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Comments on NOAA'’s Draft Aquaculture Policy

Please accept the following comments on NOAA’s Draft Aquaculture Policy on behalf
of the organizations and individuals who have signed this letter. We represent a
network of fishermen, scientists, coastal community members, farmers, and seafood
consumers who are working for better management of activities in coastal
ecosystems and food sovereignty for local communities nationwide. We are
dismayed that this Policy does not consider the broader integration of natural
marine ecosystems and their services and food systems that support our coastal
communities.

General Comments

e Jtisnot NOAA’s mission to “enable” an industry

It is useful to look at NOAA'’s stated mission (http://www.noaa.gov/about-

noaa.html):
Science, Service, and Stewardship:

- To understand and predict changes in climate, weather, oceans, and coasts;
- To share that knowledge and information with others; and

- To conserve and manage coastal and marine ecosystems and resources.

Further, the description of the goals of NOAA’s Aquaculture Program

(http://aquaculture.noaa.gov/about/welcome.html) are:
Regulation and Policy: Establish a comprehensive regulatory program for the conduct of marine
aquaculture operations;

Science and Research: Advance scientific knowledge and develop appropriate technologies to
support sustainable commercial marine aquaculture and the restoration of wild fish and shellfish
stocks;

Outreach and Education: Conduct education and outreach activities to heighten the public's
awareness of issues related to marine aquaculture; and

International Activities: Meet international obligations to promote environmentally sustainable
practices for the conduct of marine aquaculture.

Nowhere is enablement mentioned in the overarching NOAA mission or among
priorities for the Aquaculture program and we suggest it not become an agency-
wide priority with the issuance of this policy. Therefore, our first recommendation
is to change the Statement of Purpose to one that ensures that any development of
marine aquaculture shall be compatible with local, regional, and national marine
ecosystems and the multitude of services they provide. We think there is a sharp



contrast between enabling aquaculture development for its own sake and
objectively assessing and addressing potential impacts--both negative and positive--
of aquaculture development on natural ecosystems through research, regulation,
public accountability, and international cooperation.

We are particularly concerned with the final sentence in the Statement of Purpose,
which says that that NOAA believes aquaculture is essential to attaining a list of
eight desirable outcomes. We insist that aquaculture may not be essential, and in
some cases may be contrary to those objectives; and the wording should reflect that.
Instead of a policy that “reaffirms that aquaculture is an important component of
NOAA'’s efforts,” it should define NOAA’s role in determining whether and under
what circumstances and regulations, aquaculture might contribute in a positive way
to achieving the list of objectives.

In short, it is essential that NOAA remain neutral in its view of aquaculture in
general and be able to rationally and scientifically evaluate the pros and cons of

aquaculture development in any given circumstance, place, and time.

e The policy should have the overall goal of achieving NOAA'’s stated vision.

The agency’s vision for the future (http://www.noaa.gov/about-noaa.html) is:

“Resilient Ecosystems, Communities, and Economies. Healthy ecosystems, communities,
and economies that are resilient in the face of change.”

Any decision NOAA makes about general or specific proposals for aquaculture
should be gauged against whether it will move toward achieving that vision, not
whether it is enabling aquaculture development. The Draft Policy acknowledges the
strategic goal of resilient coastal communities and economies and assumes that
aquaculture is a desirable component of that goal. We believe there is abundant
evidence from numerous aquaculture development activities worldwide that have
had quite different results. We therefore suggest that wording be changed to reflect
the need to assess potential impacts of aquaculture before assuming it is a desirable
activity.

e There is need for more guarantees of accountability to the public.

The Draft Policy does not acknowledge that the marine environment is a public
commons and that NOAA has a responsibility to regulate and manage activities in
the commons for the public good. There is no mention of applying the public trust
doctrine. There is no mention that the agency and those who undertake aquaculture
in the marine environment must be accountable to the public and subject to public
oversight. There are no guarantees that aquaculture development must not restrict
public access to the marine environment. There is no mention of requirement for
Environmental Impact Statements before permitting aquaculture activities. There is
no requirement to publically share all facility and monitoring information that



relates to any potential impact on the marine environment by such operations. We
feel these omissions are important and should be corrected.

Comments on the Statement of Policy

¢ A definition of “sustainable” in the context of aquaculture is needed.

We appreciate the detailed definition provided for “aquaculture;” but it is essential
that a similarly detailed definition be provided for “sustainable aquaculture.” The
term sustainable has been used and overused in so many contexts that it has lost
clear meaning and now must be defined in each context in which it used. Without
such a definition, we cannot be confident that this policy will contribute to the
conservation of marine ecosystems and resources. Formulating the definition
should incorporate advice from a number of responsible sources, so we do not offer
language here.

* The following comments refer to the policy statement of the same number in
the Draft Aquaculture Policy. (Any proposed new language is italicized):

1. Revise the language so that, instead of enabling sustainable aquaculture...,
the policy becomes to facilitate the reliable assessment of alternatives, risks
and trade-offs so that precautionary decisions can be made regarding
aquaculture development that is sustainable [presuming sustainable is
defined in the document]; including the following attributes: (1) the provision
of domestic jobs, products and services in harmony with healthy ecosystems,
(2) restoration or maintenance of healthy, productive, and resilient marine
ecosystems, (3) compatibility with other uses of the marine environment; and
(3) consistency with the National Ocean Policy and Coastal and Marine Spatial
Planning.

2. (no comment)
3. (no comment as long as “sustainable aquaculture” is defined.)
4. Amend as follows: Make timely and unbiased aquaculture management

decisions based upon the best scientific information available and consistent
with the policy of risk aversion in the face of uncertainty.

5. Revise to recognize and incorporate tradeoffs. It is unrealistic to say that all
aquaculture activities can simultaneously benefit coastal ecosystems,
communities, consumers, industry and economy. The best we can hope for is
that some of these are benefitted and others are not harmed. The statement
is of concern because it brings into question whether NOAA fully
understands all the impacts aquaculture can have, and whether the agency is
equipped to make responsible decisions regarding whether and under what




conditions to allow or suspend aquaculture activities. Further, when there
are tradeoffs between benefits and harm in the context of the five entities
listed, it is not clear how NOAA will weigh or resolve them.

6. Amend as follows: Advance public understanding of sustainable aquaculture
practices; the associated environmental, social, and economic challenges and
benefits; and the services NOAA has to offer in support of sustainable
aquaculture and in support of the public’s interest with respect to activities in
our marine commons. [pre-supposes an appropriate definition of sustainable
aquaculture].

7. Delete or edit this statement to include the potential need for caps on
development. We are concerned that its purpose is to remove constraints to
wholesale aquaculture expansion in marine waters, which has proven in
other countries to be unsustainable.

8. Revise to recognize the full breadth of information. We agree with the goal of
international cooperation and sharing of information, but we believe this
statement should also include reference to sharing information about
negative impacts of some aquaculture, the impediments to solving some of
those impacts, and measures to avoid them.

9. (no comment)

10. We suggest an additional statement that ensures aquaculture development in
natural ecosystems be well integrated into the biodiversity, functions and
services of the ecosystem and the need for ecosystem goals that can and will
be monitored. Tradeoffs must be considered when deciding whether, where,
when and under what circumstances aquaculture activities are appropriate.

Comments on support sections

Legal “Basis for the Policy” :

In reference to the Oceans and Human Health Act, we believe that, more to the point
of that legislation, you ought to reference the responsibility to make sure
aquaculture products do not pose threats to human health. This section might also
mention a commitment to assessing the nutritional value of aquaculture compared
to wild seafood, especially in the context of NOAA’s strategic objective for safe and
sustainable seafood.

Delete or move the language of the sections, “Background” and “Challenges and
Benefits”:

These sections appear to be an attempt to justify the policy but, while there are
some good points, the discussions present no more than a laundry list of items,
some more relevant than others, based on a snapshot of the current status of



aquaculture. We don’t believe this is appropriate for a declaration of policy meant
to guide aquaculture development in the future.

If NOAA feels the policy needs justifying, and well you might, we suggest a well-
organized appendix based on principals and goals.

e Whatare NOAA'’s true intentions with respect to aquaculture?

That said, we would like to express our concern over the final paragraph of the
“Challenges and Benefits” section, which we believe raises issues about NOAA’s
policy beyond aquaculture. Itis stated that: “Growing consumer demand for safe,
local and sustainably produced seafood, increasing energy costs, and the decline of
fishing-related industries and working waterfronts are emerging drivers that
support sustainable domestic aquaculture production.” Given that much of the
decline in fishing and working waterfronts has been caused by failures in NOAA’s
management to protect fishing communities while taking necessary measures to
reduce fishing and recover fish populations, we are concerned that this statement
may reflect a methodic NOAA policy. We hope this was simply ill-stated and that it
does not actually pull back the curtain on a hidden agenda to replace wild caught
fisheries with aquaculture. But this statement, causes us to question whether NOAA
may have abandoned the mission to restore our nation’s fisheries. And if that is not
the case, it is essential that NOAA’s aquaculture policy recognize potential conflicts
between restoring wild fisheries and promoting aquaculture development rather
than pretend that they are always perfectly compatible. Furthermore, it is time
NOAA recognize that the consumer demand for safe, local and sustainable seafood is
increasingly being met through local marketing of wild caught seafood, which
consumers have embraced.

We also object to the statement in the same paragraph that both small-scale and
large-scale aquaculture is evolving toward sustainable practices. There is as yet no
evidence that this is true for large-scale marine aquaculture in this country, and in
other countries, even with the development of better technologies, the expansion of
scale of marine aquaculture has confounded possible beneficial outcomes of
improved operations.

NOAA’s aquaculture priorities

Research on feed may be the wrong focus. Regarding the research agenda to
implement NOAA'’s policy, we strongly suggest that the emphasis on developing
alternative feed for carnivorous fish is misguided. A better focus would be on
developing methodologies for growing species of fish and shellfish new to
aquaculture that naturally feed low on the food chain, possibly including forage fish
for human consumption.

Include a commitment to closed culture systems. We would suggest adding some
specific direction to the commitment to “develop methodologies to minimize




potential adverse ecosystem and socioeconomic impacts of aquaculture.” We would
suggest: “including, among others, closed containment aquaculture methodologies
that do not conflict with waterfront needs of fishing ports and related industries.”

NOAA'’s research and monitoring of ocean acidification and climate change should
include synergistic impacts. We are not only interested in the impacts of
acidification and climate change on aquaculture, but also in synergistic effects on
wild populations of these major environmental changes combined with impacts
caused by aquaculture.

Appendix I: NOAA Principles for Aquaculture in Federal Waters

NOAA must develop a detailed policy and binding regulations and management
structure for offshore aquaculture before permitting any such development.

This Draft Policy is not the appropriate venue for issuing guidance for offshore
aquaculture development. An appendix attached to a larger policy for aquaculture
development is hardly an adequate framework for regulating and managing
aquaculture in the EEZ, which has many different concerns than aquaculture on or
near land. This is fundamentally different design and scale of aquaculture and there
are numerous considerations that must be fully discussed before deciding if, when,
where, what kind, and how much aquaculture will take place in these waters. In
issuing this set of principles, NOAA indicates the agency does not fully comprehend
the magnitude and gravity of regulating and managing this activity in the marine
commons on behalf of the American people. We expect and demand better than an
ineffective 3-page set of principles largely filled with what other agencies,
governments and parties you plan to work with, and little about what NOAA will do
to guarantee that aquaculture in the EEZ is “sustainable” (as yet not well defined).
There isn’t even mention of how NOAA will address conflicts with other marine
activities supported within the same agency, let alone other conflicts.

Although we reject Appendix I in its entirety because it is the wrong way for NOAA
to oversee offshore aquaculture development, we feel it is important to comment
further on one principle listed in the Appendix. It is stated that NOAA will promote
the principle of ecosystem compatibility by “supporting the stocking of only native
or naturalized species in federal waters, unless best available science demonstrates
use of non-native or other species in federal waters would not likely cause undue
harm to wild species, habitats, or ecosystems in the event of escape.” That sentence
should end, full stop, before the word “unless.” Furthermore, we believe the pledge
to stock only native species should be part of NOAA’s overall aquaculture policy. The
mention of “other species” (i.e. not native and not non-native) can only mean
genetically engineered organisms, and we are particularly appalled with that. GE
organisms must not ever be permitted in aquaculture.



While there are some ideas we would support in the Draft NOAA Aquaculture Policy,
we feel this set of principles avoids the true issue, which is that NOAA must have not
only a policy, but regulations and standards, management plans, monitoring and
contingency plans before aquaculture development is permitted in the EEZ. Yet we
are aware that NMFS is attempting to approve just such an activity in the waters
offshore of the Island of Hawaii. Here we are offered an appendix to an agency
policy, when we should be responding to far more serious and binding measures
governing offshore aquaculture development.
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