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The $100 Million U.S. Government Fish Farm

Nobody Wants

Ever wonder why we aren’t raising tons of them in the ocean?

Photographer: Boris H
orvat/AFP via G

etty Im
ages

If someone offered you a chance to invest millions of dollars in a business nobody
wants, would you take it?

If you’re the U.S. government, the answer is a resounding yes. Since 2007, the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration—despite major political, social,
and environmental headwinds—has poured almost $100 million (PDF) into
aquaculture, also known by the more pedestrian moniker of fish farming.

Currently, American aquaculture is done only in state waters within a few miles of
the coast. (Think farmed salmon.) But the government is trying to go further out to
sea, into federal waters, to create an offshore aquaculture industry. After NOAA,
under both presidents Barack Obama and George W. Bush tried—and failed—to push

f

t

h

October 28, 2016 — 6:01 AM EDT

by Deena Shanker
t @deenashanker

f t  h

Sign In
Subscribe sBloomberg 5

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/aquaculture/docs/aquaculture_docs/noaa_fisheries_marine_aquaculture_strategic_plan_fy_2016-2020.pdf
http://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fbloom.bg%2F2e3MMAz
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=http%3A%2F%2Fbloom.bg%2F2e3MMAz&text=Here%20is%20the%20%24100%20million%20reason%20we%20don%27t%20grow%20fish%20in%20the%20ocean&via=business
http://www.bloomberg.com/authors/ASznQGEjaUE/deena-shanker
http://twitter.com/@deenashanker
http://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fbloom.bg%2F2e3MMAz
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=http%3A%2F%2Fbloom.bg%2F2e3MMAz&text=Here%20is%20the%20%24100%20million%20reason%20we%20don%27t%20grow%20fish%20in%20the%20ocean&via=business
https://login.bloomberg.com/
http://businessweekmag.com/navbartextlink
http://www.bloomberg.com/company/?utm_source=bloomberg-menu&utm_medium=bcom
https://bba.bloomberg.net/?utm_source=bloomberg-menu&utm_medium=bcom
https://bba.bloomberg.net/?utm_source=bloomberg-menu&utm_medium=bcom
http://www.bloomberg.com/professional/bcom-demo/?utm_source=bloomberg-menu&utm_medium=bcom&bbgsum=DG-WS-CORE-bbgmenu-demo
http://www.bloomberg.com/professional/bcom-demo/?utm_source=bloomberg-menu&utm_medium=bcom&bbgsum=DG-WS-CORE-bbgmenu-demo


The $100 Million U.S. Government Fish Farm Nobody Wants - Bloomberg

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-10-28/the-100-million-u-s-government-fish-farm-nobody-wants[10/28/2016 10:07:39 AM]

national aquaculture legislation through Congress, NOAA decided to do an end run
around Capitol Hill, creating a controversial aquaculture permitting system in the
Gulf of Mexico that promptly drew litigation as well as the ire of fishermen, boaters,
and environmentalists.

Not satisfied with just the Gulf of Mexico, in August NOAA's National Marine
Fisheries Service quietly began pursuing regulations “to support offshore
aquaculture development” in the Pacific Islands region near Hawaii, modeling the
plans on the Gulf framework in hopes that the U.S. could eventually grab a bigger
share of the global seafood market. The period for the public’s first opportunity to
comment on the proposal ends Friday.

“The U.S. has a seafood trade deficit of about $14 billion,” said David O’Brien,
Deputy Director of NOAA’s office of aquaculture. “Why can’t we be doing more
domestically, locally?” he asked. “The deficit points to an opportunity that we’re not
taking advantage of.”

But despite this sustained, expensive effort, the key component to any economic
development program—commercial interest—is nowhere to be seen.

The U.S. already has a huge seafood industry; it just exports the vast majority of its
catch and imports the majority of what Americans actually end up eating. This “great
American fish swap” has led environmentalists to wonder why the government is
pushing so hard for more ocean aquaculture in the first place. 

“Industrial fish farms can pollute the water and disrupt natural ecosystems,” said
Marianne Cufone, director of the Recirculating Farms Coalition. “Thousands of fish
escape from cages regularly, potentially spreading disease and parasites to wild fish
and out-competing them for food, habitat, and mates. Rather than supporting
outdated and risky ocean aquaculture, the Western Pacific Council should encourage
more sustainable options.” (Cufone advocates recirculating farming, a land-
based aquaculture system.)

Even the government admits that it hasn’t yet figured out how to make most open
ocean aquaculture work. “Other than Atlantic salmon, oysters, and clams,
production of marine species in the U.S. is ... a relatively unproven business
proposition,” NOAA’s director of the Office of Aquaculture, Michael Rubino, wrote in
a January report. Indeed, the four aquaculture ventures the U.S. government has
invested in directly have been business failures, according to a 2011 study by
environmental nonprofit Food & Water Watch.

https://www.regulations.gov/docket?D=NOAA-NMFS-2016-0111
http://www.npr.org/2015/07/17/423490558/the-great-fish-swap-how-america-is-downgrading-its-seafood-supply
http://www.npr.org/2015/07/17/423490558/the-great-fish-swap-how-america-is-downgrading-its-seafood-supply
http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/insight/fishy-farms-government%E2%80%99s-push-factory-farming-our-oceans
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Yet a number of scientists see promise in open ocean aquaculture—which, they point
out, is still environmentally better than land-based meat agriculture.

“The science is developed enough that we have the tools to effectively identify the
places where you can minimize the impacts,” said Stephen Gaines, Dean of the Bren
School of Environmental Science and Management at the University of California,
Santa Barbara. He pointed to spacial planning—where farms are located far from
their corresponding wild populations—as an important way to mitigate the problems
of disease and escapement. “Now, those tools need to be used, and if you don’t take
advantage of these kinds of things, it’s still very easy to make mistakes.”

But the whole argument over opening federal waters to aquaculture assumes that
somewhere, a corporation is looking to jump in. Thus far, none has. Since the
regulations opening the Gulf of Mexico were published in January, not a single
application for a permit has been received. No companies are involved in the current
Pacific Island proposal either, NOAA says. 

“There may not be the interest and the investment necessary to start a large scale
offshore fin-fish aquaculture industry in U.S. federal waters,” said Jillian Fry, a
project director in public health and sustainable aquaculture at Johns Hopkins
Center for a Livable Future. Even though the Gulf regulations aren’t stringent
enough, said Fry, they’re still much tighter than China’s, making them uninviting to
any global player. (One important gap in U.S. regulations, Fry says, is that offshore
aquaculture workers may not be protected by any U.S. agency, as the Occupational
Safety and Health Administration may not have any authority, depending on the size
and location of the vessel, and regulations to protect oil workers simply won’t
apply.) 

The logistics of deepwater aquaculture
require expensive boats, bigger anchors,
and better planning to avoid endangered
species, which makes it too expensive for
small businesses, said Barry Costa Pierce,
director of the University of New England’s
Center of Excellence in the Marine
Sciences. (In 2013, ocean aquaculture in
the U.S. accounted for only $327 million,
compared with commercial fishing’s $5.5

billion take.)
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“So much capital is required outside of three miles from the coastline [where federal
waters generally begin],” said Pierce, “by definition, you’re talking about industrial
aquaculture.” The best way to do that, he said, would be to use existing deepwater
infrastructure from oil rigs. “If you’re talking about developing a whole separate
infrastructure for offshore aquaculture separate from an existing capacity, I am very
skeptical,” he said. “In the Gulf, I don’t see very many companies rushing to get in
because they know they can’t make money.”
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Americans Are Dying Faster. Millennials, Too

People who predict death for a living have some bad news.

Death awaits all of us, but how patiently? To unlock the mystery of when we’re going
to die, start with an actuary.

Specializing in the study of risk and uncertainty, members of this 200-year-old
profession pore over the data of death to estimate the length of life. Putting aside the
spiritual, that’s crucial information for insurance companies and pension plans,
and it’s also helpful for planning retirement, since we need our money to last as long
we do.

The latest, best guesses for U.S. lifespans come from a study (PDF) released this
month by the Society of Actuaries: The average 65-year-old American man should
die a few months short of his 86th birthday, while the average 65-year-old woman
gets an additional two years, barely missing age 88.

This new data turns out to be a disappointment. Over the past several years, the
health of Americans has deteriorated—particularly that of middle-aged non-Hispanic
whites. Among the culprits are drug overdoses, suicide, alcohol poisoning, and liver
disease, according to a Princeton University study issued in December. 

Partly as a result, the life expectancy for 65-year-olds is now six months shorter than
in last year’s actuarial study. Longevity for younger Americans was also affected: A
25-year-old woman last year had a 50/50 chance of reaching age 90. This year, she is
projected to fall about six months short. (The average 25-year-old man is expected to
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live to 86 years and 11 months, down from 87 years and 8 months in last year's
estimates.) Baby boomers, Generation X, and yes, millennials, are all doing worse.

Americans increasingly need an accurate sense of how long they’ll be alive. Employer
shifts from traditional pensions—which sent a regular check for life—to individual
401(k) accounts mean workers must figure out retirement on their own. When you
die becomes a crucial variable, helping to determine how much you need to save and
how much you can afford to spend: Die at 95 and your retirement could be twice as
expensive than if you die at 80. Information on mortality also helps set the price of
annuities, insurance contracts that can pay buyers a set amount of money for the rest
of their lives. 

Some of the most commonly cited estimates of longevity are misleading for anyone
putting together a retirement plan. For example, the life expectancy for Americans at
birth is 76 for men and 81 for women, according to the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention. But if you’ve already survived to middle age, you have a good chance
of living much longer. The Society of Actuaries’ website offers a longevity calculator
that takes both your age and health into account.

Estimating longevity is as much an art as a science. The simplest way to calculate life
expectancy is to look simply at how many people are dying at every age. If you want
to know a 25-year-old’s chances of hitting age 100, you just calculate her statistical
chances of getting through the next 75 birthdays unscathed. Looking at current data,

http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db244.htm
http://www.longevityillustrator.org/
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what are her chances of dying at 25, 26, 27, 28, and so on? 

The problem with this simple calculation is that it assumes life expectancy won’t
improve over the next 75 years. Today’s 25-year-olds could be kept alive by safety
technologies and medical treatments that don’t exist yet. At least, we hope. 

So, baked in to the Society of Actuaries’ calculations is an assumption that longevity
will keep improving. It looks at recent data to estimate near-term improvements.

The latest numbers, however, aren’t pretty: From 2000 to 2009, American death
rates improved  at 1.93 percent for men and 1.46 percent for women annually. From
2010 to 2014, that plunged to 0.6 percent for men and 0.42 percent.

This is bad news for almost everyone but pension fund managers. Still, it’s not time
to panic yet.

“Year-over-year changes in mortality are very volatile,” said Dale Hall, managing
director of research at the Society of Actuaries. Over time, death rates jump up and
down a lot: All it takes is a bad flu season or the onset of a novel disease to make for a
bad year, while new drug treatments for heart disease can produce several excellent
years.

Actuaries assume that eventually, longevity improvements will get back on their
long-term track. Still, the bottom line is that longevity’s rise has slowed way down.
When they reach the traditional retirement age of 65, the average millennial should
get just a few more years than the average baby boomer. 

1
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If Americans’ health continues to decline, these estimates could prove optimistic.
Then again, the actuaries might be not be able to see huge improvements around the
bend. The long-term historical record is encouraging: For two centuries, researchers
have found (PDF) life expectancy in the world’s healthiest countries to have risen at a
more-or-less steady rate of an additional three months for every year that passes, or
2.5 years a decade. In the 1840s, Swedish women were living to an average age of 45.
Today, Japanese women have a life expectancy of 87. If the U.S. somehow got back
on this track, today’s 25-year-olds should have an extra decade of life by the time
they're at retirement age. 

That future may have already arrived for some Americans—the very wealthy.
According to research earlier this year in the Journal of the American Medical
Association, a 40-year-old man in the top 1 percent can expect to live 14 years longer
than his counterpart in the bottom 1 percent. Education may also make a difference:
A college-educated 25-year-old can expect to live a decade longer than a high school
dropout of the same age, according to the Population Reference Bureau.

If you’re trying to figure out how long you’re likely to live, estimates of “average” life
expectancy may not be that helpful. That’s getting worse in an age of rising
inequality. Great medical care and good fortune may add decades to the lives of the
wealthy and educated, while much of the rest of America is left behind.

Watch Next: Confused About What to Eat? You're
Not Alone. 
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