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This urban myth was introduced in a section of NPR’s “This 
American Life” that explained a man had visited a farm where the 
boxes were labelled “pig rectum”. Our purpose was to determine 
whether restaurants are selling pig rectum as calamari rings. If 
this was proven true, the reputation of the calamari industry 
would be greatly tarnished. We participated in the 2014-2015 
session of the DNA Barcoding program conducting the same 
experiment, but our results were inconclusive once again. We 
planned on returning to the program with the intention of going at 
it again, trying to collect from different sources with 
determination to get the results that can satisfy our longing 
curiosity. This time, we had the experience to help drive us 
through another year of debunking this food fraud. Our objective 
here is to help New York City know and understand what is 
happening in their restaurants and to analyze the validity of the 
myth of whether or not pork rectum is used to replace calamari. 
To do this, we first extracted the DNA from the collected 
specimens, amplified the results, and analyzed the results. Our 
most essential materials are the specimen, tubes, pipettes, and 
more. However, during the experiment, we had trouble extracting 
the DNA. Only two samples returned. Both came from pet food, 
not actual squid rings. However, the wet cat food, which was 
marketed as a seafood mix, came back as red deer. While this 
didn’t answer our question, it posed a new one, and it opened up 
an whole new can of cat food.  

A popular case of food fraud is the Ikea meatball scandal. 
They, along with other European based companies, were caught 
in a meat fraud scandal all along Europe in 2013. In the European 
Ikea meatballs, they had found traces of horse meat. While they 
weren’t in the American-served meatballs, they were in nearly all 
the European stores, as their meat had all come from the one 
farm. They in turn stopped selling meatballs in Slovakia, the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, France, Britain, Portugal, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Belgium, Spain, Greece, Cyprus and Ireland, and 
their home country, Sweden. While it doesn’t affect Americans 
directly, it could mean that there are cases of food fraud similar to 
this here.

Our goal in this experiment is to debunk the myth by collecting 
several samples from as many restaurants in New York City as 
possible. Unknown ingredients in foods are of great concern in 
New York City since we are a city of integrated cultures and 
diverse groups. In New York alone, the percentage of foreign 
born people is 22.0%, and this may relate to the fact that not all of 
us are familiar with the ingredients added into divergent cuisines. 
The hypothesis tested was that there might some traces of pork in 
the samples we found, which would follow the question, is 
calamari being replaced by pork in New York City?  

We selected samples from Flushing because pig intestine is already a part of the East Asian cuisine, so we thought it 
likely that those samples, if any, would help to answer the question. Samples were collected from March 7, 2016 . 
Samples were collected as frozen calamari rings, either by themselves, or in “mixed seafood” packages, except for the 
pet food which were ordered but still kept cold. Samples were all purchased at retail grocery stores. 9 different samples 
were collected, all from different distributors.

After collecting 9 samples in total, we can come to the 
conclusion that most calamari, is in fact calamari. Our 
hypothesis of predicting that there is at least some trace of 
pork in the results is unsupported due to the simple fact that 
there was no pork found. Our results either came back as 
unidentifiable or surprisingly, another animal. 

Last year, we had the opportunity to learn that in order 
to properly conduct this experiment and determine whether 
the samples were going to either be squid or pork OR any 
other animal, we must sequence the samples for both 
vertebrate and invertebrate. By having this advantage of 
past experience, we had little to no issues when it came to 
extracting the DNA. In fact, this time around, our samples 
provide a little more insight to the animal food industry.

From the two samples out of the 9 in total that were 
collected, they were the only ones that  came back 
identifiable and they were not identified as squid. They did 
not come back as any invertebrate even. The two samples 
were both determined to have some sort of meat in them, 
and one contrary to their packaging ingredients.

The first sample, KHJ-002, was a can of wet cat food 
that contained the ingredient Taurine. Taurine is known to 
be a compound that is found in animal tissue, and in this 
particular can of food, red deer was most likely the 
particular animal that this compound derived from. This 
was a striking piece of information because of the fact that 
there were bigger portions of different ingredients such as 
sardines and squid, that failed to show through the DNA 
extraction process.

In conclusion, after two years we can finally state that 
the myth was wrong. We couldn’t get the results we 
wanted, maybe at the fault of the frozen calamari, or the 
fault of the group. It’s difficult to get fresh samples, seeing 
as calamari is not exactly the same as squid. Buying fresh 
squid is different than calamari, which is always sold 
frozen. As such, the DNA in the calamari had probably 
denatured long before we bought it. Even so, we’ve done 
what we could with the circumstances, and even found a 
new story to investigate. Although we didn’t find pork, our 
results still bring attention to the food fraud in New York.  
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Species 
Label

Date 
Collected

Original 
Condition of 
Sample
(breaded, frozen, 
refrigerated, 
etc.)

Sample Location 
(Restaurant 
Names 
Anonymized)

DNA Identified

KHJ - 
002

3/14/16 Refrigerated Latitude: 
40.7802977097
Longitude: 
-73.9814507961

Cervus 
Elaphus (Red 
Deer)

KHJ - 
003

3/14/16 Refrigerated Latitude: 
40.7802977097
Longitude: 
-73.9814507961

Gallus 
sonneratii
(Grey 
Junglefowl)

KHJ - 00 3/14/15 Refrigerated Latitude: 
40.7802977097
Longitude: 
-73.9814507961

Gallus gallus
(Red 
Junglefowl)
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