Leveraging Pilot Frameworks for the Sustainable and
Diverse Development of the Marine Aquaculture Industry

A Policy Brief
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In January 2024, the National Sea Grant Law Center and partner researchers at Florida State University
launched the State Marine Aquaculture Policy Dashboard. The Dashboard, and the underlying database
of state marine aquaculture policy data, is a valuable tool to increase the accessibility and usability of
this information. The State Marine Aquaculture Policy Dashboard Policy Brief Series presents analysis

of Dashboard data on key policy topics and recommendations for policymakers to address challenges.
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Introduction

Pilot farming schemes, which allow for the trialing of marine aquaculture (mariculture) operations
within a limited spatial and temporal scope, can be a useful tool for overcoming industry development
hurdles within existing governance frameworks. This policy brief provides an overview of how pilot
frameworks for marine aquaculture operate, examples of how they have been employed in some U.S.
states, and guidance for maximizing their effectiveness.
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Key Takeaways

® Pilot farming schemes can help address marine aquaculture development hurdles.

¢ Pilot opportunities can facilitate industry development, diversification, and resiliency by:

o reducing the regulatory and financial burdens of starting a seafood farm
* cultivating local social acceptance for operations

¢ encouraging farms to adopt environmental best practices

e Pilot frameworks should allow for experimentation with new species and culture equipment
while adhering to existing biosecurity and environmental protections.

¢ Pilot programs can provide funding and training resources to support the success of pilot farms.

o Successful and sustainable pilot farms need a clear process for transitioning to commercial
leases and/or licenses.

What are Mariculture Pilot Operations?

“Pilot” mariculture ventures can take many forms, but their overall purpose is to trial farming activities
on a temporary basis. This allows farmers and regulators to assess the viability of more permanent
commercial operations based on economics (e.g., expected profits, labor costs), ecological considerations
(e.g., growing conditions, environmental impacts), and logistical issues (e.g., optimal growth periods,
regulatory requirements). Pilot farms are authorized for a limited time period (e.g., 1-3 years) and may
have specific restrictions such as what species can be farmed, the type of gear that can be deployed, or
whether trial harvests can be sold to consumers. However, given these restrictions, pilot farms generally
have shorter, simpler, and cheaper application processes than their commercial counterparts.

Inthe U.S., only two states (Maine and Rhode Island) currently have specified pilot permitting schemes to
support the trialing of mariculture activities. While other states (e.g., South Carolina and Virginia) have
other regulatory mechanisms that enable mariculture on a trial basis (usually for research or education),
they lack a formalized regulatory pathway for piloting mariculture activities with commercial potential.



Maine
Maine offers two options for trialing mariculture activities: a Limited Purpose Aquaculture License and

an Experimental Lease.

Limited Purpose Aquaculture (LPA) License
«  For pilot farms with a maximum area of 400 square feet
o  Expires on December 31st of each year
o Costs $100 per year for Maine residents and $400 per year for non-residents
o Only shellfish, green sea urchins, and algae can be farmed and there are additional gear
restrictions under the license
«  Consists of a simplified application process

Experimental Lease
«  For pilot farms up to 4 acres in size
«  Can be issued for a maximum of 3 years
o Requires a $750 application fee plus $100 per acre per year in rent
«  Farmers can culture any species already present in Maine
o More detailed application process than the LPA license, but less cuambersome than a standard

aquaculture lease

Rhode Island
Rhode Island authorizes pilot
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operations through the state’s
Commercial Viability Permit
with the express purpose of
allowing farmers to assess
whether a proposed operation
site will be suitable for a

commercial venture.

Commercial Viability Permit
o  Limits farms to a maximum area of 1000 square feet
«  18-month operation period, with the opportunity for an 18-month extension pending approval
from the Coastal Resources Management Council
«  Requires a $25 application fee
o Only for shellfish culture
«  Simpler and less time-consuming application process than a commercial lease



Why Do We Need Pilot Opportunities?

Mariculture development in the U.S. has been limited by regulatory, financial, social, and environmental
hurdles. Challenges such as a lack of clarity in the mariculture permitting and leasing process, extensive
administrative requirements for mariculture approval, and the economies of scale necessary for
commercial viability are deterrents to increased participation and industry growth. Acquiring permits,
leases, and environmental approvals often requires substantive investments of time and money.
Additionally, the costs of farming infrastructure, equipment maintenance, labor, and the processing and
distribution of mariculture products necessitate significant capital investment. Mariculture operations
must also contend with public approval—whether through a formal public comment period during
the application process or in the broader public arena. While eliminating these barriers to entry will
necessitate large institutional shifts at both the state and federal level, targeted strategies, like pilot
frameworks, can begin addressing these hurdles on a smaller scale.
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How Can Pilot Frameworks Address Key Industry Hurdles?

Pilot frameworks can help states foster mariculture development by addressing several key hurdles
in the growth and diversification of the industry while also offering logistical and regulatory benefits
(Figure 1). Industry accessibility, social acceptance, and sustainability are three major arenas in which
pilot opportunities can provide key advantages.
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Figure 1: Lowering mariculture development hurdles through pilot farm opportunities.

Industry accessibility

«  Lower capital and regulatory barriers associated with pilot frameworks make it easier to test farm
operations with less risk, encouraging more diverse participation from those who may lack deep

pockets and/or time to wait for commercial approval.

«  Small-scale operations allow new farmers to gain experience, learning the ins and outs of day-
to-day operations and familiarizing themselves with the regulation and management of

mariculture activities.

«  Starting with a pilot farm allows industry participants to develop a roadmap for expanding

operations and provide proof-of-concept to prospective investors and the public.



Social acceptance

Pilot frameworks generate opportunities for more diverse participation in the industry, fostering
points of social connection with the public, such as personal relationships with farmers or
purchasing locally-grown mariculture products from farmer’s markets or seafood markets.
Greater familiarity with mariculture can generate trust between seafood farmers and the public
and encourage more positive interactions between the industry and local communities.

The small scale of pilot farms can make it easier to site them without conflicting with other ocean
uses, demonstrating how mariculture can be integrated into existing coastal economies.

The smaller spatial footprint and short-term duration can reassure the public that the industry is
not growing too quickly.

Pilot farms can be utilized as educational tools to familiarize the public with mariculture operations.

Sustainability

Pilot farms occupy less space and operate for shorter periods of time than commercial leases,
lowering the intensity of potential environmental impacts and providing the opportunity to
identify potential ecological risks prior to scaling up operations.

The smaller scale and lower capital investment of pilot farms enables farmers to learn operational
best practices without the pressure of large production targets.

Lower financial, social, and ecological risks associated with pilot opportunities can encourage
farming innovations, from mitigating the environmental impacts of farming to even contributing
ecological benefits to the surrounding ecosystem.

Creating Effective Pilot Frameworks

Pilot frameworks can generate more opportunities for new farmers and foster a more diverse mariculture

industry—both in terms of participants as well as farmed species and culture methods—making the

sector more resilient to potential economic and environmental shocks. In developing pilot frameworks

in their own states, policymakers and industry regulators can leverage the examples presented by Maine

and Rhode Island but should also consider novel strategies for creating effective pilot programs.

Encouraging innovation

Innovation can be encouraged by including provisions in pilot frameworks for the trialing of new
species and culture gear within the constraints of existing biosecurity and environmental regulations.
Though it is separate from their commercial viability permit, Rhode Island offers an experimental
permit for “the development [and] testing of new gear or techniques for aquaculture production”.
Incentivizing farmers to explore new culture species and techniques through pilot frameworks can
diversify production and bolster industry resiliency.



Fostering inclusion

«  Offeringfinancialincentivesor grantsfor pilotfarmscanbolsterindustryparticipation, particularly
among underrepresented demographics.

«  Statescan provide professional development training, including operational and business courses,
to farmers who have been issued a pilot permit and/or lease.

«  Statescanalso collaborate with existing commercial farms to create opportunities for pilot farmers
to shadow an established operation, cultivating knowledge sharing, and developing valuable
professional relationships within the industry.

Prioritizing local participation

«  States should also consider placing residency restrictions on pilot permits and/or leases to further
encourage local participation in pilot programs.

«  Reserving pilot opportunities for local residents can ensure the benefits of these programs are
accrued at the community level and further leverage potential points of social connection with
the public.

o These restrictions do not necessarily need to exclude outside participants entirely but should
prioritize local participation, possibly by limiting the number of pilot permits and/or leases issued
to non-residents.

Supporting transitions to commercial operations

o  There should be an administrative pathway for transitioning pilot permits/leases to commercial
production.

o  The process for converting pilot mariculture permit/leases to commercial production should be
faster, cheaper, and simpler than the standard permitting/leasing process.

o  While farmers should benefit from participating in a pilot program, the relevant agency/agencies
should ensure that the applicant has met the necessary performance conditions and
environmental standards specified in their pilot permit/lease and that their operations are

suitable at a commercial scale.
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