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Introduction

The National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration has 
been promoting offshore aqua-

culture – growing fish in nets or cages 
between three� and 200 miles from 
shore – as the best way to increase U.S. 
seafood output.

Now, NOAA wants to establish this 
large-scale fish farming off the U.S. Gulf 
of Mexico coast. Since January 2007, 
the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management 
Council, one of eight regional councils 
Congress established to help manage 
U.S. fisheries, has been developing a 
plan to streamline the permitting and 
regulation of open water aquaculture.

Unfortunately, the Gulf Council’s draft 
Generic Offshore Aquaculture Amend-
ment fails to really consider, among 

� Throughout most of the United States, 
“federal waters” lie between three and 200 
miles offshore. Off Texas and the West coast 
of Florida, however, federal waters begin at 
about nine miles from shore and extend out 
to 200 miles.

other matters, the possible negative 
economic consequences of ocean fish 
farming, also known as open ocean or 
offshore aquaculture. The plan itself 
concedes that “the increased supply of 
aquaculture fish from the Gulf may tend 
to decrease the ex-vessel price commer-
cial harvesters receive for their catch if 
the increased supply does not come on 
the market slowly, or if new markets for 
products are not created, or if the de-
mand for seafood does not increase.”1 
Yet, there is little further discussion of 
this issue.

Based on experience elsewhere, the 
practice of offshore aquaculture, com-
bined with the influx of farmed fish 
imports, could threaten the economic 
wellbeing of the Gulf’s active fishing 
industries. In 2006, the commercial 
fisheries there landed more than half a 
billion dollars’ worth of seafood.2 And 
from 2004 to 2005, Gulf recreational 
fishing pumped $5.6 billion, including 
expenditures on such items as hotels, 
food, and ice, into the regional econo-
my.3
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“
Rather than pressing forward with this 
plan, the U.S. government would best 
serve the public interest by delaying 
any move toward offshore aquaculture 
in the Gulf of Mexico until comple-
tion of comprehensive, peer-reviewed 
economic and environmental studies 
showing that it will not harm the econ-
omy or environment of the region.

Background

Federal government and other propo-
nents of offshore aquaculture claim 
that developing such an industry here 
in the United States will narrow our 
country’s $9.2 billion seafood trade 
deficit without further depleting our 
wild fish stocks. However, increasing 

U.S. fish production will not necessarily 
reduce our reliance on imports. In fact, 
we actually export some 70 percent of 
domestic production, driving up our 
own demand for imported fish.4

NOAA is pushing this Gulf plan as a 
model for other regions because at-
tempts to pass national legislation to 
widely develop commercial open ocean 
aquaculture have failed in recent years.

Too Many Environmental 
Questions About Offshore 
Aquaculture in the Gulf

Offshore aquaculture could hold nega-
tive consequences for commercial and 
recreational fishing in the Gulf of Mex-
ico. For example, fish waste, uneaten 
fish feed, and any antibiotics that may 
be used to maintain the health of fish 
crowded into the pens or chemicals to 
try to keep organisms from growing 
on the nets and cages can pollute the 
seafloor and surrounding ocean ecosys-
tem.

“Little is known about the assimilative 
capacity of the marine environment for 
these pollutants,” concludes a new re-
port commissioned by the Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution. “Pollution 
from a greatly expanded industry could 
have significant effects locally and re-
gionally.”5

Parasites and disease can spread from 
fish farms to wild species. In British Co-
lumbia, the Pacific Fisheries Resource 
Conservation Council found that fish 
farms increased the number of parasitic 
sea lice and likely caused the collapse of 

“Little is known about 
the assimilative 
capacity of the marine 
environment for these 
pollutants.”

– Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution
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“

pink salmon in the Broughton Archi-
pelago in 2002.6

Farmed fish, which come from a geneti-
cally limited breeding stock,7,8,9,10 can 
escape to the open water. There they 
could mate with native species, spawn-
ing genetically inferior wild fish that 
could be more susceptible to disease. In 
addition, escaped farmed fish also can 
compete with wild species11 for increas-
ingly scarce food resources. Both of 
those factors could lead to fewer – and 
possibly less desirable – wild fish for 
commercial and recreational fishermen 
to catch.

Although it may not yet be the case in 
the Gulf, offshore aquaculture in other 
parts of the world might be contributing 
to the unsustainable harvest of smaller 
wild fish used to feed farmed finfish. 
What is more, their wild counterparts 
are in jeopardy because they are losing 
the food they need to survive.12 In some 
cases, it can take two to six pounds 
of wild fish to produce one pound of 
farmed fish.13

Price Matters

Unsurprisingly, many fishermen do pay 
heed to how various factors, including 
aquaculture, might affect the prices 
they receive for fish.

David Letson, a University of Miami 
economics professor, noted that the 
potentially greater supply of fish from 
aquaculture in the Gulf could depress 
fish prices in the longer term. However, 
he did stress that other factors might 
lessen or eliminate any price decline.14

Meanwhile, past experience from aqua-
culture in other places with other fish 
could portend potential problems in 
the Gulf.

In 2006, offshore cod farming in Nor-
way got a thumbs-down from a profes-
sor at the Norwegian College of Fisher-
ies Science. Terje Vassdal pointed out 
that it could decrease the price of wild 
cod, which “could be a national eco-
nomical catastrophe” for the country.15

The lower prices 
commercial fishermen 
were receiving 
“contributed to such 
financial instability 
in fishing fleets along 
the Pacific coast of the 
United States that many 
fishermen simply went 
out of business.”

– Michael Weber
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Similarly, a 2005 University of Brit-
ish Columbia study concluded that “a 
decrease in the price of sablefish will 
ultimately follow an increase in sable-
fish supply to market from aquaculture. 
This decrease will be at the expense of 
both sablefish farmers and fishers in 
Canada but beneficial to sablefish con-
sumers, which in this case are mainly 
Japanese. Thus, benefits are exported 
while costs are entirely absorbed within 
Canada.”16

For two decades prior to that, commer-
cial fishermen in British Columbia had 
seen the prices they received for salm-
on decrease by two thirds, in large part 
because of aquaculture increasing the 
salmon supply worldwide.17

The story was similar next door in Alas-
ka in the late 1990s and into the 21st 
century when “very rapid growth in 
farmed salmon production outstripped 
the growth in demand, glutted farmed 
salmon markets and severely depressed 
prices for farmed (and wild) salmon,” 
according to Gunnar Knapp, an econo-
mist at the University of Alaska at An-
chorage. His research found that the 
large supply of farmed fish contributed 
to a “drastic drop in the ex-vessel value 
of the Alaska salmon harvest.”18

Researcher Michael Weber found that 
the lower prices commercial fishermen 
received “contributed to such financial 
instability in fishing fleets along the 
Pacific coast of the United States that 
many fishermen simply went out of 

Cash Crash

Professor Terje Vassdal of the Norwegian College of Fisheries Science 
believes offshore cod farming in Norway “could be a national economic 
catastrophe” because of the price decrease it could cause.

A study at the University of British Columbia in Canada concluded that 
“a decrease in the price of sablefish will ultimately follow an increase in 
sablefish supply to market from aquaculture,” coming “at the expense of 
sablefish farmers and fishers.”

Salmon prices were up to 90 percent lower in 2002 than in 1988. Many 
who bought boats and permits during high price years can’t afford to 
stay in operation.

From 1992 to 2001, the value of the Alaskan salmon harvest plunged 
from $600 million to a bit more than $200 million.

•

•

•

•
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business, with dramatically negative ef-
fects on the economies of rural coastal 
communities.”19

Other studies paint a similar picture 
of salmon prices after the emergence 
of salmon aquaculture: “Peak salmon 
prices in 2002 were 54-92 percent 
lower than they were in 1988. Many 
salmon fishers in the region [Pacific 
northwest] who bought their boats and 
permits during the high price years of 
the late 1980s and early 1990s can no 
longer afford to stay in operation and 
pay off their debts.”20

From 1992 to 2001, the value of the 
Alaskan salmon harvest plunged from 
$600 million to a bit more than $200 
million, a drop of more than 60 per-
cent, according to a Food & Water 
Watch analysis of economist Gunnar 
Knapp’s research.21,22 A similar price 
crash would devastate the U.S. Gulf of 
Mexico fishing industry, which in 2006 
landed more than $41 million worth of 
cobia, pompano, grouper, and snapper, 
all valuable finfish.23

Jobs, Jobs, and…Fewer 
Jobs?

Proponents of aquaculture often claim 
that it will lead to more jobs. However, 
history and the facts do not necessarily 
support such assertions. A 2003 study 
found that a 200 percent increase in 
salmon production from fish farming in 
British Columbia would create few new 
jobs. In the 1990s, industry in the prov-
ince tripled but added no new jobs.24  
Meanwhile, the salmon farming indus-
try in Scotland and Norway “dramati-
cally expanded” production, but em-

ployment decreased due to increased 
mechanization.25

Aquaculture Fish Biz 
Consolidates

Does offshore aquaculture benefit local 
communities? Although it is too soon to 
say, some of the trends appear ominous. 
It does help a few foreign companies, at 
least judging from the salmon farming 
industry. In 2001, 30 companies ac-
counted for two-thirds of the world’s 
salmon and trout.26 But that number 
has slowly dwindled to half a dozen 
or so multinational companies, most 
of which are based in Europe.27 “Un-
like salmon fishing enterprises, most 
of which consist of boats and permits 
owned by individuals who sell their 
catch to processors or, in some cases, 
to niche markets – the large salmon 
aquaculture enterprises consist of ver-
tically integrated feed, hatchery, grow-
out (where the smolts are raised to ma-
turity), distribution, and value-added 
processing companies.”28 

Economist Gunnar Knapp concluded 
that, “unlike many kinds of fishing, off-
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“
shore aquaculture is not likely to devel-
op as a small, family-owned businesses 
[sic]. It would be a larger-scale, corpo-
rate activity.”29

Conclusion and 
Recommendations

Gulf commercial and recreational fish-
ing communities support thousands of 
jobs and haul in billions of dollars in 
revenue for the region. Offshore aqua-
culture is fraught with uncertainty for 
that continued economic vibrancy. 
Given this, the U.S. government should 
not promote offshore aquaculture that 
could threaten coastal communities and 
the marine environment in the Gulf of 
Mexico, and further research is needed 
on the issue before moving forward.

“Unlike many kinds 
of fishing, offshore 
aquaculture is not 
likely to develop as a 
small, family-owned 
businesses [sic]. It 
would be a larger-scale, 
corporate activity.”

– Gunnar Knapp, economist, 
University of Alaska
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