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Summary of the  
Aquaculture Amendment Public Hearing 


Houston, Texas 
December 10, 2007 


 
 
Council and Staff: 
Joe Hendrix 
Wayne Swingle 
Karen Hoak 
 
The hearing was called to order by Chairman Joe Hendrix at 6:00 p.m. at the Hilton Hobby 
Airport.  Wayne Swingle gave a presentation on Aquaculture Amendment.  Thereafter the 
public was invited to speak.  There were 25 members of the public in attendance.  The 16 
participants listed below offered testimony and the participants’ common concerns and 
comments were consolidated and summarized as follows: 
 
Participants’ comments opposing the amendment: 
 


• What economic impact the plan would have on coastal communities and whether 
aquaculture would be feasible for small family farmers.  Industrial/corporate farms could 
harm the economies of coastal communities. 


• Potential degradation of the marine environment.   
• There was a common perception that the amendment was being fast-tracked.  Creating a 


beneficial aquaculture industry for the nation would require enacting carefully considered 
and exacting management measures. 


• Gulf clutter.  There are oil rigs, pipelines, LNG facilities already in the Gulf, coupled 
with these proposed new pieces of equipment with tankers and other vessels trying to 
navigate around everything.   


• The use of oil rigs being used as farms.  Many believed this could pose a health threat 
due to contaminants found in the drilling fluids. 


• What the impact of aquaculture would be on commercial fishermen and market prices. 
• The lack of available data. 
• Why 70% of nation’s catch is exported while Americans consume such high quantities of 


imported fish. 
• Enforcement and oversight, including lack of personnel and funding. 
• Public resources being used for the primary benefit of private corporations. 
• Superfund clean-up funding. 
• Lax aquaculture regulations causing negative consequences for shrimpers. 
• Increasing protein production could be accomplished by increasing EFH areas.  Give fish 


adequate habitat and they will flourish. 
• Commercial operations tend to generate large amounts of pollution. 
• Being restricted in accessing popular fishing areas. 
• Strong market controls would be vital to success. 
• Farmed fish spreading diseases to wild stocks. 
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• Environmental issues such as concentrated excrement and feed contaminating 
surrounding sealife and polluting their habitats as well as concerns about red tide. 


• The global environment, jellyfish swarms, super hurricanes, dead zones from nutrient 
dumping, etc., and the accompanying devastation. 


• A large depletion of menhaden in order to provide feed to the farm. 
• Habitat protection. 
• Antibiotics, growth hormones and other feed additives that may present health issues. 


 
Participants’ comments supporting the amendment: 
 


• The Aquaculture industry was frustrated by lack of development of this industry, 
particularly in Texas, where a lot of fish were consumed.  Excessive regulation was 
prohibitive to fish farming.  It took 15 years for regulations to allow for human 
consumption of farmed striped bass. To expand fish farming, regulations would have to 
be held to a manageable level. 


• Depleted wild stocks would benefit from aquaculture since farming would reduce 
pressure on wild stocks, allowing more plentiful and mature wild fish to repopulate the 
oceans.   


• Rising land prices were making land-based fish farming more prohibitive. Competition 
between cities for fresh water was hurting land based aquaculture businesses. 


• Aquaculture facilities currently in operation could benefit by being able to expand their 
business into the open ocean. 


• Anglers and environmentalists alike have the opportunity to offer their input on this 
amendment to ensure appropriate measures are implemented to manage the resource.   


• Safe feeding practices to ensure good water quality would be a major concern to the 
operators of a U.S. based aquaculture industry.  This was not necessarily true for foreign 
businesses. Our country has much stiffer regulations. 


• Aquaculture, properly managed, could create enormous potential for new jobs. 
• Fish is very healthy, rich with omega 3.  It reduces the risk of strokes and heart attacks 


and is also very beneficial for combating Alzheimer’s. 
• Land based feed fed to farm raised fish could eliminate the mercury problem in fish 


allowing for more fish to be consumed, which would further stimulate the industry. 
• Finding new ways to feed the ever increasing population is necessary. Marine resources 


are a major source of protein for humans. 
• Successful fishermen co-ops had been achieved in other countries such as in Greece and 


Japan.  The Mediterranean had similar circumstances to the Gulf fishery 20 years ago 
until the European Union created aquaculture programs for sea bass and sea bream.  That 
created a 1 billion dollar gross industry while it maintained or created 35,000 jobs.  


 
Meg Boyle spoke against the amendment on behalf of Food and Water Watch, a national 
consumer advocacy organization. 
 
Juan Parras spoke representing Clean Citizens’ League for Environmental Rationale and a 
board member of the Gulf Restoration Network.  He spoke against the amendment 
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Jim Ekstrom, owner of Silver Streak Bass Company and a representative of Texas Aquaculture 
Association spoke in favor of the amendment. 
 
Fr. Sinclare/Maxie Ngo read and submitted a statement (attached) on behalf of the Port Arthur 
Area Shrimpers’ Association.  They spoke against the amendment. 
 
Page Williams, member of the Houston Underwater Club, the Marine Wildlife and Habitat 
Committee of the National Sierra Club, and the Gulf Restoration Network read and submitted 
written comments (attached).  She spoke against the amendment. 
 
Ellis Picket, member of the Surfrider Foundation/Texas Chapter and recreational scuba diver.  
He recommended that great caution be exercised if proceeding. 
 
Katherine Smith commented on behalf of Food and Water Watch. She spoke against the 
amendment. 
 
Sharron Stewart represented the Galveston Bay Foundation and spoke against the amendment 
or proceeding with extreme caution. 
 
Dr. Phillip Lee, a professor at UT medical branch, spoke as a marine aquaculture participant for 
the over 30 years.  He spoke in favor of aquaculture.  He witnessed at least one hundred 
aquaculture facilities in 6 continents.  Many were well run, while others he considered “pitiful.”  
Along with making other comments, he specifically addressed Action items in the amendment.  
His comments are summarized as follows:   
 
On Action item 3 on assurance bonds, he stated that requiring them for aquaculture businesses 
would be discriminatory since commercial fishermen and oil companies do not require assurance 
bonds.  After Katrina, the taxpayers picked up the tab for boat and debris cleanup, not the boat 
owners.  Also, regarding environmental monitoring, he wondered whether state and federal 
hatcheries along the coast would be required to meet the same standards.   
 
On Action item 4, he did not support the Council’s preferred alternative which restricted growing 
corals.  He preferred that they allow all native species. 
 
On Action item 5, the preferred alternative gave NOAA the authority to review the growout 
systems.  He wondered where the expertise existed within NOAA for that duty. 
 
On Action 8, recordkeeping and reporting, he wanted a section on administrative process review 
to ensure that permit applicants got due process of law. 
 
John Ericsson represented the Gulf Marine Institute of Technology.  He noted that 45% of all 
fish food consumed was provided by the worldwide mariculture industry.  However, only 1% of 
that fish was farmed in the United States.  America is the second largest importer of seafood in 
the world.  He believed that this imbalance was caused by regulatory issues and environmental 
concerns.  He was both an environmentalist and a promoter of aquaculture and encouraged 
further development of the document. 
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Paul Dorsett representing the Texas Aquaculture Association concurred with the other 
supporters and spoke in favor of the amendment. 
 
Geoffrey Castro of the Clean Citizens League for Environmental Action Now read and 
submitted a prepared statement (attached) outlining his organization’s concerns. 
 
Tom Hilton, spoke as an owner of a company that does research, manufacture, and deployment 
of artificial reefs (realtime-navagator.com).  He recommended that the Council take a slower 
course in order to obtain the further public suggestions on environmental matters. 
 
Evelyn Merz, spoke as a Houston resident and environmentalist.  She commented that near/on 
shore aquaculture and off-shore aquaculture were very different.  There was much less control in 
the open ocean as opposed to pond or near-shore farming.  She spoke against aquaculture. 
 
Ella Tyler of the Citizens Environmental Coalition spoke on her own behalf.  She noted that 
while contemplating all of this, one should consider that while the Gulf is relatively small, the 
Gulfstream and its reach was not, which could spread pollution as far as Bermuda.  She spoke 
against aquaculture. 
 
Jerrilyn Halbert spoke as a Houston native and private individual.  She spoke against 
aquaculture. 
 
Joe Hendrix addressed the comments pertaining to the amendment as being fast-tracked.  He 
stated that the amendment had been under development for over 4 years.  He also noted that the 
Council had, for the first time in its history, arranged for an additional set of public hearings, to 
ensure that the public was given adequate opportunity for input.  He also commented that there 
was no intent to use genetically modified or non-native species or to include oil and gas 
platforms.  He thanked all the attendees and reminded all participants to submit written 
comments on or before January 17, 2008.  
 
The meeting adjourned at 7:45 p.m. 


 




































Summary of the  
Aquaculture Amendment Public Hearing 


New Orleans, LA 
December 11, 2007 


 
 
Council and Staff: 
Harlon Pearce 
Wayne Swingle 
Karen Hoak 
 
The hearing was called to order and the opening statement was read by Chairman Harlon 
Pearce at 6:00 p.m. at the Hilton New Orleans Airport.  Wayne Swingle gave a presentation on 
the Aquaculture Amendment.  Thereafter the public was invited to speak.  There were 72 
members of the public in attendance and 17 people spoke.   
 
Many people agreed with prior speakers before offering their own testimony.  Therefore the 
common concerns were summarized below followed by the list of participants, their affiliation, 
and any specific comments or recommendations that were offered. 
 
Several people commented that they felt the public input process was inadequate.  Some of their 
concerns were: 


1. If the current document was used going forward, it should not be considered 
anything more than a draft scoping document, not a final document. 


2. That their voiced concerns would be compressed into nothing more than a 2 
paragraph summary. 


3. That the Council was not talking to and getting feedback from actual fishermen. 
4. Some stated that while hurricane ravaged areas were trying desperately to rebuild 


their lives, the stalled amendment suddenly started moving along again, which 
was suspicious to them.  They wondered about this timing and absolutely opposed 
any fast-tracking of this amendment.   


5. People want an option to say “no” to entire proposal.  The document did not offer 
a choice of prohibiting aquaculture altogether.  
 


• Some felt that bad management had led to the current dilemma and now aquaculture was 
being touted as the panacea to fix a situation that poor management created.   


• Some wondered who stood to benefit financially from this industry and if that benefit was 
ethical or a conflict of interest. 


• Some wondered where the placement of cages would be allowed and expressed concern 
about being restricted in accessing popular fishing areas. 


• Participants wondered what economic impact the plan would have on coastal 
communities and whether aquaculture would be feasible for small family operations.  
Large industrial/corporate farms could harm the economies of coastal communities.  
Smaller businessmen could not afford to participate in this. 


• What would the impact of aquaculture be on commercial fishermen and market prices? 
The sentiment was to help, not harm the historical fishermen.  Introduction of an entirely 
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new industry would require very careful consideration and regulation.  Cuts in the TAC 
were already hurting current fishermen.   


• Bringing in a totally new business industry to compete with them would hurt them even 
more.  If the resources were used to restore traditional fishing, there would be enough 
wild fish to feed everybody. 


• There was already an active fishery in place if the regulators would just let the guys fish.  
Excess catfish farms have prevented increases in catfish prices and harvest from shrimp 
farms have lead to decreases in shrimp prices. 


• Aquaculture was seen as a similar kind of culture.  It would waste natural resources and 
be less economically effective than good fishermen. 


• Regarding potential problems such as diseases and escapements, it appeared as though 
they were going to be handled in a reactive rather than proactive way.  Stated solutions to 
potential problems were very ambiguous.  People believed that there was a real threat of 
degradation of the marine environment and peoples’ livelihoods.  Because of a lack of 
data supporting aquaculture, the idea was considered nothing more than a grand 
experiment where the risk of ruin was high. 


• Environmental issues were a concern, such as concentrated excrement polluting 
surrounding areas, genetic mutations, escapements, and farmed fish spreading diseases 
and parasites to wild stocks. 


• Potential damage or loss of fishing vessels caused by underwater debris. 
• Restriction of available fishing areas because of placement of pens. 
• A large use of menhaden in order to provide feed for aquaculture would reduce the 


menhaden stock and its availability as a food source for wild stocks, resulting in possible 
cannibalism. 


• Commercial fish operations would generate large amounts of pollution and expand dead 
zones. Resource must be properly cared for. 


• All risk for clean-up funding for facility removal should fall on the shoulders of the 
business owners and the banks that fund them, not on the local citizens and their 
economies. 


• The use of oil rigs being used as farms.  Many believed this could pose a health threat 
due to contaminants found in the drilling fluids. 


• Antibiotics, growth hormones and other feed additives that may present health issues. 
• Public resources should not be used to benefit of private corporations. 
• How aquaculture would increase MSY and OY was not clear in the document. 
• Enforcement and oversight, including lack of personnel and funding was an issue.  If 


land-based operations currently in place could not be adequately monitored, how would it 
be possible to adequately monitor offshore facilities. 
 


The speakers and any additional comments or recommendations: 
 
Myron Fisher, spoke as a charter boat captain in opposition to the amendment. 
 
Daryl Carpenter, a Grand Isle charter fisherman favored the preferred alternatives, but spoke 
mostly in opposition to the amendment. 
 
Dean Blanchard, spoke as a Grand Isle fisherman in opposition to aquaculture off Louisiana. 
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Robert Waldron a fishery scientist, spoke as a private citizen in opposition. 
 
Karen Hopkins spoke on behalf of Dean Blanchard Seafood of Grand Isle Fish.  She spoke in 
opposition stating that she believed fish farming would put commercial fishermen out of work. 
 
Margaret Curole spoke for the Louisiana Shrimp Association, Commercial Fishermen of 
America, World Forum of Fish Harvesters and Fish Workers in opposition. 
 
Sasha Bollag whose comments are attached spoke in opposition to finalizing the amendment on 
behalf of Food and Water Watch.  Holding many of the same concerns as others, he also 
included the following: 


1.  Poor fish quality because of overstuffed cages, genetic modifications, chemicals used to 
combat disease and parasites, feed containing mercury, and pollution from concentration 
of feed and feces.   


2. U.S was already exporting 70% of our fish to get higher prices while importing the same 
fish of inferior quality in order to pay lower prices.  In order to maximize profits, farmed 
fish would be shipped abroad as well, leaving the Gulf communities with only the 
environmental consequences.   


3. Lost or submerged fish farm equipment becoming Gulf debris. 
 
Charlie Smith spoke in stark opposition on behalf of Louisiana Charterboat Association.  He 
named many of the same risks as other participants as well as the following:  


• He recalled historical environmental government blunders and implied a distrust of 
government in general, particularly the Army Corps of Engineers and its ability to 
properly assess vulnerabilities. 


• He noted the potential for devastating consequences since there were no guarantees, no 
models, which could illustrate absolute protection against unforeseen catastrophic events 
such as hurricanes. 


• Wild behavior would be bred out of farmed fish, disease would weaken the species, and 
escaped fish could breed with wild fish weakening wild fish gene pools. 


• State legislatures and environmental policy making organizations should be given the 
right of oversight on all aquaculture facilities. 


• Recent hurricanes caused the loss of 165 oil rigs.  How many fish farms would be lost 
during a similar storm season. 


 
Aaron Viles of the Gulf Restoration Network concurred with many of the comments and spoke 
in opposition to the amendment.  He commented that he believed that the document in its current 
form would not pass the requirements for MSA or NEPA.  Also, reversing the depletion of 
menhaden, which are filter-feeding fish, was a major concern for preventing larger dead zones. 
 
Keith Bergeron of Pair-A-Dice Charters of Grand Isle concurred with many of the comments 
and spoke in opposition to the amendment. 
 
Brian Marks spoke as a private citizen and geography graduate student.  Concurring with other 
comments already made, he also expanded on the social impact statement; that the social impact 
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could not be assessed because no project to collect social information had been implemented.  
Furthermore, where assessments were required by law, no conclusions could be made due to a 
lack of data.  The assumption was that moving forward would be benign, which he thought ran 
contrary to federal law, common sense, and logic.  He strongly objected to the social impact 
statement (found on pgs. xii-xiii in the document) and the document as a whole.  He wondered 
why no data was available when census data, including demographics of fishing communities, 
was already compiled readily available.  Moving forward without adequate impact data was 
perverse…  “The less data you have, the faster you can go” this kind of thinking is bad social 
science.  Other countries’ experience could be used as inference data, if necessary.  Also, there 
was no policy language to regulate price minimums. 
 
C. William Belsom, Jr. an employee of Uptown Angler, a fly-fishing shop spoke as a 
recreational angler in opposition to the amendment. 
 
Tracy Kuhns was present on behalf of the Louisiana Bayou Keeper, Association of Family 
Fishermen, and Louisiana Environmental Action Network.  She spoke in opposition to the 
amendment.  She felt the Council did not provide adequate protections for environmental 
fisheries resources, public access rights, and traditional fishing communities.  States should 
provide those protections.  Foreign companies should not be able to farm here.  Revenues should 
be kept in the local and state economies and used for assisting local fishing families.   
 
Marianne Cufone, an environmental attorney, spoke in opposition to the amendment on behalf 
of the Center for Food Safety.  She was a member of the Gulf Council’s Aquaculture Advisory 
Panel and she felt that the Panel put together a plan that was a very good foundational plan for 
future aquaculture operations.  She felt that the Council essentially scrapped their 
recommendations because NOAA/NMFS asked the Council to hold off on its plan until NOAA 
could get national legislation passed.  She commented that the current plan was created by a 
consultant who was paid by NOAA and was only approximately 9 months old.  She also 
expressed disappointment with what she saw as a lack of public outreach regarding the last round 
of public hearings on aquaculture by the Council.  She specified that if aquaculture was to be 
done right, it should be done by: 


• not culturing endangered species  
• or threatening species 
• or HMS species,  
• or species under an IFQ 
• or genetically modified species 
• or non-native species 
• It should also include enactment of pollution standards. 


 
She understood that the Council had requested many of these options as their preferred 
alternatives, but the preferred alternatives were not necessarily cast in stone.  She wondered why 
the public’s comments were being perpetually ignored.  She felt that the document needed a lot 
more review and revision before it could even be considered for implementation. 
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George Barisich of the United Commercial Fishermen’s Association spoke in unison with all 
the participants in opposition to the amendment.  If the legislature was unwilling to act on this 
subject, he wondered why the Gulf Council was moving so quickly on the issue.   
Pete Gerica of Lake Pontchartrain Fishermen’s Association and fourth generation fisherman 
spoke in opposition to the amendment.  He felt that no good could come from it.   
 
Harold Schoeffler of Lafayette wondered how law enforcement would control highly regulated 
species coming out of these facilities.  He felt that until issues such as pollution, diseases, water 
oxygen levels, etc. were addressed, the amendment should not go forward. 
 
Mr. Pearce thanked everyone for attending.  He commented that as one of 17 Council members, 
he had always, in the past, and will continue, in the future, to do everything in his power to help 
commercial fishermen.  He reminded everyone of the January 17, 2008 deadline for submission 
of comments for the upcoming Council meeting. 
 
The meeting adjourned at 7:50 p.m. 













