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Fish and Seafood Storage

Inadequate fish and seafood storage can cause
contamination and immediate spoilage of these
food products. This causes them to release acids
and oxidized fats as a result of bacterial action
and enzyme-synthetized reactions that could harm
human health if consumed. One of the ways in
which these results become apparent is when fish
or seafood smells bad. Marine products meant for
consumption shouldn’t have any smell, or at least,
have a pleasant scent. If it doesn’t, then there is
a chance the food is spoiling, since a foul smell
is a clear characteristic of spoilage. Keeping to a
good storage process can be crucial to preserving
the food in a safe manner prior to cooking and
consumption.
Storage time for each product depends on the
types of fish or seafood, the overall size, and
the amount of fat in it. However, the National
Fisheries Institute has developed a guide using
facts gathered by the University of Idaho so that
the public can learn how to preserve fish and
seafood properly. The guide suggests storing
each product according to its categorization: lean
or low-fat; those which contain higher amounts
of fat; smoked products; breaded products; and
seafood. This last category includes crustaceans
(crab, lobster, shrimp, etc.) and mollusks (clams,
oysters, etc.). In general terms, fat content is an
important determiner in a product’s shelf-life: the
less amount of fat a product has, the longer it may
be kept. Keep in mind that fat content not only
includes saturated fats, but also others which can
be beneficial to human health such as the omega-3
and omega-6 fatty acids. If the food item you
wish to preserve is not on Table 1, please refer to
the National Fisheries Institute website for more
information. Furthermore, you may check Table 2

to see the appropriate storing technique according
to the product’s category. Unlike the foods listed in
Table 1, canned products may be stored for years
without fear of spoilage. However, taste quality
tends to be better when the product is consumed
within the first year of purchase.
Remember that you must check each product’s
expiration date when you’re purchasing food.
The fish you buy should remain inside its original
packaging and be placed in the coldest part of the
freezer, as near as possible to 32° F (0° C). It is also
recommended to cover fish with a thin layer of ice
when kept in the refrigerator. Consider refrigerating
the fish only if it will be prepared and consumed
within 2 days; preferably, within the first 36 hours.
Otherwise, freeze it. If the fish is out of its original
packaging, it must be tightly wrapped in plastic
wrap, aluminum foil or wax paper before storing
it in the freezer. However, it is recommended that
the original package be discarded and any of the
previous three options used; this would prevent
moisture from spoiling the product. If the fish has
been bought fresh, be sure to remove the innards
and gills before freezing. Live oysters, clams and
mussels should be kept in the refrigerator in clean
containers, covered by wet paper towels.
All products should be refrigerated or frozen as
soon as possible to prevent immediate decay. For
this reason, fish and seafood should be the last
item purchased during a visit to the grocery store.
If you intend to buy seafood, it is recommended
that you take a portable cooler filled hallway with
ice in your car, so you can immediately cool down
any fish and seafood you purchase. This will greatly
help preserve food safely until you get to where
the products will be finally stored.

Table 1. Storage guide for several fish and seafood products. Adapted from the table provided by the National Fisheries
Institute and from the information found about the category each item belongs to.

Fish
and
seafood

Frozen-bought products

Fresh-bought products

Storage time once items have been purchased
Refrigerator

Freezer

Refrigerator

Freezer

Clam

N/A

N/A

5 days (live clam)

N/A

Tuna

36 hours

6-9 months

36 hours

N/A

Alaskan pollock

36 hours

8-9 months

36 hours

4 months

Shrimp

4 days
N/A (breaded
shrimp)

9 months
12 months
(breaded shrimp)

4 days
N/A (breaded shrimp)

5 months
8 months (breaded
shrimp)

Crab

5 days
7 days (king crab)
5 days (cocktail
claws and legs)
5-7 days (blue crab)
6 months
(pasteurized blue
crab)

6 months
12 months (king
crab)
N/A (cocktail
claws and legs)
N/A (blue crab)

5 days
7 days (king crab)
5 days (cocktail
claws and legs)
5-7 days (blue crab)
6 months
(pasteurized blue
crab)

6 months
9 months (king crab)
4 months (cocktail
claws and legs)
4 months (blue crab)

Red snapper

36 hours

8-12 months

36 hours

4-8 months

Mahi-mahi

36 hours

8-12 months

36 hours

4-8 months

Lobster

4-5 days

8 months

1-2 days (live lobster)
4-5 days

6 months

Grouper

36 hours

8-12 months

36 hours

4-8 months

Oyster

N/A

N/A

4-7 days (live oyster)

N/A

Snapper

36 hours

8-12 months

36 hours

4-8 months

Wahoo

36 hours

8-12 months

36 hours

4-8 months

Turbot

36 hours

6-9 months

36 hours

N/A

Salmon

36 hours

7-9 months

36 hours
5-8 days
(smoked salmon)

N/A
2 months
(smoked salmon)

King mackerel

36 hours

6-9 months

36 hours

N/A

Tilapia

36 hours

8-12 months

36 hours

4-8 months

Lionfish

N/A - Not applies or not advised (not recommended).
The less fat a product has, the longer it may be stored. However, following the minimum time noted on the tables is recommended.
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Table 2. Storage guide for several fish and seafood products. Adapted from the table provided by the National Fisheries
Institute and from the information found about the category each item belongs to.

Frozen-bought products

Fresh-bought products

Storage time once items have been purchased

Product category
Refrigerator

Freezer

Refrigerator

Freezer

Relatively fatty fish

36 hours

6-8, 7-9 months

36 hours

N/A

Low-fat fish

36 hours

8-9, 10-12 months

36 hours

4, 6-8 months

Smoked fish

N/A

N/A

3-4, 5-8 days

2 months

Breaded products

N/A (fish
portions)
N/A (scallops)
N/A (shrimp)

18 months (fish
portions)
16 months (scallops)
12 months (shrimp)

N/A (fish
portions)
N/A (scallops)
N/A (shrimp)

N/A (fish portions)
10 months (scallops)
8 months (shrimp)

Seafood

Widely varies according the product and its state upon purchase

N/A - Not applies or not advised (not recommended).
The less fat a product has, the longer it may be stored. However, following the minimum time noted on the tables is recommended.

If you have had problems with the freezer in which
the food is stored (electric service failure, for
instance) fish, seafood and breaded products can
be refrozen when it meets the following conditions:
if they still have frost around them, and/or they
are still cold to the touch. However, the food’s
consistency and taste will have degraded to some
measure. On the other hand, products which have
remained unfrozen for 2 hours at a temperature
higher than 40° F (4.4° C) should be discarded.
Make sure you follow the correct storage practices
according to the fish or seafood, or according to

the category in which each item belongs. Use these
tables as guides to make sure your product doesn’t
spoil before you can consume it. Keep in mind
that the lower the fat content, the longer it can be
stored. However, it is preferable to follow the time
suggested in the tables. This information should
help you store fish and seafood in a safe manner
and preserve their quality.

Glossary

Enzyme - a protein that favors or accelerates
a biochemical reaction.

Ocean Facts #2 / Sea Grant Puerto Rico / 2018

3

Foto: Efra Figueroa
We suggest consulting:
USDA fish and meats information
hotline (available in English and
Spanish): 1-888-674-6854
FDA food information hotline:
1-888-723-3366
“Ask Karen” - Automated
question-solver for food safety
topics at https://www.fsis.usda.gov/
wps/portal/informational/askkaren
https://pregunteleakaren.gov/
Otros:
www.fsis.usda.gov
www.fightbac.org
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