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With help from Jenny Hopkinson, Catherine Boudreau, Adam Behsudi and Doug Palmer

OBAMA CHARTING COURSE ON AQUACULTURE IN PACIFIC: The Obama administration is
laying the groundwork for permitting fish farming in federal waters in the Pacific Islands for the first time,

part of its plan to double aquaculture production in the U.S. by 2020. The National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration — in partnership with the regional fishery council that manages fish stocks
in Hawaii, the Marianas and other islands — intends to conduct an environmental impact study to

evaluate where farms should be located. The deadline to comment is today.

While salmon and shellfish have been farmed in
state waters for decades, NOAA wants to expand
aquaculture further from shore, in order to meet
growing demand for seafood as the amount of
wild-caught fish has flatlined. The U.S. imports
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more than 90 percent of what is eaten here, half of
which is farmed — a practice that’s resulted in a
trade deficit of $11.2 billion. Aquaculture is
practiced widely in countries like Norway and
China, but has been slow to catch on in the U.S.

because of concerns about ocean ecosystems and coastal economies. It took NOAA about 14 years to
finalize a framework for the Gulf of Mexico, and when the rule was finally completed in January, the

agency was sued by a dozen environmental advocacy and commercial fishing groups.

“Farmed species can escape and alter wild populations, and when you put a lot of fish together in one
location, it can harbor disease and spread pollution,” said Marianne Cufone, executive director of the
Recirculating Farms Coalition, which advocates for land-based aquaponics. The nonprofit is part of the
suit filed against NOAA’s plan for the Gulf; Cufone said she expects a challenge to the Pacific program, if
it’s finalized.

A few years out: The Pacific plan is likely two or three years away from being finalized, according to
Michael Rubino, director of NOAA Fisheries' Office of Aquaculture. He said that while some of the
concerns about aquaculture have proven to have merit in other parts of the world, NOAA and the U.S.
industry have the tools to manage those risks and run an operation responsibly.

HAPPY MONDAY, OCT. 31! Welcome to Morning Ag, where your host is hearing that USDA is
working on a genetically modified Great Pumpkin. You know the deal: thoughts, news, Jack-o’-lantern
tips? Send them to ikullgren@politico.com or @IanKullgren. Follow the whole team at @Morning_Ag.

— Calendar check: 8 days until the election.

FISH FARM EXPANSION FLOUNDERS: Let’s stick with aquaculture for a moment. Even as the
administration pushes forward with its aquaculture strategy in federal waters, challenges beyond
potential litigation remain. Since NOAA finalized the framework for the Gulf earlier this year, the agency
has not received an application for a permit.

“The permitting process is onerous and the infrastructure costs are very high for any open-ocean
aquaculture facility,” said Aaron McNevin, director of the aquaculture program at World Wildlife Fund.
“Also, this issue has stewed for a long time and there has been considerable attention drawn to it, so
investors are likely apprehensive, especially in such an important and close natural resource to the
mainland U.S.”

The startup costs for land-based aquaculture also are very high. Rubino, of NOAA, said the agency
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welcomes recirculating farms, but at the moment the costs for that type of operation, because it involves
more infrastructure, are much greater than for raising fish, such as catfish, in ponds.

N.Y. TIMES DIGS INTO GMO CROP YIELDS: A story on Sunday in The New York Times headlined
“Doubts About the Promised Bounty of Genetically Modified Crops” probably sent several biotech
executives into a rage as they sipped their morning coffee. The Times examined two of the central claims
biotech companies made about GMO crops in the 1990s: that they would be instrumental in feeding the
world’s ballooning population and would reduce the need for pesticides.

The findings? Both assumptions appear to be false. “An analysis by The Times using United Nations data
showed that the United States and Canada have gained no discernible advantage in yields — food per acre
— when measured against Western Europe, a region with comparably modernized agricultural producers
like France and Germany,” Hakim writes.

What’s more, the Times investigation found that herbicide use has risen significantly in the U.S. despite
the large-scale conversion to modified varieties, as weeds have become resistant to harsher and harsher
chemicals. France, Europe’s biggest producer, the NYT added, has reduced pesticide use more than the
U.S. without growing GMO crops.

Accusations of cherry-picking: When the Times showed its findings to Monsanto, Robert T. Fraley,
the company’s chief technology officer, accused the paper of cherry-picking data to make the industry look
bad. “Every farmer is a smart businessperson, and a farmer is not going to pay for a technology if they
don’t think it provides a major benefit,” he told the paper. “Biotech tools have clearly driven yield
increases enormously.” And on the topic of herbicide use, a Monsanto statement to the Times said: “While
overall herbicide use may be increasing in some areas where farmers are following best practices to
manage emerging weed issues, farmers in other areas with different circumstances may have decreased or

maintained their herbicide usage.” Read the story here. There’s an infographic on the data underpinning
the story here.

SO WHERE IS THE ORGANIC CHECKOFF? The organic industry petitioned the Agriculture
Department in May 2015 to sign off on its checkoff program. Since then, well, it’s been crickets. With the
clock ticking on the Obama administration, it remains unclear whether the checkoff will cross the finish
line under Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack — and same goes for other pending organic rules, on
aquaculture and animal welfare.

“We are continuing to do our work and we are going to do what we can to finish as much of what we
started as we possibly can,” Vilsack told reporters on Friday. “It’s not just USDA, there are other entities
that are involved and engaged in this that have to sign off on things and we are working through the
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process. ... The president has given us instructions to run through the tape, and that’s what we are going
to do.”

THIS WEEK: LAST CHANCE FOR BIOTECH FRAMEWORK COMMENTS: Coordinated
framework comments are due Tuesday, so it’s now or never for those who want to weigh in on the
government’s recent clarification of the roles USDA, FDA and EPA would have in the Coordinated
Framework for the Regulation of Biotechnology. The document is a major piece of the Obama
administration’s yearlong review of the biotech approval process, and calls for the agencies to work with
industry to streamline approvals, help small businesses that want to develop biotech products, increase
the transparency of the approval process and periodically check for new technologies that could fall

outside of the regulatory system. More on the update here. Weigh in here.

On Thursday, the Agricultural Marketing Service will hold a webinar meeting of the National Organic
Standards Board to receive public comments on the development of organic production standards.

FROMAN ON TPP (AND TENNESSEE WHISKEY): U.S. Trade Representative Michael Froman
told our colleagues at Pro Trade on Friday that the Obama administration is doing everything in its power
to be ready in case the TPP gets a lame-duck vote. Citing outreach efforts on Capitol Hill, the U.S. trade
chief said he felt comfortable that the 28 House Democrats and 13 Senate Democrats who voted last year
for trade promotion authority would vote for TPP, with the exception of Sen. Tim Kaine, who came out
against the pact when he became Hillary Clinton’s running mate. “I don’t think we can take anyone for
granted, but I think they are a pretty firm bunch,” Froman said.

The White House also sees strong support on the other side of the aisle, Froman said, adding that he
personally met with about 95 House Republicans who had some questions or nervousness about the
agreement. “Those meetings, with very few exceptions, have gone extremely well. I think there’s a lot of
support out there,” Froman said. “They all, of course, are attuned to the politics and want to understand
when and how we’re going to bring it forward.”

Taking a look-see at Tennessee: Froman argued that the heavily Republican state, home to the
Nashville music industry and a major exporter of Jack Daniel’s whiskey and other distilled spirits, is a
perfect example of how the agreement will benefit a broad cross-section of the U.S. economy.

“Tennessee has about 150,000 people whose jobs are tied to exports and it’s really across the board. It’s
autos and auto parts, ag products like soybeans and wheat, but also distilled spirits. Then on the services
side, certainly music is a huge export for them,” Froman said. “When you talk to people who are writing
music or people who are trying to export Tennessee whiskey and the choice is we either eliminate our
tariffs and put in place our IP [intellectual property] rules or we let the EU send its whiskey to Vietnam at
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a preferential rate and let China define the IP rules, it underscores just how much is at stake in getting this
done now.”

AG EXPORTS HELP LIFT 3RD QUARTER GROWTH: An uptick in U.S. agricultural exports
helped lift U.S. economic growth to an annualized rate of 2.9 percent in the third quarter, from 1.1 percent
in the first half of the year — a stat the White House is using to make its case for a vote on the TPP in the
lame duck. "Real exports grew 10.0 percent in the third quarter, their fastest quarterly growth since 2013,"

Jason Furman, chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers, said in a statement Friday that highlighted
a detail from the Commerce Department's latest report on economic growth.

The faster growth in exports was largely due to increased agricultural exports, but it also may reflect a
"bounce-back" effect, since exports had been growing at a slower-than-expected rate in recent quarters,

Furman noted. Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack also weighed in, saying in a statement: "In order to
continue this momentum, we can and should do more to expand global markets. U.S. farmers are facing
unprecedented competition amid a slowing global economy and appreciating dollar. That's why it is
important for Congress to approve the Trans-Pacific Partnership.”

WHAT (ELSE) IS AT STAKE ON NOV. 8: The outcome of the election could affect a number of food-
related issues on the national and local level, POLITICO Magazine reports. House Republicans, who are
expected to keep the majority, could try to overhaul food stamps. Massachusetts voters will likely pass a
ballot measure pertaining to farm-animal welfare. And several states could make hunting and fishing a

constitutional right. Read the story here.

VILSACK STIRS IT UP AT MARKET GOODBYE: Vilsack attended the USDA’s Farmers’ Market on
Friday to mark the last one of the year and of his tenure. He greeted USDA employees, joined in a
mushroom-cooking demonstration and briefly stood in line for some grub from Timber Pizza Company
(rumored to be a favorite among USDA top brass). He also helped make paella in a massive pot with chefs

from José Andrés’ restaurant, Jaleo. Check out the secretary’s stirring prowess here.

The photo, of course, merits a caption contest. Send us your best idea, and the winner will get a shout-out

in MA! (Best prize ever? Best prize ever.) Send submissions to jhopkinson@politico.com.

MA’S INSTANT OATS:

— There’s a big fight in the U.K. over soda taxes, POLITICO Europe reports (paywall).

— The New York Times examines how dairy farmers in the Wallonia region of Belgium held up the EU-

Canada trade deal. Read it here.
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— An Arkansas farmer was allegedly shot to death in an argument about herbicide. Really. DTN has the

story here.

— A salmonella outbreak in Europe may be more widespread than first thought, Food Safety News

reports.

— There’s some new blood on the National Chicken Council board, meatpoultry.com reports.

— Vital Farms is working on new technology to end male chick culling, Feedstuffs reports.

— There’s a push in China to strengthen land rights for farmers, Reuters reports.

THAT'S ALL FOR MA! See you again soon! In the meantime, drop your host and the rest of the team a
line: cboudreau@politico.com and @ceboudreau; jhopkinson@politico.com and @jennyhops;
hbottemiller@politico.com and @hbottemiller; ikullgren@politico.com and @IanKullgren;
mkorade@politico.com and @mjkorade; and jhuffman@politico.com and @jsonhuffman. You can also
follow @POLITICOPro and @Morning_Ag on Twitter.
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