
NWX-DOC CONFERENCING (US) 

Moderator: Cynthia Sandoval 

11-19-20/1:50 pm CT 

Confirmation # 1747695 

Page 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NWX-DOC CONFERENCING (US) 

 

Moderator: Cynthia Sandoval 

November 19, 2020 

1:50 pm CT 

 

 

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

listen-only. During the comment session please press Star 1.  

 

 Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections you may 

disconnect at this time. Now I’d like to turn the meeting over to Kristy (Byrd) 

- Beard I’m sorry. Thank you. You may begin. 

 

Kristy Beard: Thank you. Welcome and thank you for joining us for our fourth public 

listening session on our request for information about Aquaculture 

Opportunity Areas which you’ll also hear us refer to as AOAs.  

 

 We’re accepting comments until December 22. We are not using video today 

but we do have a slide presentation through the WebEx platform that will take 

about 30 minutes. 

 

 All audio is through the phone and there will be instructions again at the end 

of the presentation for how callers can get in the queue to provide oral 

comments. Those comments will be limited to two minutes each. Our meeting 
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is being recorded and will have a transcript of the meeting as a record of your 

comments. 

 

 I’m Kristy Beard, a Policy Analyst with NOAA Fisheries Office of 

Aquaculture in Silver Spring, Maryland. I’m the national lead as we start the 

process of identifying aquaculture opportunity areas which I’ll explain more 

later. 

 

 With me today is Dr. James Morris from the NOAA National Ocean Services 

National Centers for Coastal Ocean Science. James leads a team of people 

working on planning and siting tools which they will use to provide the 

science that helps us identify aquaculture opportunity areas and he’ll tell you 

more about that process. 

 

 We'll spend about 15 minutes explaining AOAs and our process and James 

will spend about 15 minutes explaining the science piece. Then I’ll summarize 

the questions we're asking and the request for information before we turn it 

over to you to provide us your comments. 

 

 The purpose for this meeting is to provide you with an introduction to 

aquaculture opportunity areas which are described by the May 7, 2020 

Executive Order on promoting American seafood competitiveness and 

economic growth or EO 13921. 

 

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

AOA process. In that request for information we asked questions related to 

what areas of the country we should consider for future AOAs. We also ask 

questions about areas within federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico and 

Southern California where we're focusing our efforts to identify the first two 

of ten AOAs. 
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 Today we're accepting oral public comments about those questions. The focus 

of this meeting is on additional questions but we'll also accept common 

specific to the Gulf of Mexico in Southern California.  

 

 We will not have a question and answer session. We’ve incorporated to the 

common questions we've been hearing into our presentation. We will also not 

be accepting comments about any permit application at this meeting. 

 

 So all of that said what is in aquaculture opportunity area and why are we 

identifying them? That Executive Order I mentioned requires that the 

Secretary of Commerce which NOAA falls under identify at least two 

geographic areas containing locations suitable for commercial aquaculture 

within a year of the date the executive order was signed. And then within two 

years of identifying each of those geographic areas we have to complete a 

Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement or PEIS for each area to 

assess the impact of siting aquaculture facilities better. We then need to repeat 

that process for each of the following four years. The geographic areas will be 

referred to as aquaculture opportunity areas once the programmatic EIS is 

complete. 

 

 So as we identify at least two geographic areas per year and spend the 

following two years completing a Programmatic Environmental Impact 

Statement for each you can see that we'll be busy with multiple overlapping 

projects over seven years. We're in year one now and at the end of the seven 

year process in May of 2027 we expect to have identified ten areas and 

completed a programmatic EIS for each one. 

 

 The three year process to identify and complete a programmatic EIS for each 

aquaculture opportunity area will result in the identification of areas that 
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through a science and community based approach is determined to be 

environmentally, socially and economically suitable for aquaculture. 

 

 The areas identified as AOAs are expected to support multiple aquaculture 

farm sites for shellfish, macroalgae or finfish or a combination of species. But 

all portions of the AOA may not be appropriate for aquaculture or for all types 

of aquaculture. 

 

 In future years AOAs could be identified in federal or state waters or a 

combination of the two. As statess express interest in AOAs and state waters 

we'll take that into consideration as we compile the information we receive 

about what areas we should focus on for future AOAs. 

 

 In August we announced that we had selected federal waters off of Southern 

California and the Gulf of Mexico for science-based evaluation to identify the 

first two aquaculture opportunity areas. The US exclusive economic zone is 

over 3.4 million square nautical miles which is just too much space for us to 

consider at one time to identify AOAs. 

 

 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 markets and established shore-based 

infrastructure. There's also a lot of existing spatial analysis data in the Gulf of 

Mexico and Southern California which makes them a good place for us to 

start. 

 

 And to be clear because we’ve heard a lot of confusion around this point all of 

Southern California and the Gulf of Mexico are not aquaculture opportunity 

areas. They're a starting points for NOAA to focus our resources. We'll use a 

combination of spatial analysis, scientific review and public input to sign 
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more specific locations that have the potential to support multiple commercial 

aquaculture operations. 

 

 Focusing just on year one in our process to identify those first two geographic 

areas we announced in August that we're starting in federal waters off of 

Southern California and the Gulf of Mexico to identify those 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. 

 

 We published the request for information in October which is what brings you 

here 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’ve received through this request for information and 

with input from other federal agencies fishery management councils, marine 

fisheries commissions states and tribes to develop our preliminary location 

alternatives. 

 

 In May of 2021 we expect to announce those preliminary alternatives which 

are the geographic areas required by the executive order. And we'll publish the 

Notice of Intent to develop each programmatic EIS and consider those 

preliminary alternatives in more depth. 

 

 There are three points of public input for each aquaculture opportunity area. 

Those are the request for information which is where we are now, the Notice 

of Intent to prepare a programmatic EIS and the draft programmatic EIS. 

We'll use the information we received from this request for information in two 

ways.  
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 The first is to help us determine what regions of the country we should 

consider as we go through the process to identify two more geographic areas 

per year. The second is to help us identify specific locations within federal 

waters of the Gulf of Mexico and Southern California which we'll consider it 

more depth through the programmatic EIS process. Once we’ve identified 

those specific locations we'll determine - we'll develop preliminary 

alternatives and publish a Notice of Intent to prepare a programmatic EIS for 

each the Gulf of Mexico and Southern California and we'll solicit public 

comments. 

 

 We'll consider those comments as we draft the two programmatic EISes. 

There will then be a third opportunity for public input when we publish each 

draft programmatic EIS. 

 

 We expect that once we’ve determined what two regions of the country to 

focus on for AOAs three and four we'll publish a new request for information 

similar to this one. And we'll use the public input we receive through that to 

help us identify specific locations within those regions and help determine 

what regions of the country we should consider for additional AOAs. 

 

 The entire process to identify aquaculture opportunity areas and complete a 

programmatic EIS for each is about planning and finding spaces that may be 

appropriate for multiple aquaculture operations. It’s not a regulatory process 

and it doesn’t include an authorization or a permit from NOAA fisheries for 

aquaculture operations. 

 

 Proposals for specific operations within an aquaculture opportunity area 

would need to be submitted separately to the appropriate permitting agencies. 

Aquaculture operations are not required to be within an AOA. Projects can be 
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proposed within or outside of AOAs. The identification of AOAs would not 

prohibit other legal activities within and AOA. 

 

 So once aquaculture operations are proposed within and AOA the federal and 

state permitting and authorization requirements will be the same as they are 

anywhere else. NOAA will coordinate with the federal permitting agencies 

like the Army Corps of Engineers and the Environmental Protection Agency 

throughout the AOA process. Each programmatic EIS will include 

information to inform future permitting and environmental consultations for 

those aquaculture operations. 

 

 The potential impacts to protected species and habitats will be considered at 

multiple points in the process. This will create permitting efficiencies by 

reducing the need for duplicate efforts by federal and state agencies. But it 

won’t replace the need for farms to apply for appropriate permits. There may 

also be additional NEPA analysis that's required during the permitting 

process.  

 

 One of the benefits to aquaculture opportunity areas is that aquaculture 

operations proposed within them would have the scientific analysis and public 

engagement that went into identifying locations and completing a 

programmatic EIS available for their permitting process. Aquaculture 

operations that are proposed outside of AOAs wouldn’t have that same 

information readily available. So proposing aquaculture operations outside of 

AOAs may result in additional time and effort on the part of the applicant. 

 

 But the AOA process isn’t just about creating permitting efficiencies. It's a 

proactive approach that combines spatial analysis, scientific review and public 

input. Using that we can consider important environmental, economic, social 

and cultural resources and identify areas that may support sustainable 
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aquaculture development. That lets us maximize the compatibility of AOAs 

with other ocean uses while maintaining our commitment to ocean 

stewardship. 

 

 So some of the common questions we’ve heard and the key points we want 

you to take away is that the selection of federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico 

and Southern California does not mean the entire regions or aquaculture 

opportunity areas. AOAs are about spatial analysis and environmental 

planning. They’re not regulatory and NMFS is not permitting or authorizing 

aquaculture through AOAs. 

 

 The federal and state permitting and authorization requirements are the same 

within AOAs as they are anywhere else. The identification of AOAs would 

not prohibit other legal activity from occurring within AOAs. And AOAs are 

not related to any specific permit application. 

 

 So with that I’ll turn it over to Dr. James Morris, the National Centers for 

Coastal Ocean Sciences to explain the spatial analysis process. 

 

Dr. James Morris: Thank you Kristy. Good morning or good afternoon. It is a pleasure to be able 

to share with you some of the approaches that we are underway – that we have 

underway for the spatial planning part of planning for aquaculture opportunity 

areas. This is a presentation that will take you through the spatial planning 

process. 

 

 Before we get into that I’d like to share with you that I work for the National 

Ocean Service. We collaborate closely with the National Fisheries Service and 

NOAA sea grant to bring a comprehensive toolbox and expertise to the 

opportunities and challenges that we face in our nation regarding aquaculture 

development. We work to conduct planning. We build tools. We work to 
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inform siting and we work to assess environmental impacts as well as 

ecosystem services that can be provided by the aquaculture industry. 

 

 I’d like to share with you that we have been working in the space of planning 

and siting aquaculture science now for a number of years. We have worked on 

a number of planning projects around the nation. We have probably performed 

over 40 or 50 spatial planning analyses for aquaculture in the coastal ocean 

and also supporting state planning levels with planning projects within state 

waters including estuaries and around ports and harbors around the nation. 

This experience has given us some perspective about the types of issues, our 

challenges and opportunities that growing aquaculture industries face. 

 

 If you look at the map on the right-hand side you will notice that there is 

growing interest in aquaculture development of both shellfish, thin fish as well 

as seaweed. We see clusters of activity happening in the Southwest and 

Southern California. We also have clusters of activity happening in the Gulf 

of Mexico and the Northeast regions as well. There's been an offshore 

aquaculture finfish farm in Hawaii for many years with multiple startups 

around the nation over the last several decades. 

 

 In our – in the program that I lead we work to really bring science services to 

the coastal managers that are in positions that require them to regulate and to 

provide consultation during the permitting process. As you can imagine there 

are many seats at the table when it comes to considerations and permitting for 

aquaculture development in federal waters. 

 

 The Environmental Protection Agency, the Army Corps of Engineers are 

action agencies that issue permits. There's also consultation that occurs with 

our own agency with National Fishery Service as well as all the other folks 
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such as the Department of Defense, the US Coast Guard state agencies for 

consistency determination and others. 

 

 We work to understand that coastal manager working group concerns and 

needs for due diligence when it comes to evaluating permit applications and 

relying on science-based information for making informed and confident 

decisions. So we provide spatial planning support. We provide environmental 

modeling support, we provide environmental and modeling support that is 

capable of understanding environmental interactions. We also provide 

environmental science advice and engineering support as well during that 

permitting process. 

 

 We have worked over the years to build a toolbox that includes 

comprehensive spatial data analysis, automated spatial analytical tools like 

ocean report to Web map viewers, models that are capable of looking at wave 

exposure. We also are working now to address issues relating to entanglement 

by developing approaches that can help understand and inform engineering 

and design by being able to predict interactions between aquaculture and 

protected species and other types of interactions that may occur that may be 

modeled through environmental modeling approaches. 

 

 We live today in a world of big data. Big data is all around us. It’s in - if 

you’re probably contributing to big data databases as we speak right now with 

the phone that is in your pocket or on your desk. We have been working over 

the last decade to acquire what is we think the largest marine spatial data set 

in the world for the purpose of informing pioneering ocean industries in such 

as aquaculture development in our nation’s economic exclusive zone. 

 

 There are literally millions of data sets then and data layers that can be used to 

make informed and intelligent decisions about these industries. I'd like to 
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share with you the spatial planning process now that is underway for our aqua 

opportunity areas. The first step in that process is to determine the planning 

goals. In this case I wanted more I want to share with you an example of a 

siting off the coast of California that was used just as an example as a 

demonstration project for culturing giant kelp. 

 

 The purpose of this example is to share with you the spatial planning process 

which is the same for whether you’re planning with for areas or working 

beside a specific project. With this specific example here the applicant was 

interested in around 100 acres somewhere off the coast of Santa Barbara. 

There's a gear and depth requirement for about 30 to 150 meters and there's 

other requirements that are specified to inform the project such as current or 

significant wave height and those kind of things. 

 

 So the first step is to really understand what is the project scope and need. 

And generally that can be very straightforward if it’s an individual project or 

it can be very broad if it’s like - if it's a planning project for example like a 

state that wants to know how much opportunity is there for a specific type of 

aquaculture or generally for a general aquaculture. 

 

 The next step is to identify the study area. So for this particular project we 

mapped where that project could occur off the coast of California and that 

becomes our study area. And that map on the left there that you see shows the 

study area which could occur anywhere within that – those boundaries. 

 

 Then we overlay a grid that allows us to subdivide the entire study area into 

small packets of space that can be individually analyzed for suitability for the 

project – for suitability in this case which is aquaculture suitability. In this 

case we were able to utilize a 1 hector grid cell so that entire space is 

subdivided into 1 hector. In this case it’s a hexagon grid. 
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 The next step is to go and mine for all the different types of data that is 

relevant to that aquaculture space. So in this case you can see that we would 

go and collect data relative to military, navigation industry that work there, the 

oceanography of the biological resources and boundaries that exist in that 

ocean space. 

 

 Typically for spatial planning models such as this one we would gather, you 

know, hunt in some cases dozens and hundreds of data layers encompassing 

all those different categories to provide a comprehensive view of what is 

happening within that ocean neighborhood. We begin mapping that data on 

the map so that you can see and where that data exists, where those 

interactions exist relative to the study area. And then ultimately we would 

select that and those data layers for conducting modeling. 

 

 In this case we would build a suitability model. A suitability model allows you 

to look at each one of the subdivided hexagon grid cells and be able to assess 

ultimately the compatibility in this case for aquaculture within that grid cell. 

So we go through a scoring process. 

 

 For example we would look at data layers such as danger and restricted zones. 

That’s a military layer. We have boundaries for where those that military area 

exists in the coastal oceans and we would score that based on compatibility 

with aquaculture. Now some danger restricted zones have compatibility, 

sometimes they do not. It depends on the zone we would have to coordinate 

with the DOD for that and other types of data such as hard bottom habitat or 

sensitive habitat or protected species or industries that are working there, 

fishing industries, oil and gas industry, cable, submarine cables. All these 

different types of activities that are happening we would go through and score 
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for compatibility with the project requirement which in this case is 

aquaculture. 

 

 Ultimately we can score - we can just calculate an overall score within the 

study area for each one of those grid cells. That allows us then to assess 

relatively what is the compatibility for aquaculture within that study area.  

 

 And essentially you get a heat map that shows areas that are read or darker 

color that have no compatibility with aquaculture such as on the screen you’ll 

see that submarine cables or oil and gas or high areas of fishing intensity 

would all be on the lower end of compatibility for aquaculture development 

whereas on the opposite areas that are green or blue colored they have the 

highest compatibility scores overall within each one of those growth cells. 

 

 We then are able to work within the highest suitability grid cells that’s 

comprised of in this case in about 100 data layers to really find the best of the 

best states to have the absolute least interactions with environmental or other 

industries that are working there. And then we can work to precision site 

where exactly the opportunities are for development within those high suitable 

areas. That allows us to develop alternatives that we can then compare and can 

work to inform the remaining part of the permitting process. 

 

 So we're going to be doing this process for aquaculture opportunity areas. 

We'll be working to publish this information in an atlas that describes the 

marine spatial planning results for like the Gulf of California, the Gulf of 

Mexico in Southern California.  

 

 Here we have our study areas have already been determined for Southern 

California. We met with industry and determined that between 10 meter and 

150 meter was the depth that generally met the requirements for shellfish, 
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seaweed and algae aquaculture. We also understood that there was a 

maximum distance from shore of 25 miles that is preferable. And when we 

map where those areas exist off the coast of Southern California you see that 

we have essentially study areas that emerge off of Santa Barbara, Santa 

Monica, Long Beach and San Diego. 

 

 Similarly in the Gulf of Mexico we were able to map study areas as informed 

by industry from 50 to 200 meters and we used an eco-regions approach. 

Because of the large size of the Gulf of Mexico we're able to break the Gulf of 

Mexico down into scientific-based ecological regions that have been formed 

by previous work. And so here we have a Western central eastern and 

southeastern study area. 

 

 Our next steps are to build suitability models for those study areas and then – 

and receive input from many different types of stakeholders. We look forward 

to receiving input from this public listening session process but oral as well as 

written information that we’ve taken into account as we are working to build 

these suitability models. So with that I will turn it back over to Kristy. 

 

Kristy Beard: Thanks James. Now I am going to run through the questions that we are 

asking in our request for information. And just as a reminder the comments 

that we receive from you through this process will help us in two ways to 

determine which regions of the country we should be considering for future 

aquaculture opportunity areas and to identify specific locations within federal 

waters of the Gulf of Mexico in Southern California. 

 

 We'll then consider those areas in more depth through the programmatic EIS 

process resulting in the first two aquaculture opportunity areas. I’m 

summarizing the questions here for brevity. If you’d like to see the full list of 

questions or provide more in-depth written comments you can find the RFI at 
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www.regulations.gov by searching for NOAA-NMFS-2020-0118 or you can 

search for the phrase Aquaculture Opportunity Areas and you can also find all 

of this information on our Web site. 

 

 I’m going to go through our national questions first because that’s the focus of 

this listening session and then I’ll go through the questions specific to the Gulf 

of Mexico in Southern California. So if you’re following along with the 

questions in the request for information the national questions start with 

Number 7. 

 

 So what areas of the country should we consider for future AOAs? And we 

have broken down a list of specific areas within the request for information.  

 

 Nationally are there specific locations within those regions that we should 

consider for future AOAs? What resource use conflicts should we consider as 

we're identifying future AOAs and is there ongoing environmental economic 

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

future airways? 

 

 We're looking for information on siting requirements for aquaculture 

operations to help inform spatial analysis for future AOAs, things like the 

minimum and maximum depths needed to operate aquaculture farms, the 

minimum and maximum current conditions or wave climates that could 

impact farm operation, proximity to shore and if states express interest should 

we consider state waters as areas for future aquaculture opportunity areas? 

 

 Specific to the Gulf of Mexico and Southern California James told you that in 

the Gulf we're looking within the depth range of 50 meters to 150 meters with 

no specified maximum distance from shore. And in Southern California we're 

looking at areas in the depth range of 10 meters to 150 meters with a 
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maximum distance of 25 nautical miles from shore. So are there types of 

aquaculture that these areas may or may not support or are there other water 

that it maximum distances from shore that we should consider? 

 

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

Mexico or Southern California that we should consider or avoid for AOAs? 

Where the presence of aquaculture gear may overlap with areas used by 

protected species like large whales, sea turtles or dolphins or that should be 

avoided because of concerns about harmful algal blooms or impaired water 

quality? Is there ongoing environmental economic or social science research 

that would assist us in identifying and implementing AOAs in the Gulf or 

Southern California? 

 

 We're also looking for information that may be useful for the planning 

processes including spatial data or GIS layers on environmental or 

socioeconomic considerations.  

 

 So now we want to hear from you. A few reminders before we begin. You can 

press Star 1 to join the queue. There's a two minute limit for comments. I will 

show you a warning slide when you have 15 seconds remaining and after two 

minutes the operator will meet you. 

 

 To maximize the time to gather, we will not respond to comments today. 

We're only accepting comments on the questions asked in the request for 

information on AOAs. And if there’s time at the and once everyone has 

commented and you'd like to provide us with additional information you can 

rejoin the queue.  

 

 So as I said the warning slide when you have 15 seconds remaining looks like 

this. And if for any reason you can’t see the screen and you’d like a verbal 
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notification please let me know when you introduce yourselves. (Diane) if we 

can open up for comments now I’d appreciate it. 

 

Coordinator: Thank you. And again as a reminder if you do have any comments please 

press Star 1 and record your name. Again please press Star 1.  

 

 And again any comments please press Star 1 and record your name. I show no 

comments. 

 

Kristy Beard: Thanks (Diane). While we wait and see if anyone queues up to join, I’ll just 

remind everybody that public comment ends on December 22. You can 

provide your written comments at www.regulations.gov by searching either 

for the identifier on the screen or you can search for the phrase Aquaculture 

Opportunity Areas. 

 

 Once you’re in you can click the Comment Now icon and complete the 

required fields and either enter or attach your comments. And there is a copy 

of our presentation slide show today on our Web site and there's more 

information like frequently asked questions at the Web site listed here 

fisheries.noaa.gov/aquacultureopportunityareas. 

 

Coordinator: And again as a reminder if you do have any comments please press Star 1 and 

record your name. And we do have a comment. One moment. Eric Brazer 

your line is now open. 

 

Eric Brazer: Great thank you and thank you Kristy. This is Eric Brazer. I'm the Deputy 

Director of the Gulf of Mexico Reef Fish Shareholders Alliance. We're the 

largest organization of commercial snapper and grouper fisherman in the Gulf 

of Mexico and this is clearly a priority of ours that we appreciate the chance to 

weigh in. 
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 In addition to our previous comments and our forthcoming written comment 

we offer two things for you to consider. Number one, you know, to the extent 

possible drafting some sort of policy or guidance that would maximize 

opportunities to incorporate local commercial fishing industry workforce into 

these areas of opportunity and to the subsequent processes and procedures that 

take place there. 

 

 But secondly, you know, we're clearly very interested in ensuring that 

commercial fisherman had a seat at this table and appreciate the opportunities 

to weigh in and provide feedback. We would strongly suggest taking it a step 

further and developing or convening a stakeholder advisory panel that could 

review these opportunity areas as they come together and to really give 

commercial fishermen a chance to look at these areas, the proposed operation 

in these areas and really compare and contrast them against their existing 

commercial fishing business plans to really get down to the true impacts both 

positive and negatives on the stakeholders involved. 

 

 So a stakeholder advisory panel to advise NOAA on these areas we think 

would be incredibly valuable and we’d appreciate any opportunity to 

participate in that process and to advocate for that process as well. Thank you. 

 

Coordinator: Thank you. And again any more comments please press Star 1. I show no 

further comments. 

 

Kristy Beard: Thanks (Diane). I guess if there are no further comments then we can end our 

session today. Let me just put the slide back up just as a reminder again. The 

comment period ends on December 22 so you can always provide as written 

comments. And we really appreciate you joining us today. Thank you very 

much. 
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Coordinator: Thank you. This concludes today’s conference call. Thank you for 

participating. You may disconnect at this time. 

 

 

END 


