
 NWX-DOC CONFERENCING 

Moderator: Cynthia Sandoval 

11-17-20/12:00 pm CT 

Confirmation #1747693 

Page 1 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NWX-DOC CONFERENCING 

 

Moderator: Cynthia Sandoval 

November 17, 2020 

12:00 pm CT 

 

 

Coordinator: Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in a 

listen-only mode until the comment session. If you’d like to ask a - make a 

comment at that time, please press Star 1. Today’s conference is being 

recorded, any objections you may disconnect at this time. Now I’d like to turn 

over the conference to Dr. (Jessica Beck Stemper). Thank you, you may 

begin. 

 

Dr. (Jessica Beck Stemper): Welcome and thank you all for joining us today. This is the third 

public listening session for request for information about aquaculture 

opportunity areas which you’ll also hear us refer to as AOAs during this 

presentation. 

 

 Just a reminder that we are accepting comments through this request for 

information until December 22. We are not using video, instead we have a 

slide presentation that you can see through the WebEx platform and this will 

take approximately 30 minutes. We will then take public comment after the 

presentation ends. 
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 All audio is through the phone. When the presentation ends, I will provide 

instructions for callers that wish to provide oral comment. Please note that 

each comment will be limited to two minutes. If there is time at the end of the 

public comments, folks are welcome to submit another public comment after 

everyone else has been heard from. 

 

 Please note that the listening session today is being recorded, it’s also being 

transcribed to capture all comments for the record. Next slide please. 

 

 Before we begin today’s presentation, I’d like to introduce myself and my co-

speaker. My name is (Jessica Beck Stemper), I am the Senior Regional 

Aquaculture Coordinator for the southeast regional office of NOAA Fisheries. 

I’m based here in St. Petersburg, Florida. I assist with marine aquaculture 

issues and opportunities in the Gulf of Mexico, South Atlantic and US 

Caribbean.  

 

 We also have a second Regional Aquaculture Coordinator listening in today 

whose name is (Andrew Richard) and he also works on regional marine 

aquaculture issues. 

 

 Presenting with me today is Dr. (Ken Riley) from NOAA’s National Ocean 

Service, (they’re) National Centers for Coastal Ocean Science. (Ken) leads a 

team working on aquaculture planning and siting tools which they use to 

provide the science that will help us to identify AOAs. He will tell you more 

about that process in the second half of this presentation. 

 

 I'm first going to spend about 15 minutes explaining what AOAs are and the 

process for identifying AOAs. I will then hand the presentation over to (Ken) 

who will spend the remaining 15 minutes explaining the science behind 

AOAs. At the end of the presentation I will summarize with specific questions 
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we're asking for public input on and we'll then turn it over to the operator to 

help queue up comments related to AOAs. Next slide please. 

 

 The purpose of today’s listening session is to provide an introduction to 

aquaculture opportunity areas directed by the May 7, 2020 executive order on 

promoting American seafood competitiveness and economic growth also 

known as EO13921.  

 

 We’ve published a request for information on October 23 as an early part of 

this AOA process. In that request for information we asked for questions - we 

asked for input on questions related to what areas of the country we should 

consider for future AOAs. We also asked about areas within federal waters of 

the Gulf of Mexico and Southern California. We are focusing our efforts to 

identify the first two of ten AOAs. 

 

 Today we are accepting oral public comments about the questions posed in the 

request for information. This particular session today is focused on AOAs and 

federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico however we will also accept public 

comment on AOAs in federal waters of Southern California as well as public 

comment on any areas that you feel should be considered in future years for 

AOAs. 

 

 Please note that we will not be having a question-and-answer session today. 

We will also not be accepting comments about specific aquaculture projects or 

permit applications during this meeting. Individual projects and permit 

applications already in an existing regulatory process are separate from the 

requirements of the EO. 
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 The focus in these listening sessions is to provide information on AOAs and 

receive your comments and recommendations to inform development of 

AOA. Next slide please. 

  

 Now let’s take a minute to dive into what aquaculture opportunity areas are 

and why we are identifying them. Executive Order 13921 requires the 

secretary of commerce, which in this case means NOAA is the instituting 

agency, within one year of the date of the executive order identify at least two 

geographic areas containing locations suitable for commercial aquaculture. 

 

 Within two years of identifying those geographic areas complete a 

programmatic environmental impact statement or PEIS under NEPA, for each 

to assess the impact of siting aquaculture facilities there.  

 

 For each of the following four years we are also tasked with identifying two 

more geographic areas and completing a PEIS for each of those within those 

two years. These geographic areas as I mentioned will be referred to as AOAs 

once the PEIS is complete. Next slide please. 

 

 So what is an aquaculture opportunity area? The areas identified as AOAs will 

have characteristics that are expected to support multiple aquaculture farm 

sites of varying types but all portions of the AOA may not be appropriate for 

aquaculture or for all types of aquaculture. 

 

 Individual aquaculture operations in AOAs could be shellfish, macroalgae or 

finfish or a combination of species within an operation or within an AOA. 

Also note that in the future AOAs could be identified in federal or state waters 

or a combination of the two. 
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 If states express interest in AOAs in state waters, we will take that into 

consideration as we compile the information receive about what areas we 

should focus on for future AOA. Next slide please. 

 

 This slide provides a visual of what stages of the AOA process we will be 

following over the next several years. Every year for the next five years we 

will undergo the process of vetting preliminary AOAs and completing a 

programmatic environmental impact statement for each of those AOAs. 

 

 As mentioned previously for this first year AOAs will be identified in federal 

waters of both the Gulf of Mexico and Southern California. Other geographic 

areas of the US will also be considered over years two through five.  

 

 You can see by looking at this table the process of identifying each AOA will 

take three years in total, one year to identify and two years to complete the 

programmatic environmental impact statement or PEIS. Last we'll be busy 

with multiple overlapping projects over the next seven years.  

 

 At the end of the seven year process in May of 2027 we expect to have 

identified ten areas and completed a PEIS for each one. It is our goal that each 

three year process for each AOA will result in the identification of areas that 

through a science and community based approach is determined to be 

environmentally, socially and economically suitable for marine aquaculture. 

Next slide please. 

 

 Back in August we announced that federal waters off of Southern California 

and the Gulf of Mexico have been selected for the science-based evaluation 

and identification for the first two AOA. For the past several years the Gulf of 

Mexico and Southern California have been areas of interest for domestic 

aquaculture producers. This is because of ideal ocean conditions, access to 
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markets and established shore-based infrastructure. There is also a lot of 

existing spatial data analysis or spatial analysis data in the Gulf of Mexico and 

Southern California which makes them a good place for us to start. 

 

 To be clear in this process we will use a combination of spatial analysis, 

scientific review and public input to find very specific locations within federal 

waters in the Gulf and Southern California that have the potential to support 

somewhere between three and five aquaculture operations. Next slide please. 

 

 Looking at our timeline focusing on just Year 1 of the AOA’s effort we 

announced in August we're focusing on federal waters off of Southern 

California and the Gulf of Mexico as areas where we wish to identify the first 

two AOAs. The National Centers for Coastal Ocean Science or NCCOS have 

been collecting data to use in their siting analysis to find areas that may 

support sustainable aquaculture development. In doing so they will account 

for important environmental, economic, social and cultural considerations. 

 

 In October we published a request for information with specific questions we 

would like the public to provide input on related to AOAs during this first 

round as well as for future years. These questions are what we are looking for 

you to provide feedback on today.  

 

 Moving forward NCCOS will draft an aquaculture opportunity atlas based on 

the results of their siting analysis. We'll combine those results with the public 

input we receive today and through this request for information as well as 

with input from other federal agencies, fishery management councils, marine 

fisheries committees, states and tribes to develop preliminary location 

alternatives for potential AOAs in the Gulf and Southern California. 
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 In May 2021 we expect to announce those preliminary alternatives which are 

the geographic areas required by the EO and publish a notice of intent to 

develop each programmatic environmental impact statement for both the Gulf 

and Southern California to consider those preliminary alternatives in more 

depth. Next slide please. 

 

 There are three points of public input during each AOA process, these include 

public comment on the request for information which is the step we are 

currently on for the first round of AOAs and the purpose for our call today. 

The second is public comment of the notice of intent to prepare a 

programmatic environmental impact statement. We anticipate this notice 

being available for public comment sometime in Spring 2021.  

 

 And also public comment on the draft of the programmatic environmental 

impact statement which we anticipate will take at least a year to complete 

once the NOI has published. In general, we anticipate the timing of these 

points for public comment and public input to be similar for each AOA 

process.  

 

 The information we receive from each request for information will be used in 

two ways, first the information received from the request for information will 

be used to help identify specific locations within federal waters of the Gulf of 

Mexico and Southern California which we will consider in more depth 

through the PEIS process.  

 

 Once we have identified those specific locations we will develop those 

preliminary alternatives I mentioned for federal waters in both the Gulf and 

Southern California. Each set of preliminary alternatives will be included in a 

separate notice of intent documents for the Gulf and Southern California. 
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 Second the information we receive from each request for information will 

help us determine which regions of the country we should consider in future 

years of the AOS process therefore your input today and in future listening 

sessions as well as through the public comment portal on regulations.gov can 

focus on AOAs development in federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico, 

Southern California or other areas of the US that you feel should or should not 

be considered in future years. 

 

 This will not be the only RFI that you see, we expect to continue publishing 

similar RFIs each year until we have identified a total of ten geographic areas. 

Next slide please. 

 

 This entire process to identify AOAs and complete a programmatic 

environmental impact statement for each AOA is all about planning and 

finding spaces that may be appropriate for multiple aquaculture operations. 

This is not a regulatory process. This does not include any type of 

authorization or permit from NOAA Fisheries for aquaculture operations. 

 

 Even after an AOA is identified after the three year process is complete 

anyone who wishes to establish an aquaculture operation within an AOA 

would need to work with the appropriate federal and/or state agencies to get 

the proper permits and authorizations. 

 

 It is also important to note that aquaculture operations are not required to be 

within an AOA. Projects can now and in the future be proposed within or 

outside of AOAs.  Also just because an area may be identified as an AOA at 

the end of three years would not prohibit other legal activities from occurring 

within that AOA. Next slide please. 

 



 NWX-DOC CONFERENCING 

Moderator: Cynthia Sandoval 

11-17-20/12:00 pm CT 

Confirmation #1747693 

Page 9 

 

   

 

 As I mentioned once aquaculture operations are proposed within an AOA the 

appropriate federal and/or state permitting and authorization requirement 

would need to be secured. NOAA will coordinate with the federal permitting 

agencies like the Army Corps of Engineers and Environmental Protection 

Agency throughout each AOA process. 

 

 Each PEIS or programmatic environmental impact statements will include 

information to inform future permitting environmental consultations for each 

aquaculture operation being proposed. The potential impact to protect species 

and habitats will be considered at multiple points in the process. This will 

create permitting efficiencies by reducing the need for duplicative efforts by 

federal and state agencies. 

 

 I just want to be clear that the development of AOAs in no way removes or 

replaces existing environmental regulations or protections already in place. 

Also there may be additional needs analysis that is required during the 

permitting process for individual aquaculture operations that are being 

proposed. Next slide please. 

 

 What are some benefits of aquaculture opportunity areas? The primary benefit 

of establishing an aquaculture operation within an aquaculture opportunity 

area or AOA is that these areas have gone through various levels of scientific 

analysis, public engagement and environmental review. In contrast 

aquaculture operations that may be proposed outside of AOAs would not 

benefit from these aspects and this could potentially result in additional time 

and effort on part of the applicant. 

 

 In essence the process of establishing AOAs is a proactive approach that 

combines spatial analysis, scientific review and public input to identify areas 

that may support sustainable aquaculture development. This approach allows 



 NWX-DOC CONFERENCING 

Moderator: Cynthia Sandoval 

11-17-20/12:00 pm CT 

Confirmation #1747693 

Page 10 

 

   

 

us to maximize the compatibility of AOAs with other ocean uses while 

maintaining our commitment to ocean stewardship. Next slide. 

 

 So some key takeaways, one minute. The selection of federal waters for the 

Gulf and Southern California does not mean the entire regions are AOAs. 

AOAs are about spatial analysis and environmental planning, they’re not 

regulatory, we're not permitting or authorizing any aquaculture through 

AOAs. Federal and state permitting and authorization requirements remain the 

same within AOAs as anywhere else. 

 

 Also identifying AOAs does not prohibit other legal activities from occurring 

within those spaces. And finally AOAs are not related to any specific permit 

application. 

 

 And now I’m going to turn it over to Dr. (Ken Riley) with NOAA’s National 

Ocean Services National Centers for Coastal Ocean Sciences to explain the 

spatial analysis process. Thank you (Ken). 

 

Dr. (Ken Riley): Thank you (Jess). Our program is situated in the National Ocean Service 

National Centers for Coastal Ocean Science. We lead the nation on 

aquaculture planning, siting and environmental research. We've been building 

this program over the past ten years and we're currently working in every 

coastal state helping those coastal managers make informed decisions using 

the best available science about aquaculture. 

 

 For aquaculture to continue to grow in the coastal landscape it’s really 

important that we use that best available science in everyday decision making. 

Our scientists include a blended workforce of ecologists and oceanographers 

and modelers and engineers and geospatial scientists. Many of our staff have 

practical experience working with the aquaculture industry. 
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 Our aquaculture research portfolio or our science portfolio spans four focused 

areas specifically planning, planning at regional scales, at landscape scales, 

siting and doing precision siting analysis to identify areas for optimal 

aquaculture development, environmental research that encompasses and 

includes environmental modeling to understand how aquaculture interacts 

with the environment and the development of tools, constantly trying to think 

about how our science can be put into the hands of coastal decision makers as 

well as stakeholders and they can explore the science on their own using our 

tools. 

 

 With regards to our aquaculture research portfolio focused on planning and 

siting science we're pleased to support marine spatial planning for 

identification of aquaculture opportunity areas such as the work that is called 

out by the executive order. We're also working with in these states helping 

those states identify areas and waters that are suitable for growing within state 

designated aquaculture use areas. 

 

 We have a special partner with the National Ocean Service in working with 

ports and harbors and in helping ports and harbors understand how 

aquaculture could be part of their coastal infrastructure and support working 

waterfront communities. And then with regards to the industry we're working 

in dozens of projects around the country helping industry identify the most 

suitable place for aquaculture development.  

 

 On the slide here you’ll notice that there are, there’s a map of the United 

States with just a sample of the coastal aquaculture activities that include 

farming of seaweeds and kelps, shellfish and finfish operations around the 

nation. This complements the extensive aquaculture development that’s 
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occurring in our coastal waters and our estuaries as well as that aquaculture 

that’s development on land with recirculating aquaculture systems. 

 

 A specific focus of our program is to provide science for coastal managers and 

we believe that it is our science that helps them with their coastal management 

decision. The types of work that we do is we work in that spatial planning 

support. We do environmental modeling specifically looking at interactions 

with aquaculture in the environment, modeling carrying capacity of the 

environment, modeling interactions between aquaculture and protected 

resources. 

 

 We are quite experienced in environmental conservation and we have a whole 

portfolio on environmental science advice and we help a lot of coastal 

managers understand what the aquaculture industry looks like historically and 

what it might look like in the future. 

 

 Our customers largely include all the federal agencies, importantly the 

Environmental Protection Agency and the Army Corps of Engineers. We 

often work to support the aquaculture industry at the request of those agencies 

as well as partners with the Department of Defense. And we have great 

working relationships with the state agencies in all of our coastal states. 

 

 As I mentioned previously we're constantly looking to how we can make our 

science widely available and specifically what I’d like to highlight is some of 

the recent tools that we have and it includes Ocean Reports, a premier tool 

that NOAA released last year that is a conversation starter for coastal 

managers and for industry to explore your coastal oceans at your fingertips. 

It’s a web-based mapping program where you can draw a box in any space of 

our coastal ocean and begin to understand all the resources that are there, the 
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environment that occupies that space as well as the opportunities for growing 

the blue economy. 

 

 We have a national aquaculture mapper. We have some regional mappers like 

our Gulf of Mexico aquaculture mapper. We're releasing tools like a wave 

exposure model, entanglement simulators. We're continuing to work in the 

realm of modeling for entanglement simulation and reducing interactions with 

protected resources and environmental - developing a series of environmental 

models specifically those associated with finfish operation. 

 

 We're also working to help industry and to help coastal management capture 

big data. And over the past five years we've been working to build our aqua 

data catalog. It uses all the data stored in it is has application and uses the 

power of GIS. Specifically we have 33 million data layers that we can use to 

explore our coastal ocean to find those right spaces, those right ocean 

neighborhoods for aquaculture development. And we're using that same 

power of GIS just like many in corporate America, these communities are 

using it and community planning. 

 

 What I’d like to do now is just go through some of the steps as we are 

thinking about spatial planning for aquaculture opportunity areas and go 

through the essential core steps that we will be following. So the first thing we 

have to do is understand what are the planning requirements and this means 

understanding what the aquaculture industry is going to be looking for as they 

work to build out their businesses and seek potential opportunities within 

these aquaculture opportunity areas. 

 

 What are the size farms that are going to be there? What are the - what kind of 

farms are they going to be. What species you’re going to be cultured. What 

are the environmental requirements? This slide and the slides that I’ll show 
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you through the rest of the presentation some of the examples that are 

provided are based on a potential kelp farm operation and some of the siting 

work that’s been done for siting kelp farms off of Southern California. And 

we've gathered a lot of information on what the aquaculture industry is 

looking at for the areas in Southern California and the Gulf of Mexico. 

 

 The next step is to determine the study area; the extent of the region that will 

be studied. And so we go about collecting data on hypsometry, we identify the 

boundaries for the study area we then overlay a grid cell approach. We 

overlay grids across the study area in the framework of GIS. The grid cells are 

going to help us identify the highest resolution area within approximately four 

hectares or ten acres cell sizes. And for each of those cells we're going to 

develop a suitability score as to how that - whether that area would be able to 

support aquaculture production. 

 

 We then go about compiling a geodatabase which is going to feed into our 

suitability models. That geodatabase has data collected across a variety of 

types, military data, national security data, navigation data, data on vessel 

traffic, data on oil and gas industries and other sectors of our coastal economy 

and ocean economy.  

 

 We have data on industry development, data on oceanographic parameters, 

three-dimensional data through the water column, temporal data that covers 

multiple times scale. We have data on biological resources and then also those 

on political boundaries. 

 

 On the right you’ll see a map of a sample of industry data for Southern 

California. You can see examples of oil and gas development, submarine 

cables -- some of those things that may or may not be suitable for aquaculture 

development in their adjacent areas. 
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 The next step is to build a suitability model. A suitability model is a model 

that rates locations relative to each other based on given criteria. Suitability 

models aid in finding favorable location for aquaculture facilities. We use 

suitability models for regional planning and in precision siting for aquaculture 

development.  

 

 On the left of your screen you’ll see a sample of some different data types and 

the types of scoring that may be used in building a suitability model. An 

example might be that a offshore artificial reef may not be compatible with 

aquaculture development and so we might give it a conservation score so that 

aquaculture will not be built over top of an artificial reef or a danger or 

restricted zone or a bombing area, that might not be suitable for aquaculture 

development. 

 

 Son on the left you’ll see some examples of different types of data and the 

scores and those are just examples. And on the right you’ll see the output of a 

suitability model and if you’ll look to the legend on the right of the map you’ll 

see suitability scores. Those suitability scores would range from zero, the red 

coloration not being suitable for aquaculture, to green and blues where areas 

might be suggested that they are more suitable for aquaculture. 

 

 On the map we've added some annotations that show submarine cables and oil 

and gas and how those suitability scores come out really low for zero. And 

then we have some things like fisheries, commercial fishing and recreational 

activities that will down score areas because there’s a lot of ocean use 

activities occurring in that given space. 

 

 Once we have our suitability scores we then have to go about identifying the 

potential aquaculture opportunity areas or beginning to identify the 
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alternatives. We use a statistical approach that is called cluster analysis so we 

look for clusters of grid cells that have the highest suitability scores.  

 

 On the map on the left on your screen you’ll see the high, high clusters, those 

green colored area. That’s where we're going to look to develop potential 

aquaculture opportunity areas or identify alternatives. On the right you’ll see 

examples of how we go about drawing and identifying alternatives within 

those high, high clusters.  

 

 The next step is to take all the data that we have and once we've identified 

some of our potential aquaculture opportunity areas and to characterize our 

alternative locations. We can characterize them by the resources that are 

within the space and the resources that are adjacent to the space. 

 

 And so here you’ll see an example of some of those characterizations and how 

we might move forward with characterizing some of the potential aquaculture 

opportunity areas in the Gulf of Mexico and Southern California. Information 

on the hypsometry, on the oceanographic environment, the ocean climate, 

information on vessel traffic and information on where ports are located. And 

then we'll go about developing an atlas. 

 

 Our aim is to publish an atlas for the Gulf of Mexico and California by May of 

2021. The atlas will include all the information and the methodologies that 

were used and spatial modeling. It’ll also include the characterization of all 

the potential aquaculture opportunity areas. 

 

 In my last couple of slides I’d just like to show you the study areas that were 

the starting point for the analysis that is underway specifically in working with 

industry over the last number of years we've been able to identify some areas 

off of Southern California and the Gulf of Mexico.  
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 In Southern California the study areas or the starting point will be in the US 

federal waters at depths from 10 to 150 meters and a maximum distance from 

shore of 25 nautical miles maximum from the mainland. The result was that 

we've identified four study areas that are dispersed from north to south. You 

have the north, central-north, central-south and the southern center study area. 

 

 In the Gulf of Mexico we have similar criteria specifically the study area 

includes US federal waters that extend from Texas all the way around the Gulf 

of Mexico to the coast of Florida. It extends - depths extend from a depth of 

50 to 150 meters and because the Gulf of Mexico is so large we use the 

ecosystem based management approach by picking the eco regions to divide 

up the study areas.  

 

 And specifically we have the western Gulf of Mexico study area, central, 

eastern and southeastern study areas. And these study areas are grouped based 

on having similar ecology, oceanography and biology. And we'll be running 

and developing two building models for each of these study areas. 

 

 And with that I’ll conclude and I’ll turn it back over to Dr. (Beck Stemper), 

thank you. 

 

Dr. (Jessica Beck Stemper): Thanks (Ken). Now I’m going to run through the specific 

questions from the request for information that we are asking for public 

comment on today.  

 

 As a reminder the comments that we are soliciting to the request for 

information will help us in two ways, first they will help us identify specific 

locations within federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico and Southern California. 

We will then consider those areas in more depth through the programmatic 
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environmental impact statement process which will result after three years in 

the first of two aquaculture opportunity areas. 

 

 Second, they will also help us determine what regions of the country we 

should consider for future AOAs. In the next two slides I’m going to 

summarize the questions as outlined in the RFI as a refresher for anyone 

wishing to provide oral comments today. 

 

 If you’d like to see the full list of questions or provide more in depth written 

comments, please refer to the request for information which can be found at 

the regulations.gov address on the slide as well as the NOAA NMFS identifier 

you can see there as well.  

 

 You can also go to regulations.gov and search for the phrase, ‘aquaculture 

opportunity areas’ to find the specific RFI. You can also find this information 

on the office aquaculture Web site. Next slide please. 

 

 Okay so running through these questions we're going to start with specific 

questions related to federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico and Southern 

California. In the Gulf of Mexico, we are looking at areas that are within the 

depth range of 50 to 150 meters, we're also looking at areas that do not have a 

specified maximum distance from shore. In Southern California, we're looking 

at areas that are within the depth range of 10 to 150 meters and that are also a 

maximum distance of 25 nautical miles from shore.  

 

 The questions are, are there types of aquaculture that these areas may or may 

not support or are there other water depths and maximum distances from shore 

that should be considered and why? Next slide. 
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 Continuing on with questions for the Gulf of Mexico and Southern California, 

are there specific locations or habitats within federal waters of the Gulf of 

Mexico or Southern California that should be considered for AOAs or are 

there specific locations that should be avoided?  

 

 Are there specific locations within these federal waters where the presence of 

aquaculture gear may overlap with areas utilized by protected species such as 

large whales, sea turtles, dolphins, et cetera? And are there specific locations 

or habitats within federal waters of these areas that should be avoided because 

of concerns about harmful algal blooms or impaired water quality? 

 

 Next question, is there ongoing environmental economic or social science 

research that would assist in the identification and implementation of 

aquaculture opportunity areas in federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico or 

Southern California? Next slide please. 

 

 Is there information that may be useful for aquaculture opportunity area 

planning processes in federal waters of the Gulf and Southern California? This 

includes spatial data or GIS layers that represent environmental and 

socioeconomic considerations for biophysical or oceanographic information 

which includes wave climate; currents and hypsometry; natural resources such 

as minerals, energy resources, fishes and aquatic organisms, protected species 

and habitats, coral reef and generally biodiversity; social and cultural 

resources; government boundaries; industry information on fishing, energy 

production, transportation, communication cables, et cetera; also information 

on military and navigation purposes. Next slide please. 

 

 We're also requesting information on areas for future AOAs in this request for 

information and these can include any areas within state or federal waters of 

the United States. Next slide please. 
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 For future AOAs are there specific locations within specific regions that 

should be considered for future AOAs? What resource use conflicts should we 

consider as we identify future AOAs and is there ongoing environmental, 

economic or social science research that would assist us in identifying and 

implementing future AOAs? Next slide, thank you. 

 

 Also we're asking for information on siting requirements for aquaculture 

operations to inform spatial planning analysis for future AOAs. Information 

requesting is minimum and maximum depth needed to operate aquaculture 

farms, minimum and maximum current conditions that could impact farm 

operation, minimum and maximum wave climate that could impact farm 

operation as well as proximity to shore. Also if states express interest should 

we also consider state waters as areas for future AOAs? Next slide. 

 

 Now it’s time for the public comment session. We want to hear from you and 

your input on these questions. Some reminders before we begin, you will have 

to press Star 1 from your phone in order to join the queue. There is a two 

minute limit per comment. If there is time at the end and we have heard from 

everyone you may submit for another two minute comment. 

 

 You will see a warning slide when 15 seconds remain of your time. Please 

note that the operator will mute you after two minutes. To maximize time to 

gather comments NOAA will not be responding to comments. We are only 

accepting comments on the questions asked in the request for information on 

AOAs. We are not accepting comments on specific aquaculture projects. 

 

 If for any reason you’re not following us on the WebEx platform and you are 

only listening on the phone and you would like a verbal notification that your 
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time to comment is coming to an end please let us know when you begin your 

comments. (Angela) we're ready to take our first public comment. 

 

Coordinator: Thank you the first comment comes from (Bob Zales), your line is open. 

 

(Bob Zales): Yes my name is (Bob Zales), I represent the Southern Offshore Fishermen 

Association with Commercial Group for Longline Fishery in the Gulf of 

Mexico and also the National Association of Charterboat Operators which 

represents charter boat owners and operators across the country. 

 

 In the Gulf of Mexico in particular we have serious concern Number 1, clearly 

there’s a category force storm going into Nicaragua at the moment and the 

Gulf has been inundated with storms this year. Apparently this is an 

increasing pattern.  

 

 Storms are a serious concern when it comes to aquaculture operations. These 

storms not only destroy structures on land they also destroy the bottom, they 

destroy structures on the bottom, they shift the bottom, they cover up natural 

and artificial reefs, they uncover natural and artificial reefs depending on the 

storm. We don’t know of any kind of a cage that’s going to be able to sustain 

any of that kind of damage. We're concerned about the release of farmed fish.  

 

 Off the eastern Gulf on the west coast of Florida we have serious issue with 

red tide. The increase of waste, fish waste from aquaculture operations is a 

concern about the potential to increase the red tide issues that we've had over 

the recent years. So we have concerns about that. 

 

 The other key issue will be loss of fishing grounds. So we want to be - have 

those seriously considered. We'll be sending in comments on more particular 

type stuff and that’s pretty much all what I have to say, thank you. 



 NWX-DOC CONFERENCING 

Moderator: Cynthia Sandoval 

11-17-20/12:00 pm CT 

Confirmation #1747693 

Page 22 

 

   

 

 

Coordinator: Our next comment comes from (Erin), your line is open. 

 

(Erin Brebenuff): Hi thank you. (Erin Brebenuff) here with the Reef Fish Shareholders Alliance. 

I wanted to say that the commercial fishing sector is one of the industries with 

the most at stake here as aquaculture operations are introduced, that’s both 

with price competition and potential impacts on our, you know, very delicate 

marine ecosystems especially in an enclosed area like the Gulf of Mexico. 

 

 The commercial sector has been working very hard through the Gulf councils 

to rebuild many of our stock and, you know, we’d like to see continued 

positive growth of our fisheries and our wild harvest businesses.  

 

 We support a high level of involvement of commercial wild harvesters at the 

Gulf council level which is a wealth of resources, along with feedback from 

individual fishermen who have extensive firsthand experience and knowledge 

of all of these potential AOA areas.  

 

 Thank you for the opportunity to comment. We look forward to working 

together to make AOAs positive for all stakeholders. 

 

Coordinator: We have no further comments at this time. 

 

Dr. (Jessica Beck Stemper): Thank you (Angela). Maybe we can just give another minute. I’d 

hate to wrap up so soon. Anyone else from the public would like to speak? 

 

Coordinator: Our next comment comes from (Michael McGraff). 

 

(Michael McGraff): Yes hi, hi my name is (Michael McGraff), I’m an organizer with the Sierra 

Club based in Fort Myers, Florida. I just wanted to say I was alarmed to hear 
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that NOAA’s moving forward with the development of aquaculture 

opportunity areas. And I’d like to voice my own and also my organization’s 

strong opposition to any of these AOAs and also any fast tracking finfish aqua 

projects here in the Gulf and elsewhere in the United States. 

 

 Really these facilities are really the equivalent of underwater fish feedlots and, 

you know, other folks have already echoed, you know, these really cause a lot 

of competition for a commercial fisheries and they also put a risk to spreading 

disease, genetic degradation and also create, you know, a loss of competition 

for our struggling the fish stocks. 

 

 They’re essentially floating factories and I have to wonder actually went 

through, you know, the most hurricanes of any hurricane season as said before 

how is - how are we going to actually have these facilities that can actually 

handle these hurricanes. 

 

 I mean with the climate change these frequency and also strength of these 

storms are only going to increase and how they’re not going to dislodge these 

facilities and cause these farm fish to escape and also to contaminate the 

genetic pools of our fish stocks is - I don’t know how you can actually 

accomplish that. 

 

 And as the gentlemen said earlier today right Gulf of Mexico we already have 

excessive nutrient solution within our Gulf. You know, red tide was a absolute 

catastrophe here in 2018 and we're just trying to make sure we can actually 

limit the land-based sources of nutrient pollution. We don’t need another 

source of nutrient pollution to go straight right into our waterways directly in 

our oceans where it can actually feed Karenia brevis and cause harm algal 

blooms for red tide that will affect our coastal economies. 
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 So the Sierra Club strongly urge NOAA to refrain from seeding the 

development of aquaculture opportunity areas and streamline development. 

You know, because really it feels like the selection of Southern California and 

off the Gulf of Mexico have been proposed mainly by industry interests and 

not on the best available science. 

 

 So again we strongly recommend that you refrain from streamline and also 

identifying any AOAs and fast tracking the permitting and also review 

process. Really heed the consultation of the public and one’s been widely 

opposed to these projects. 

 

 So with that I thank you for your time. But please do not create these projects 

moving forward, thank you. 

 

Coordinator: Our next comment comes from (Eric Fraser). 

 

(Eric Fraser): Great thank you very much. Hi (Ken) and the rest of the team it’s good to hear 

you guys again and we appreciate what is probably the third or fourth time 

you've given this presentation. 

 

 I'm Deputy Director of the Gulf of Mexico Reef Fish Shareholders Alliance 

and I wanted to obviously support what my staff or (Erin) had said earlier but 

wanted to make a few follow up specific points and these are points that I’ve 

made in the previous calls.  

 

 With regard to your Question Number 2, you know, we think moving forward 

with the siting and the analysis of these sites is going to be imperative to look 

at landings and also values of landings in the areas in which the AOAs are 

being proposed. And to look at those not just relative to the entire Gulf of 

Mexico or to the entire reef fish fishery as a whole for example but to really 
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look at it and drill down into a fleet level or even a community level to truly 

understand the impact in deciding some of these areas. 

 

 They may seem like they would be small in geographic size but they could 

punch at a much higher weight when it comes to economic value and impact 

on commercial fishing businesses. And specifically for example in the eastern 

Gulf of Mexico there’s a longline closure to protect sea turtles in the months 

of June, July and August. And during that time the long liners in eastern Gulf 

have to move offshore, their effort is effectively redistributed. They're unable 

to operate as efficiently. Gross profits go down during that time period. So if 

an AOA site is located in those areas in which this redistributed effort is 

occurring it’s going to have an exponentially harmful impact on this fleet.  

 

 And secondly I want to reiterate something that (Leanne Balsar) said on the 

last call, we really hope that you look at existing areas in the Gulf that are 

already restricted to fishing. Don’t write those off and see where both the 

AOA efforts and the current restricted fishing efforts can be complementary. 

They can be viewed together. We should have a good understanding of what 

permits are required to make that happen. 

 

 So thank you and we too will be submitting more detailed comments by the 

deadline. 

 

Coordinator: Our next comment comes from (William Kelly). 

 

(William Kelly): Yes, my name is (William Kelly). I’m the Executive Director of the Florida 

Keys Commercial Fishermen’s Association. We're very much concerned 

about any aquaculture (pens) that would be set up in the Gulf of Mexico. As 

Mr. (Zales) pointed out earlier in the conversation here it’s essentially 

hurricane alley and we expect that only to get worse in upcoming years here.  
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 Also there’s the enormous potential for interactions with red tide. They’re 

deep water events but the weather-ological conditions have moved these 

horrendous red tides in recent years well inshore. And because the loop 

current circulates throughout the Gulf of Mexico and then reemerges as the 

gulf stream, we know from experience hurricane debris, et cetera, that what 

happens in the Gulf of Mexico ultimately ends up in the Florida Keys where 

we have the largest commercial spiny lobster and stone crab fisheries in the 

State of Florida. 

 

 So these are all issues that we're very much concerned about and we would 

like to be on record as opposed to any aquaculture pens or so forth in the Gulf 

of Mexico.  

 

Coordinator: Once again to make a comment please press Star 1. I show no further 

comments at this time. 

 

Dr. (Jessica Beck Stemper): Thank you (Angela) I think we just want to give one more minute. 

If we don’t hear from anyone in the next minute or so we're going to go ahead 

and wrap up and I can give some final instructions thank you. 

 

Coordinator: I show no comments at this time. 

 

Dr. (Jessica Beck Stemper): Thank you (Angela). Okay can we go ahead and go to the last slide 

thank you.  

 

 So just to wrap up what’s next for this effort? Public comment ends on 

December 22 of this year. Please again provide written comments at 

regulations.gov. And you can either search for the NOAA NMFS indicator 

that you see on the screen or search for, ‘aquaculture opportunity areas’ to pull 
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up the specific request for information. You will then click the, ‘comment 

now’ icon and complete the required fields and either enter or attach your 

comment. 

 

 I would also like to mention that we have another public comment period 

coming up or a listening session this Thursday from 1:00 to 3:00 pm. This is 

being hosted by the Office of Aquaculture and is more national in scope. So if 

anybody would like to join that public listening session the information is in 

the request for information as well for the WebEx platform. 

 

 Okay and I think we can just wrap up now. This is maybe the last slide on 

here. Just want to wrap up and thank everybody for their time. We look 

forward to hearing more from you and again encourage you to submit your 

comments to the regulations.gov portal. Thanks everyone. 

 

Coordinator: Thank you for your participation in today’s conference. Please disconnect at 

this time. 

 

 

END 

 

  

 

  

 

   


