
Unlocking USDA Emergency Loan Program for
Aquaculture Farmers 
Severe winter storms can result in economic losses to aquaculture operations, 
as freezing temperatures and heavy snow may cause significant fish kill.  
In 2021, the Law Center was entrusted with an urgent constituent request to 
investigate whether the USDA’s Emergency Assistance for Livestock, Honeybees, 
and Farm-Raised Fish Program (ELAP) could provide relief for such losses. 
Research revealed that food fish losses were not currently covered, but that  
the Farm Service Agency (FSA) had the authority to expand program coverage. 
Sea Grant partners quickly shared the research memo with aquaculture 
industry members, empowering them to engage directly with the FSA.  
This research ultimately resulted in a national policy change that expanded 
the list of eligible species to include food fish. Since then, fish farmers 
across the country have received over $200 million in ELAP disaster relief 
payments, supporting business continuity and helping to strengthen the 
resilience of a key sector of U.S. agriculture.

The National Sea Grant Law Center at the University of Mississippi School of Law is nationally recognized for its 
expertise in aquaculture law and policy. The Law Center provides non-advocacy legal research, education, and 
outreach that deepen understanding of existing legal frameworks governing domestic aquaculture production. 
These services directly inform the development of effective policies and management programs to support 

sustainable growth in a critical U.S. industry. Here’s some recent highlights from our aquaculture program.  

Aquaculture 
Highlights

Enhancing Policy Decisions with the 
State Marine Aquaculture Policy Dashboard
For years, regulators, policymakers, researchers, and industry 
members lacked an easy way to understand how marine aquaculture 
is governed by the states, making it difficult to identify best policy 
practices or coordinate policy across states. In 2024, the Law Center and 
project partners at Florida State University launched the State Marine 
Aquaculture Policy Dashboard, a first-of-its-kind interactive tool that 
allows users to explore and compare marine aquaculture policy data 
across all 23 marine coastal states. The Dashboard includes information 
on key policy areas such as management authority, leasing requirements, 
biosecurity protections, and capacity building programs. State agency 
personnel are utilizing the Dashboard to learn from neighboring states 
and improve their management programs. By increasing transparency and 
comparability, this new tool directly supports several national aquaculture 
policy goals identified by NOAA including increasing regulatory efficiency. 
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Seaweed Aquaculture: 
Leading the Way on Food Safety Regulations
Seaweed farming is the fastest-growing aquaculture sector in the U.S. 
Market access is critical for business success, but sales of edible products 
are constrained by legal uncertainty surrounding food safety regulation 
and inconsistencies among states. Since 2019, the Law Center has worked 
with Sea Grant partners across the country to address this challenge by 
producing a wide variety of accessible tools, including presentations, 
infographics, and guidebooks like the Seaweed Food Safety Guide, to help 
the emerging seaweed industry understand the prevailing regulatory 
requirements surrounding the production of seaweeds as foods. In 
addition to providing guidance to industry members, this work has 
facilitated conversations among regulators which clarified that the FDA 
considers seaweed to be a raw agricultural commodity, alleviating a 
significant point of regulatory confusion on the federal level. 

Facilitating Policy Discussion to 
Move Offshore Aquaculture Forward
Legal uncertainty around security of property rights, meaning the right 
to occupy and operate in federal waters, has long been a major barrier 
to offshore aquaculture in the United States. To address this, the Law 
Center convened a nationally significant workshop in 2019, bringing 
together a rare cross-section of participants including legal scholars, 
federal agency staff, congressional aides, and industry leaders to explore 
policy solutions. The workshop discussions lead to scholarly and practical 
outputs, including a special edition of the Sea Grant Law & Policy Journal 
(Vol. 11:1). Our work contributed directly to the national conversation, 
and was highlighted by Michael Rubino, then Director of NOAA Office of 
Aquaculture, in a 2022 peer-reviewed article outlining policy directions 
for the U.S. aquaculture industry. The work also informed revisions to 
the Advancing the Quality and Understanding of American Aquaculture 
(AQUAA) Act, a piece of legislation frequently introduced in the U.S. Congress 
that seeks to establish national standards for offshore aquaculture.
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