictable – reporters 
who are not able to read and understand the language in Federal Register Notices jumped to silly 
conclusions since everyone is anxious to tell you more than they know about the latest news. 
Before you try reading US Customs Notices at home, you need to understand the Latin phrase 
Inclusio unius est exclusio alterius.  
 
The notice is moderately good news for some importers but, since it only applies prospectively, 
it does not affect the bonds for Period of Review #2 (February 2006 to January 2007) which are 
still tied up in litigation and subject to the injunctions issued by the Court of International Trade.     
 
   ************************ 
 
Now to the huge flap that broke out in December over the USFDA’s proposed revision of its 
2004 Consumer Advisory on Methylmercury in Fish. The action began when the Washington 
Post received a leaked copy of the draft and published a summary on December 12. While I am 
not going to cover this story in any detail, I do want to make several comments and to point 
readers who are interested in seafood safety to sources of additional information. The 
Washington Post article (www.washingtonpost.com) is a good orientation and the USFDA 
website has all the extensive materials available for download (www.cfsan.fda.gov): Report of 
Quantitative Risk and Benefit Assessment of Consumption of Commercial Fish; Summary of 
Published Research; and Peer Review Report. This commotion brought out all the usual 
environmental activists and, also as usual, both industry groups and the environmentalists “talked 
past” each other in a dialogue from which the consuming public could take away nothing useful. 
For this writer, now a graduate student again (for the third time), it was most useful since I now 
have a fine topic for a paper in one of the courses which is part of my Food Law and Regulation 
graduate program at Michigan State.  
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   ******************** 
 
A brief mention should also be made of the publication of the Final Rule on Country of Origin 
Labeling (COOL). The reference is 74 FR 2658 (Jan. 15, 2009) and readers exporting to the 
USA should review their COOL packaging materials compliance. These requirements enter into 
effect on March 16, 2009. 
 
   *********************** 
 
I will close with another brief mention of the ACC – Aquaculture Certification Council. In early 
January the ACC moved beyond its early focus on Aquaculture Shrimp Certification and issued 
its first certifications for Catfish (Ictalurus punctatus) and Tilapia (Tilapia nilotica). Interested 
readers should visit (www.aquaculturecertification.org). 
 
  *********************** 
 
Readers of this column will have noted that we spent considerable time on European Union 
compliance issues in 2008 and we will return to the EU in the next several months as we discuss 
important changes coming to Food Labels in the EU. We also plan to devote several columns to 
Canadian import regulation of aquaculture products in the next six months. Another topic for 
discussion will be the new “signposting” front-panel labeling (currently approved by the UK 
Food Standards Agency) and coming to the US grocery industry soon. 
 
 
   ************************************ 
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