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Megan Ewald 

Okay, everybody, thank you for joining today. We're going to give it a couple of 
minutes to allow people to log on. 

 
Okay, I still see some people logging on, but we're going to go ahead and kick it 
off. Welcome everybody and thank you for joining today's listening session on 
the aquaculture opportunity area efforts in the Gulf of Mexico. For everyone's 
awareness, this meeting is being recorded.  

 
As part of NOAA’s mission to foster ocean sustainability while facilitating 
domestic aquaculture growth, NOAA’s working to identify aquaculture 
opportunity areas. These areas were evaluated for the potential environmental, 
economic, and social suitability to support multiple commercial aquaculture 
operations. This is a process rooted in science and public engagement that will 
help the U.S. plan for aquaculture development. Last month, NOAA released 
two draft programmatic environmental impact statements for Southern 
California and the Gulf of Mexico that bring us one step closer to identifying 
aquaculture opportunity areas. The 90 day public comment period is open 
through February 20, 2025.  
 
Thank you all for attending today to provide a public comment on these draft 
documents. As a reminder, this is an opportunity to provide oral comments. It's 
not a question and answer session. To provide a comment, please raise your hand 
at the bottom of your screen and the host will unmute you. For those calling in, 
press star three to raise your hand and star six to unmute. Participants will have 3 
min to provide verbal comments, and this meeting will conclude 30 min after all 
public comments have been received.  
 
To start us off today, we're going to do round the room of introductions. My 
name's Megan Ewald and I'm the science communication lead for NOAA’s 
office of aquaculture. And I'm going to call on folks to introduce themselves. 
Andrew, do you want to start? 

 
Andrew Richard 

Yeah, good afternoon everybody. My name is Andrew Richard. I am a regional 
aquaculture coordinator with NOAA Fisheries Southeast Regional office based 
in St. Petersburg, Florida, and I'm the regional lead for the Gulf of Mexico 
Aquaculture Opportunity Area initiative. 

 

 



Megan Ewald 
Great and Kieley. 

 
Kieley Hurff 

Good afternoon, everyone. I'm Kieley Hurff. I'm also a regional agriculture 
coordinator with NOAA Fisheries Southeast Regional Office based in St. 
Petersburg, Florida. 

 
Megan Ewald 

Thank you both. And now we're going to have a presentation. Andrew, do you 
want to take it away? 

 
Andrew Richard 

Yeah, thanks Meg, for the introduction. Good afternoon and good evening, 
everybody. And thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedules to join 
us for today's virtual meeting. Today NOAA is hosting the second of three 
virtual public meetings to solicit public comment on the draft programmatic 
environmental impact statement for the identification of aquaculture opportunity 
areas in U.S. federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico, also known as AOAs. The 
draft programmatic environmental impact statement assesses the impacts of 
identifying one or more aquaculture opportunity areas in federal waters of the 
Gulf of Mexico and generally the potential impacts of siting offshore 
aquaculture in those potential AOA locations.  
 
As I mentioned previously, my name is Andrew Richard I'm one of the two 
regional aquaculture coordinators for NOAA Fisheries Southeast regional office 
based in St. Petersburg, Florida, and I'm also the regional lead for the Gulf of 
Mexico aquaculture opportunity area programmatic environmental impact 
statement, and we'll be leading this evening's meeting.  

 
On November 22, 2024, the draft programmatic environmental impact statement 
along with the notice of availability was published initiating a 90 day public 
reviewing comment period. During this period, NOAA solicited feedback from 
stakeholders, which these virtual meetings are a part of. Tonight I'll start off the 
meeting by providing a brief presentation on information in the draft 
programmatic environmental impact statement, and following will be an 
opportunity for the public to provide verbal comments that will inform the final 
programmatic environmental impact statement NOAA intends to develop.  

 
As Meg mentioned this meeting this evening will be recorded so just like to 
remind everybody that this… will be this meeting will be recorded and be 
considered as part of the administrative record for the programmatic 
environmental impact statement, also known as the PEIS. A written transcript of 
this meeting will be posted to the Gulf AOA website in the days following the 
meeting. Participants attending this meeting are not obligated to speak or 
provide comments on the draft programmatic environmental impact statement. If 

 



you would like to provide public comments, but don't feel comfortable with your 
comments being recorded through the session, I'll provide some instructions on 
how you can submit comments in writing towards the end of the presentation. 
You can also scan that QR code on the screen there, which will take you to the 
Gulf Aquaculture Opportunity Area website. And if you click the link titled Get 
involved, you can find instructions for how to provide written comments and the 
links to register for the third and final virtual public meeting. 

 
So to start off this meeting, we'll briefly go over the run down and the 
expectations for the meeting. Next I'll provide a high level overview of the draft 
PEIS, including why NOAA is undertaking that effort of identifying aquaculture 
opportunity areas in the Gulf of Mexico, the alternatives and potential effects of 
this action that are analyzed, and last but certainly the at least will be an 
opportunity for participants to provide verbal public comments, which will leave 
the majority of the time for it. As Meg noted, the meeting will conclude at 05:30 
P.M. central Standard Time 06:30 Eastern Standard Time or 30 min after the 
final comments are provided if no additional comments are being made. 
 
Okay, to show there's a clear understanding of the purpose of this specific virtual 
meeting and common opportunity we've outlined what this meeting is and isn't 
intended to be. The meeting is intended to introduce the draft programmatic 
environmental impact statement or DPEIS for the identification of aquaculture 
opportunity areas in U.S. federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico. It's also intended 
as an opportunity for NOAA to receive comments on the draft PEIS for 
aquaculture opportunity area identification in federal waters of the Gulf of 
Mexico. This meeting is not a question and answer session, and we will not be 
responding to any questions or comments from the public during this meeting. 
Participants can, however, reach out to NOAA’s regional aquaculture 
coordinators outside of this meeting with any questions you might have about 
aquaculture opportunity areas or the draft PEIS that contact information is 
provided at the end of this presentation as well as available on the Gulf AOA 
website.  
 
The public meeting opportunity is not a public comment opportunity for any 
specific permits, applications or other aquaculture initiatives. This public 
comment opportunity is just for the draft programmatic environmental impact 
statement, not for the Ocean Era pilot project or the Manna Fish Farms project, 
just for the draft PEIS for AOAs in the Gulf of Mexico. This is also not a public 
comment opportunity for the identification of aquaculture opportunity areas in 
southern California, there's a separate public comment process for that and draft 
PEIS and there will be other public meetings and public comment opportunities 
held for that effort.  

 
As a reminder, this meeting and all verbal public comments that are being 
provided will be recorded for the public record. At the conclusion of this 
presentation, there will be an opportunity for participants to provide verbal 

 



comments. If you are interested in providing verbal comments, please raise your 
hand virtually to join the queue, to provide comments Meg will take you off 
mute and a call on you when it's your time to provide those public comments. If 
you are calling into this meeting via phone, you can dial star three to raise your 
hand, and then Meg will call on you and you can unmute your phone by pressing 
star six.  

 
As a reminder, the purpose of this public meeting is to provide comments on the 
draft programmatic environmental impact statement for the identification of 
aquaculture opportunity areas in the gulf. And in order to make sure there's 
plenty of opportunity for participants to provide public comments, we're going to 
limit public comment to no longer than 3 min. The team will let you know once 
you've reached or come close to that 3 min time limit. All participants may 
rejoin the queue or provide additional comments if they would like as time 
permits. And as I mentioned, the meeting will conclude at 05:30 central standard 
time or 06:30 eastern standard time or 30 min after the final comment is 
provided. 

 
Now we'll transition to my presentation where we'll provide a little bit of 
background on those efforts to identify AOAs and a high level overview of the 
draft programmatic environmental impact statement for the identification of 
aquaculture opportunity areas and federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico. Since 
the effort to identify AOAs in the Gulf of Mexico specifically focused on federal 
waters it's important to first discuss what federal waters are and what we're 
referring to when we mention the term offshore aquaculture. In the Gulf of 
Mexico state submerged lands generally extend out to three nautical miles from 
the coast, a notable exception to the submerged lands of Texas and Florida in the 
Gulf of Mexico, which extend out to three marine leagues or approximately nine 
nautical miles from these states' coast lines. From the seaward extent of those 
state waters out to 200 nautical miles from the coasts are federal waters.  

 
And for all attending this meeting who may not be familiar with the term 
offshore marine aquaculture, offshore aquaculture is one method of growing 
marine organisms, done so in an open ocean environment. Offshore aquaculture 
is not exclusively just the growing of marine finfish. It's also used to cultivate 
shellfish, seaweed, and even systems that contain a combination of those 
species. So when the term offshore aquaculture is used in the draft PEIS it refers 
to all types of marine aquaculture.  
 
The Gulf of Mexico has a long history and interest in offshore aquaculture 
development with numerous studies conducted over the last several decades and 
with pilot and commercial scale projects for offshore aquaculture being pursued 
and permits and authorizations being pursued for those farms.  
 
With a growing human population and globally a stable wild capture harvest 
over the last 20 years, there exists an unmet need for fresh and frozen seafood in 

 



the United States that results in roughly 70 to 90% of the seafood we can 
consume in the United States being imported and of that amount of 50% of that 
seafood comes from foreign aquaculture production. With the demand for 
seafood poised for continued growth wild capture fisheries cannot simply meet 
the demand for domestic seafood, and aquaculture is an important tool that can 
help to meet that supply and that demand. Shellfish, finfish, and seaweed  
aquaculture are steady sources of safe nutritious sustainable seafood for 
consumers in the United States and worldwide. Increases in seafood demand, 
food security considerations, and economic opportunities, highlight the need for 
increased domestic aquaculture development, uplift offshore aquaculture can 
play an important role. 

 
And so to support domestic seafood production in May of 2020 executive order 
promoting American seafood competitiveness and economic growth, EO 13921 
was issued, and under section seven of that executive order direct to the 
secretary of commerce, which oversees NOAA and its fishery's office to identify 
geographic areas suitable for commercial aquaculture also known as aquaculture 
opportunity areas, and to complete a programmatic environmental impact 
statement or a PEIS to assess the impacts of siting aquaculture in those locations.  
 
In August of 2020 NOAA Fisheries selected federal waters of the Gulf of 
Mexico as one of the first two regions where AOAs might be identified. The 
decision was based on foundational work already completed to support 
aquaculture opportunity area development, including siting analyses and 
previous environmental reviews, the maturity of inter-agency communication 
and coordination, industry interests and a history of engagement with 
stakeholders on aquaculture in the region.  
 
So what is an AOA? So the executive order of promoting American seafood 
competitiveness and economic growth directs NOAA to identify AOAs. An 
AOA is simply a defined geographic area that has been evaluated to determine 
its potential suitability for commercial aquaculture. AOAs is a relatively small 
area of ocean ranging in from 500 to 2000 acres in size in the Gulf of Mexico 
that may be suitable for finfish, shellfish, seaweed, or multi species aquaculture. 
It's a planning process that uses a combination of scientific analysis and public 
engagements to identify AOAs that may be environmentally, socially, and 
economically suitable for siting multiple commercial aquaculture operations. 
AOAs may only be identified by NOAA Fisheries after the completion of a final 
programmatic environmental impact statement and issuance of a record of 
decision in accordance with the national environmental Policy Act.  

 
So what is NOAA Fisheries proposing to do? In the PEIS, NOAA Fisheries is 
proposing to identify one or more AOAs in federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico. 
To do so, we evaluate the impacts both adverse and beneficial of identifying 
AOAs and siting future aquaculture operations in those potential AOA locations. 
One major distinction between this effort and other aquaculture efforts ongoing 

 



in federal waters in the Gulf of Mexico is that identifying AOAs is a planning 
process intended to inform future aquaculture development. It is not a regulatory 
action. Identifying AOAs does not permit, lease, grant permission, or authorize 
specific aquaculture activities to occur nor do they change the permitting 
requirements that currently exist for offshore aquaculture. All permitting and 
environmental review requirements would remain the same for aquaculture 
operations sited within an AOA or outside of an AOA. However, aquaculture 
operations outside of an AOA would likely not benefit from the scientific 
analysis and public engagement that went into identifying these locations. and 
completing a programmatic environmental impact statement for the AOAs.  

 
The slide here shows the timeline of the National Environmental Policy Act 
process for the AOA identification process in the Gulf of Mexico, but NOAA’s 
work on identifying AOAs predates this timeline, working with NOAA’s 
National Center for Coastal Ocean science.for the development of the 
aquaculture opportunity Atlas for the US Gulf of Mexico. This spatial study 
considered more than 200 different spatial data layers pertaining to natural 
resources like critical habitat for projected species and sensitive habitats, 
commercial and recreational fishing, industrial activities like shipping, oil and 
gas, and wind energy development and military considerations to highlight a 
few. The Atlas development at the time represented one of the most 
comprehensive marine spatial analyses ever conducted in U.S. water. The atlas 
identified potential options for aquaculture opportunity areas that were carried 
forward for consideration in the draft programmatic environmental impact 
statement.  
 
The National Environmental Policy Act process for AOA identification started 
in June of 2022 with a 60 day public comment period in which the public was 
asked to provide input that would help to inform the development of the draft 
PEIS. Over the next two years, we worked closely with the agency worked 
closely with subject matter experts within the agency and other federal agencies. 
Partners to draft the PEIS for review and public comment today. The public 
comment period for the draft PEIS started on November 22 and will continue 
until February 20. After which NOAA will analyze and respond to subjective 
comments received during received on the draft PEIS and may make changes to 
the PEIS for the final PEIS. Should NOAA elect to proceed finalizing the PEIS 
after reviewing public comments on the draft PEIS, the agency will publish a 
final PEIS followed by a record of decision. Only then would AOAs be 
identified in the Gulf of Mexico. Stakeholder input is an extremely critical 
element to the development of the PEIS. 

 
I mentioned NOAA was working with a team of federal agency partners to 
develop this PEIS. The Army Corps engineers US Air Force and US 
Environmental protection Agency are serving as cooperating agencies on this 
draft PAIS. We are also receiving assistance from the Bureau of our ocean 
energy management, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and U.S. Coast Guard with 

 



respect to their roles and expertise as it relates to aquaculture. This broad 
participation of federal agencies ensures the PEIS will be useful in helping to 
inform future permitting and environmental review processes for aquaculture 
operations sited within AOAs. 
 
The purpose of undertaking this effort is our three fold. First, it's to apply a 
science based approach to identify AOAs in federal waters of the Gulf of 
Mexico. Second, it's to meet the directives of the executive order 13921 to 
address the increasing demand for seafood, facilitate long term planning for 
marine aquaculture development and address interests and concerns regarding 
offshore aquaculture siting. And third, to promote American seafood 
competitiveness, food security, economic growth, and support the development 
of domestic commercial aquaculture while sustaining and serving marine source 
resources, consistent with applicable laws, regulations, and policies. 

 
NOAA’s proposed action is to identify locations, AOAs, that may be suitable for 
multiple future offshore aquaculture operations in U.S. federal waters of the Gulf 
of Mexico and to evaluate the potential impacts associated with siting 
aquaculture in those locations in the future. The draft PEIS analyzes, and 
discusses potential impacts of identifying up to five AOAs in federal waters of 
Gulf of Mexico and discusses the potential impacts of siting commercial 
aquaculture operations within those locations at a future time. 
 
As I previously mentioned, the action does not change existing permitting author 
authorizations, consultations or environmental review requirements for future 
offshore aquaculture operations. It does not propose or evaluate any individual 
aquaculture projects or activities. Identifying AOAs is a planning effort that 
provides information for future offshore aquaculture operations and regulatory 
authorities to consider to inform the siting, permitting and environmental review 
of those operations cited within aquaculture opportunity areas. 
 
The alternatives considered in the draft programmatic environmental impact 
statement are a subset of five locations from the aquaculture opportunity Atlas 
for the U.S. Gulf of Mexico. In addition to those five locations, no action 
alternative or baseline conditions are also considered. The preferred alternatives 
being proposed for potential AOA locations are noted as preferred alternatives. 
 
Alternative 1, No action. NMFS would not identify AOAs in federal waters of 
the Gulf of Mexico. Under this alternative, aquaculture development could still 
occur, however, operations sited outside of the areas analyzed in draft PEIS 
would not benefit from the preliminary environmental review of potentially 
suitable sites. 
 
Preferred alternative 2. Atlas AOA option W-1. W-1 is a 2000 acre area located 
approximately 79 km east of Port Mansfield, Texas and 90 km northeast of 
Isabelle, Texas. And that would be identified as an AOA in federal waters of the 

 



Gulf of Mexico. The location would be considered potentially suitable for all 
types of commercial agriculture including finfish, shellfish, macro algae, or 
multi species aquaculture operations.  

 
For preferred alternative 3 Atlas AOA option W-4. W-4 is a 2000 acre area 
located approximately 89.8 km southeast of Port Aransas inlet entering Corpus 
Christi Bay and 103.4 km to the inlet entering Matagorda Bay. This area would 
be identified as an AOA in federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico, and the 
location would be considered potentially suitable for all types of aquaculture 
including finfish, shellfish, macroalgae, or multi species aquaculture operations.  

 
Preferred alternative W-4 or preferred alternative 4, Atlas AOA option W-8. W-8 
is a 500 acre area located 107.4 km southeast of Freeport, Texas and would be 
identified as an aquaculture opportunity area in federal waters of the gulf. The 
location would be considered potentially suitable for all types of commercial 
aquaculture, including finfish, shellfish, macro algae, or multi species 
aquaculture Operations.  
 
Preferred alternative 5, Atlas AOA option C-3. C-3 is a 2000 acre area located 
133.4 km South of Pecan Island, Louisiana, and 137.5 km south of Marsh Island, 
Louisiana. This area would be identified as an AOA in federal waters of the Gulf 
of Mexico, and the location would be considered potentially suitable for all types 
of commercial aquaculture, including finfish, shellfish, macro algae or multi 
species aquaculture operations.  
 
Alternative 6, Atlas AOA option C-13. C-13 is a 500 acre area located 
approximately 36 km down river from Venice, Louisiana and 9.6 km from the 
inlet at South Pass and 21.8 km from Southwest Pass. This area would be 
identified as an AOA in federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico and the location 
would be considered potentially suitable for all types of commercial aquaculture, 
including finfish, shellfish, macro algae or multi species operation. Note that this 
location is not listed as a preferred alternative due to the results of the analysis in 
the draft PEIS. This is in part due to having the highest level of documented 
vessel traffic through the alternative of all AOA alternatives and moderate levels 
of shrimp trawling activity within the AOA option. 
 
These next couple of slides just show some maps of the alternative that were 
considered in the draft PEIS. So this slide shows the 2000 acre preferred 
alternative 2, W-1 in its general location and its proximity to Port Isabelle and 
the pass at Port Mansfield. Yeah, this area shows preferred alternative 3, W-4, 
and the slide shows the 2000 acre area and its general location and proximity to 
Port Aransas and Matagorda Bay. This slide shows the 2000 acre preferred 
alternative 3. W-4 sorry…. preferred alternative 4 W-8 and its general location 
and proximity to port Freeport, Texas. This slide shows the 2000 acre preferred 
alternative 5 C-3 and its general location and its proximity to Pecan Island and 
Marsha Island, Louisiana. This location is further from the shore of all AOA 

 



alternatives that's located approximately 113 nautical miles from shore. And this 
slide shows the 500 acre alternative 5, C-3 in its general location and its 
proximity to Southwest pass and South pass. And this location is the closest to 
shore of all the AOA alternatives. It's approximately five nautical miles from 
shore. 

 
In the description of these alternatives, I noted the size of these spaces which 
were either 500 or 2000 acres in size, which is a relatively small scale of area for 
the Gulf of Mexico. Just to give a sense of that scale, 500 acres is equivalent to 
0.79 sq mi. And by comparison the 500 acres is about the size of 379 football 
fields where roughly the size of the Port of Miami or Universal Studios is 
Florida. That 500 acres represents 0.0003% of the Gulf of Mexico's federal 
waters total area. In 2000 acres is equivalent to approximately 3 sq mi, and by 
comparison 2000 acres is equivalent to about 1500 football fields or roughly two 
and a half times the size of Central Park. The 2000 acres represents 0.001% of 
the Gulf of Mexico federal water's total area. And compared with the recent 
planning effort for wind energy development of the Gulf of Mexico, the total 
area of all preferred AOA alternatives is 6500 acres, and that's less than 1 % of 
the final wind energy areas approved for the Gulf of Mexico.  

 
And as you can see on these slides there are four AOA options highlighted in 
yellow that were identified in the aquaculture opportunity atlas for the Gulf of 
Mexico to consider for specific potential AOA options. Those locations are C-11 
off the coast of Louisiana, E-1, E-3, and E-4 off the west coast of Florida. And 
after considering the best available data, public comment from the notice of 
intent, and through the coordination with our federal agencies NOAA decided to 
eliminate these locations from further detailed review in the draft programmatic. 
Environmental impact statement and they were not carried forward for analysis 
as alternatives to potentially become AOAs. The three locations of Florida's west 
coast, within the eastern study area, the Atlas, those are areas E-1, E-3, and E-4. 
Military readiness and training activities by all U.S. armed forces have increased 
substantially over the last several years, especially in federal waters of the west 
coast of Florida. These recent changes in those uses increase the potential for 
public health and safety concerns for projects sited within those areas, it makes it 
likely such projects would receive, would be unable to receive the needed 
authorizations as they proceed as they could impact military readiness.  
 
Additionally stakeholder scoping comments of these areas expressed concern 
related to extreme weather events, such as hurricanes and tropical storms, and 
water quality impairment from harmful alga booms, which could present 
challenges for commercial aquaculture development seeking permits within 
AOAs at these locations. For these reasons, the National Marine Fisheries 
Service, NOAA Fisheries, determined potential AOA options E-1, E-3, and E-4 
were not consistent with the purpose of this action to ensure coordinated, 
predictable and transparent federal actions and remove unnecessary regular 

 



regulatory burdens for aquaculture development. As a result, these areas were 
eliminated as options from further detailed study in the draft PEIS.  

 
Public scoping comments and from various fishery stakeholders, such as the 
Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council, Southern Shrimp Alliance, and 
members of the fishing community indicated that Atlas AOA option C-11 
overlapped with important shrimp trawling grounds. The National Marine 
Fishery Service subsequently verified the high shrimping activity occurred 
within the boundaries of that option, C-11, using electronic log book data. This 
area also overlaps with high use areas for several protected species including 
Kemp’s Ridley, and loggerhead sea turtles, giant manta ray, and the Atlantic 
spotted dolphin. Because of these reasons and other considerations C-11 was 
also removed from the further detailed study in the draft PEIS. And that's not to 
say that aquaculture could not occur in these particular locations or other smaller 
areas, however, it's outside the scope of what this AOA planning effort is in the 
Gulf of Mexico.  

 
Potential environmental impacts, the draft programmatic environmental impact 
statement analyzes a range of potential effects on the administrative, physical, 
biological, socioeconomic, cultural, and historical environments, and climate 
from the identification of aquaculture opportunity areas and the potential site. 
We have aquaculture operations in those locations. The draft PDEIS also 
considers the cumulative effects of identifying aquaculture opportunity areas. 
For the resources in the biological environment and the potential effects of future 
offshore aquaculture operations sited within aquaculture opportunity areas, were 
analyzed and included potential impacts associated with water quality, waste and 
unconsumed feed, acoustic disturbances, light disturbance, wild species 
aggregation, escapement, introduction of non-native species, the use of forge 
fish and fish meal and feeds, a disease and pathogen transmission, antibiotic use, 
marine debris, and entanglement and entrapment as well as vessel strikes.  
 
The draft programmatic environmental impact statement also notes instances 
where aquaculture opportunity area alternatives avoid overlap with key 
resources and biologically sensitive areas. For example, none of the aquaculture 
opportunity areas are located within the observed areas of the hypoxic zone or 
dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico, and none of the AOA Options or alternatives 
overlap with the proposed Rice’s whale critical habitat. The complete description 
of the environment and potential effects can be found in chapters three and four 
of the draft programmatic environmental impact statement. 
 
So I mentioned in addition to the opportunity to provide verbal public comment 
this evening, the public also has the opportunity to provide written comment, 
and so I wanted to make sure that process was laid out. So electronically written 
comments can be provided by logging into the www.regulations.gov and typing 
NOAA-NMFS-2024-0135 in the search box and clicking on the comment 
button. The public will be asked to provide some personal information in certain 

 



fields of that form in order to provide comment. If you do not wish to provide 
that information you can simply. Add NA to any of the required fields. 
Additionally, you can also provide written comments via mail, sending 
comments to Andrew Richard, Regional Aquaculture Coordinator, NOAA 
Fisheries, Southeast Regional Office, 263 13th Avenue south, St. Petersburg 
Florida, 33701 in regards to Gulf AOA PEIS. 

 
And so thank you very much for your attention. As I mentioned previously, 
tonight's public meeting will not be a question to answer session. We will not be 
responding to any questions. If you do happen to have any questions specific to 
the draft programmatic environmental impact statement, you can feel free to 
reach out to our regional aquaculture coordinators at the email address above the 
phone number listed there, and you can also find that information on the Gulf 
AOA website or you can scan, which you can scan the QR code there in the 
bottom right corner. That'll take you right to them. 

 
And so at this time, we'll open up the floor for public comments. If you are 
interested in providing verbal comments, please raise your virtual hand here to 
join the queue to provide comments Meg will take you off mute, and call you 
when it's your turn to provide comments. If you are calling into this meeting, 
you can dial star three on your phone to raise your hand. And then the team will 
call on you to provide public comment. You can press star six to unmute your 
phone, to provide comment.  
 
As a reminder, the purpose of the public meeting is to provide comments on the 
draft programmatic environmental impact statement for the identification of 
aquaculture opportunity areas in federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico. And in 
order to make sure there's an opportunity for all participants to provide 
comments, we ask that you please keep your comments to no longer than 3 min. 
The team will let you know once you reach your 3 min time limit, but you are 
more than welcome once your public, if you haven't finished your public 
comment or you do have additional public comments to rejoin the queue, and 
you'll be able to provide additional comments as time permits.  
 
As we noted, the meeting will conclude at 05:30 P.M. Central Standard Time 
06:30 Eastern Standard Time or 30 min after the last public comment is 
received. And as a reminder, this meeting is being recorded and will be part of 
the administrative record for the PEIS. At this time we are inviting only, we are 
inviting comments on the draft programmatic environmental impact statement. 
Thank you. 

 
Megan Ewald 

Great, thank you Andrew, and here we'll move into the public comments section. 
So please go ahead and raise your hand if you would like to comment. Okay I'm 
seeing one from Bob Sales. Bob, I'm going to go ahead and request to unmute. 

 

 



Bob Zales 
Can you hear me?  

 
Megan Ewald 

I can hear you. Please go ahead. 
 
Bob Zales 

Okay. I'm Bob Zales. I'm the executive Director of Southeastern Fisheries 
Association, and during this whole process over the past several years, I've 
represented several different other organizations, Southern Offshore Fishing 
Association, the National Association of Charter boat operators, and the groups I 
have represented have been everything from private recreational charter for hire 
to commercial. In the Gulf of Mexico, from the beginning of this process from 
years ago, we've argued against any kind of offshore aquaculture operation on 
the Gulf of Mexico for a primary reason for the fact that the Gulf of Mexico is a 
prime target and is hit every year by at least one, if not several major hurricanes. 

 
We've had presentations from different companies or heard presentations from 
different companies who would like to do aquaculture operations and they claim 
that, oh, well, we have these cages, we'll sink them to the bottom, we'll do this, 
we'll do that. The cages can’t sustain this kind of sea condition, this kind of wind 
condition, and I'm sorry none of that is true. You can look at the offshore oil 
industry. Storms have knocked down platforms and torn up pipelines. When you 
look at recent storms that have come in on the West Coast of Florida, you see 
tons of sand being pushed up from the bottom into the beaches and inland. So if 
you tell me that you're going to drop a cage to the bottom, if a storm is going to 
move sand, it's certainly going to move a cage. And so we've got serious 
problems with doing any kind of aquaculture operation other than some type of 
shellfish oysters or crowns, something like that or any kind of thing to do with 
finfish or any kind of pelagic fish or any kind of fish that's out there that you're 
going to put into a cage that you're going to provide some kind of food source to, 
most likely some kind of growth components are going to be in there, some kind 
of antibiotic components are going to be in there. These things are going to be in 
cages, storms rose through here, and all these enhanced variations of local wild 
stock fish, get into the water and come from and completely destroy the 
resource. Especially from the commercial fishing, organizations, we can't allow 
that. We can't, we can't worry about going out and, and harvesting fish that had 
been genetically altered away from their normal. Normal thing. It's almost like 
introducing invasive species into the Gulf of Mexico.  

 
And so, no matter where you say that you can site these things, none of them can 
be safe from any kind of storm activity and storm activity and your own 
information from the fishery service if you truly believe in climate change. All 
y'all talk about is how these storms are going to enhance over time. So they'll get 
worse. 

 

 



Megan Ewald 
Thank you for your comment, I'm going to give you 10 seconds to wrap up for 
your 3 min comment if you'd like to continue. 

 
Bob Zales 

No, that that's pretty much it. It's just you know we don't support and can't 
support anything like this in the Gulf of Mexico for the primary reason of the 
damage that will ensue as a result of storms coming to the gulf. 

 
Megan Ewald 

Thank you for your comment. I'm going to lower your hand and take you off of 
mute or put you back on mute. I'm not seeing any other raised hands, but I'd 
welcome all attendees to raise your hand and provide a comment. 

 
Okay Eric, I'm seeing your hand raised. I just requested an unmute. 

 
Eric Brazer 

Can you guys hear me?  
 

Megan Ewald 
I can hear you loud and clear. 

 
Eric Brazer 

Fantastic. Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment. My name's Erik 
Brazer. I'm the deputy Director of the Gulf of Mexico Reef Fish Shareholders 
Alliance. We represent commercial reef fish fisherman from Brownsville, Texas 
down through the Florida Keys from some of the smallest owner operators to 
some of the largest vertically integrated seafood businesses in the Gulf. We 
appreciate the opportunity to hear from you guys on the DPEIS. We're still 
navigating through it. It's a pretty beefy document, and we look forward to 
providing our more detailed written comments by the deadline.  

 
But I really just wanted to jump in and, you know, thank you guys and say that 
we're supportive of this process. This AOA process has been incredibly 
inclusive, it appears to be very science based, very methodical, in the analysis. I 
mean, we, you know, we're regulars in the fishery management world we’re 
regulars at Gulf council meetings, been doing this for decades and, you know, 
frankly, we rarely have ever seen such a comprehensive approach to 
environmental analysis that we've seen with this AOA process and frankly, we 
wish that this could be mimicked elsewhere especially as offshore wind 
considerations are coming to the Gulf and certainly in the fishery management 
world. So from a process perspective, I just wanted to thank you guys and say 
it's been a very good process so far. So thank you. 

 

 



Megan Ewald 
Thank you for your comments. I'm going to put you back on mute and lower 
your hand. The floor is open for all who would like to raise their hand and 
provide a comment. 

 
As a reminder, you can raise your hand by clicking the hand on the lower right 
part of your screen or by following the or by pressing star three if you're on the 
phone. I'll, I'm not currently seeing any raised hands, but the floor is open. 

 
Andrew Richard 

Yeah, we'll just put a little reminder, a little plug out here as well that we do have 
one additional public virtual public meeting that is scheduled for Thursday 13 
February. It'll be the last of these virtual public meetings, but there's a link there 
if folks would like to sign up for that. You can also go to our aquaculture 
opportunity area website and sign up for that as well.  
 
And just a reminder that at any point in time during this public comment process 
was run till Thursday February 20 you can provide written comments as well in 
addition to participating in that virtual public meeting. You can go to 
www.regulations.gov and enter NOAA-NMFS-2024-0135 and you type that into 
the search box and it'll pull up the docket that has the draft PEIS. You can click 
on the comment icon, complete the required fields, and either attach or write 
your comments there on that form. You could put NA into any of the personal 
information fields if you'd like to make your comments remain anonymous or 
you can include any of your, you can include your name or public affiliation, 
things like that.  
 
You can also provide written comment by mail, you can send your comments 
into Andrew Richard regional aquaculture coordinator, NOAA Fisheries 
Southeast Regional Office, 263 13th Avenue south, and that' St. Petersburg, 
Florida, 33701 in regards to Gulf AOA PEIS and that'll also be a way to have 
your public comments considered. And so just a reminder, if you'd like to join 
the queue, you can raise your hand virtually and 

 
Megan Ewald 

Looks like we have a hand raised. We call in user number four. Thanks for 
raising your hand. I just requested you to unmute Okay. 

 
Call in user number four, we should be able to hear you. Can you please 
introduce yourself. Call in user number four, we can't hear you. 

 
Can you hear us? Okay, I think you just put yourself back on mute. I'm going to 
request another unmute if you would care to provide a comment. 

 
Colles Stowell 

Hello. Can you hear me now?  

 



 
Megan Ewald 

I can hear you now.  
 
Colles Stowell 

Okay, thank you. Yeah, my name is Colles Stowell. I run One Fish Foundation. 
It's a sustainable seafood education nonprofit. I also collaborate with Slow Fish 
North America and Don't Cage our Oceans. My comments have been born and 
raised in New Orleans. I do have some concerns about the AOAs proposed here. 
The location of them is one thing, but the overall operations is another. As was 
stated earlier, the concern about storms and the instability of any of these 
structures, whether they're fixed or floating, would jeopardize wild fish 
populations, in particular, I mean, again, you know, there's plenty of science that 
shows that disease passes from the net pens to wild populations that are 
swimming by. 

 
Also, you've got the inputs, the issues with antibiotics, pesticides, growth 
hormones, and the impact, the ecological impact that has. You also have 
socioeconomic concerns in terms of what are you going to feed the fish? Most 
the predominant feed that goes into these is forage fish. When you start crushing 
forage fish populations, then you're going to have a significant impact 
ecologically, but also when a lot of the feed that is coming either off the coast of 
Peru or off the coast of West Africa, you're taking the food out of the mouths of 
people that actually live there. So there are a number of concerns with the 
industrial scale of these proposed projects. I mean, again, you're talking about 
creating areas that would be suitable for aquaculture. My point is that right now 
at an industrial scale, particularly with finfish, you've got problems to consider. 
That's all I need to say for right now. Thank you. 

 
Megan Ewald 

Thank you for your comment. I'm going to put you back onto mute and lower 
your hand. The floor is open for public comments. Please raise your hand if you 
would like to chime in. 

 
Andrew Richard 

This is just a reminder that if you're interested in providing verbal comments, 
you could raise your hand virtually to join the queue at any time, and then you'll 
be able to provide your comments, and it'll take you off mute and call on you 
when it's your turn to provide those comments. If you are calling into this 
meeting via phone. You can dial star three to raise your hand, and when the team 
calls on you, the caller will unmute themselves or Meg will unmute you on her 
end.  
 
As a reminder, the purpose of the public meetings is to provide comments on the 
draft programmatic environmental impact statement for the identification of 
aquaculture opportunity areas and federal waters of the Gulf. And in order to 

 



make sure there's an opportunity for all meeting participants to provide 
comments, we ask that you please provide your comments and keep them no 
longer than 3 min, but we are more than happy to circle back and you're more 
than welcome to join the queue and provide additional comments as time allows.  
 
This meeting will conclude at 05:30 central time, 06:30 eastern Standard time or 
30 min after the last public comments received. And just as a reminder, the 
meeting is being recorded, it's part of the administrative record for the 
programmatic environmental impact statement, and at this time we're inviting 
comments on the draft PEIS. 

 
Megan Ewald 

Thank you, Andrew. I'm not currently seeing any raised hands. The floor is open 
for those who would like to comment, and of course you can also join us at our 
3rd and final Gulf of Mexico AOA listening session or submit comments via 
writing or online. We've started the timer. This meeting will conclude 30 min 
after. If the final comment has been received, the public is more than welcome to 
raise their hand and provide a comment at this time. 

 
Andrew Richard 

And as being noted, we do have one more virtual public meeting that will be an 
opportunity for the public to provide comment on the draft programmatic 
environmental impact statement. That'll be held on Thursday, 13 February, and 
that'll be at 06:30 P.M. Central Standard Time 07:30 Eastern Standard Time. You 
can scan that code there, that'll take. See right to the registration link or you can 
visit our aquaculture opportunity area website for the Gulf of Mexico, and on 
that front page there is a link to register for this third public meeting.  
 
And then in addition to that 3rd virtual public meeting, also the opportunity to 
provide written comments. And so the deadline for public comment is Thursday 
20 February, and you can go online electronically to www.regulations.gov, and 
enter NOAA-NMFS-2024-0135 and you put that in the search box and the 
docket with the copy of the draft programmatic environmental impact statement 
will come up. You can click on the comment icon, complete the required fields 
or enter, attach your comments to the forms. If you do not wish to provide any 
personal information, you can select or enter NA to remain anonymous.  
 
You can also provide your written comments by mail. You can send those to 
Andrew Richard, Regional Aquaculture coordinator, NOAA Fisheries, Southeast 
Regional Office, 263 13th avenue, south, St. Petersburg Florida, 33701 in 
regards to Gulf AOA PEIS. 

 
And this is just a reminder that at this time we have the floor open for public 
comments. If you're interested in providing verbal comments, please raise your 
hand virtually to join the queue to provide comments. Meg will take you off 
mute and call on you when you're sure to provide those comments. If you're 

 



calling in to the meeting, you can dial star three to raise your hand. And when 
she calls on you, they will unmute you and you'll be able to provide your public 
comment.  
 
As a reminder, the purpose of the public meeting is to provide public comments 
on the draft programmatic environmental impact statement for the identification 
of aquaculture opportunity areas in federal orders of the Gulf of Mexico, and in 
order to make sure there's an opportunity for all meeting participants to provide 
comments, we ask that you please to keep your comments to no longer than 3 
minutes, and the team will let you know when you reach that, but you're more 
than happy to rejoin the queue to provide additional comments if you'd like and 
as time permits.  
 
And the meeting will conclude 30 min from the last public comment, which I 
believe. was… is in 25 min from now. Yep, so we have 25 min, which will keep 
the meeting open. It's an opportunity for folks to provide comment. And as a 
reminder, you can register for our third, and final virtual public meeting for the 
Gulf of Mexico culture Opportunity Area initiative or provide written comments. 

 
Megan Ewald 

Yeah thank you Andrew. The floor is open and we welcome the public to raise 
their hand and provide a comment at this time. I'm seeing a raised hand, 
Refik…I have requested you to unmute. 

 
Refik Orhun 

I am a fisheries biologist and have worked a long time in aquaculture. I made a 
calculation and I would like to share this calculation with the audience. I 
calculated how much nitrogen 100,000 pounds of fish would produce and they 
eat about 3% of percent per day. I was nitrogen content with, let's say 45% of 
protein, and that equals about 78 kg per day at harvest density of nitrogen. Now, 
I calculate how many cows that would take? To have that same amount, cow is 
about 900 pounds, then they're yields with about 50%... oh I'm sorry, they have 
about 93 kg, 97 kg or 60 pounds of feces per day with a 3% nitrogen content 
and, you're in about, that's, it's about 1 kg extreme per day. So the calculation 
comes out we actually about 73 cows are as much as 18,000 or 18 as much as 
100,000 pounds of fish. 

 
And, so basically what the EPA is right now allowing is 73 cows. We know that 
daily slaughter rate is about 100,000 per day. If you calculate that out, you come 
out to about 2.6 million metric tons of nitrogen released by these cows. The ones 
that are harvested. We know about 4 million metric tons comes down to 
Mississippi. So, in order to have basically these farms, you could have in order 
equivalent of those cows, you would have probably, 38,000 of those, of those 
farms. So the scale of the aquaculture operation compared to agriculture is so 
minute and you know how much antibiotics is used in the poultry industry, For 
example. So I just wanted to say that people should take perspective how much 

 



these boeings (word unclear), they don't rectify gravity, they have cold blooded, 
and how much, how much more. Efficient they are than land based production. 
That's my comment. Thank you. 

 
Megan Ewald 

Thank you very much for your comment. The floor is open for those who would 
like to raise their hand and provide the input. 
 
I'm not currently seeing any raised hands, but the floor is open for those who 
would like to provide public comment. 
 
Still not seeing any raised hands, but the floor is open. As a reminder, you can 
raise your hand by pressing the hand icon on the bottom right hand part of your 
screen. For those joining on the phone, please press star three to join the queue 
and then star six to unmute your line when you're called on. Barring any other 
public comments, we will wrap up this meeting around 06:00 central time. Okay 
I'm sorry for those of us joining us from Central Time, we will wrap up around 
05:00, central. Barring any other comments, but the floor is open for those who 
would like to raise their hand. 

 
Andrew Richard 

Yeah, everybody, this is just a reminder that at this time we have the floor open 
for public comments. If you're interested in providing verbal comments at this 
meeting, please raise your hand virtually to join the queue, to provide comments. 
Meg will take you off mute and you can provide your comments for the record. 
If you are calling into this meeting, you can dial star three to raise your hand. 
And then you'll may go unmute you and allow you to provide your public 
comment.  
 
As a reminder, the purpose of the public meeting is to provide, excuse me, 
provide comments on the draft programmatic environmental impact statement 
for the identification of agriculture opportunity areas in federal waters of the 
Gulf of Mexico. And please try to keep your comments to around 3 min. It 
doesn't look like we have a lot of folks in the queue, but we'll try to keep that to 
comments to around 3 min.  
 
The meeting will conclude right around 05:00. Central time 06:00 Eastern time 
if we don't receive any more comments until then and just a reminder the 
meeting's being recorded, and we are inviting comments on the draft PEIS. And 
also following tonight's meeting, there will be one more remaining opportunity 
to provide verbal comments on the draft programmatic environmental impact 
statement to identify AOAs in federal waters of the Gulf of Mexico. You can 
register by scanning that code there or going to our agriculture opportunity area 
for the Gulf of Mexico website. The links are right on the front page there. 
They're also on the get involved page. You'll find lots of information on that 

 



page as well regarding the aquaculture opportunity area process as well as links 
to the draft programmatic environmental impact statement.  
 
This is also just a reminder that in addition to verbal comments, you may or the 
public may provide comments anytime during the public comment period, which 
runs through Thursday February 20. You can log on to www.regulations.gov and 
enter NOAA-NMFS-2024-0135 in the search box and then click on the comment 
icon to provide comments and you'll be prompted to provide your information. 
Putting in a couple of the fields there. If you do not wish to provide any personal 
information and wish to remain anonymous, you can type NA into those boxes.  
 
You can also provide comments by mail, and you can address your comments to 
Andrew Richard, Regional Aquaculture Coordinator, NOAA Fisheries, 
Southeast Regional Office, 263 13th South, St. Petersburg, Florida, 33701, in 
regard to aquaculture, Gulf AOA P DIS. 

 
Megan Ewald 

It has been about 15 min since the last comment, but the floor is still open. 
Encourage anyone who would like to provide a public comment to raise their 
hand and share at this time. If we don't receive any further public comments, we 
will wrap up this webinar in about 15 min. Thank you to everybody who joined 
today and to everybody who's provided a comment so far. 

 
LaDon.. I'm seeing that your hand is raised. I just requested you to unmute. 

 
LaDon Swann 

I really appreciate the due diligence, the Office Aquaculture has done in putting 
the plan together. As a Sea Grant Director for Mississippi and Alabama and also 
involved in aquaculture area that I'd like to say that I support ways to sustainably 
produce seafood, domestic seafood, whether it's commercial through aquaculture 
or recreational fishing. More importantly I put a great deal of value on our work 
and waterfronts around the Gulf of Mexico and I support opportunities to work 
on the water that would create jobs for these communities. Thank you. 

 
Megan Ewald 

Thank you for your comment LaDon. I'm going to lower your hand and thank 
you for putting yourself back on mute. The floor is open for anyone else who 
would like to provide a public comment. 

 
As a reminder, the floor is still open. We will be accepting public comments 
either through the end of the scheduled webinar or for the next 30 min. Please 
raise your hand and unmute if you'd like to provide a verbal comment at this 
time. 

 



 
Andrew Richard 

Yeah, everybody, it's just a reminder that following tonight's meeting, there will 
be one more opportunity for verbal public comments on the draft programmatic 
environmental impact statements to identify AOAs in federal waters of the Gulf 
of Mexico, and that will be on Thursday February 13 at 06:30 central time, 
07:30 Eastern Standard Time, and so you can scan that picture there to register if 
you haven't already, for the 3rd and final public meeting. You can also go to our 
aquaculture opportunity area website, and on the front page there is the link to 
register for that 3rd and final public meeting.  
 
And in addition to that 3rd and final public meeting, through Thursday 29 
February is the opportunity to provide a written public comment. You can do 
that electronically by logging onto www.regulations.gov, entering 
NOAA-NMFS-2024-0135 you can input that into the search box, and then click 
on the comment icon, complete the required fields and enter or attach your 
public comments. You can put your personal information there in the required 
fields, and if you wish to remain anonymous, you can enter an A  
 
You can also provide written comments by mail, sending those to Andrew 
Richard Regional Aquaculture Coordinator, NOAA Fisheries, Southeast 
Regional Office, 263 13th Avenue south, St. Petersburg, Florida, 33701 
regarding Gulf AOA PEIS, so you can also provide comments those two ways, 
and again, you'll be able to provide those public comments until Thursday 
February 20,  2025.  
 
And just a reminder if you'd like to provide a public comment here on this 
meeting this evening, you still have the opportunity to do so. You can raise your 
hand virtually to join the queue. If you are calling in, you can press star three to 
join the queue and then you'll be taken off. You called on in order. When 
prompted you can clearly state your name, location, affiliation if you wish, and 
provide your comments on the draft PEIS. We ask that you please keep your 
comments to around 3 min in case anybody else wants to use the remaining time 
to provide those public comments, but you may have rejoined the queue if 
there's time and as it allows. So, the meeting will continue until 05:30 Central 
Standard Time, 06:30 Eastern Standard Time or 30 min after the last public 
comment was received. And again, the meeting's being recorded as part of the 
administrative record, and we are inviting comments on the draft DEIS for the A 
Gulf of Mexico Aquaculture Opportunity area DPEIS. Thanks. 

 
Megan Ewald 

It has been 10 min since our last question, but the floor or since our last 
comment, but the floor is open. Please raise your hand if you would like to 
provide a verbal comment at this time. Barring any other comments, we will 
wrap up this webinar in about 20 min. Thank you. 

 

 



Thanks to everybody who joined and for everybody who's still here. The floor is 
still open to submit comments. Please raise your hand if you have something to 
say. Otherwise we will be concluding this webinar in about 15 min. Thank you. 

 
Okay, thank you to everyone who's joined today. The floor is still open for 
public comments. It has been 21 min since our last public comment and barring 
any other raised hands, we will wrap up this meeting in about 10 min. Thank you 
all today who joined and for everyone who submitted a comment. 

 
I'm not seeing any raised hands. We will end our webinar in 5 min. The floor is 
still open. If you would like to submit a comment, please raise your hand either 
by clicking the icon on the bottom right hand part of your screen or by pressing 
star three to raise your hand and then star six to unmute. 

 
Andrew Richard 

Hello everybody. This is just a reminder that we do have one more virtual public 
meeting that will be an opportunity for the public to provide comments on the 
draft programmatic environmental impact statement to identify AOAs and 
federal orders of the gulf. That will be held on 13 February at 06:30 P.M. Central 
Standard Time 07:30 Eastern Standard Time. You can click on. Have a link 
there. Scan the QR code or go on to our aquaculture opportunity area, PEIS 
website for the Gulf of Mexico for registration link there to participate in that 
call.  
 
And you also have the opportunity to provide written comments now through 
Thursday 20 February, the conclusion of the public comment period, you can log 
on to red www.regulations.gov and then type in NOAA-NMFS-20240135 and 
then add that. Right into the search box and then click on the comment icon that 
pops up and that'll allow you to provide your written comments or to attach your 
comments. You can provide your information in the required fields, if you wish 
to remain anonymous, you can simply put NA in the personal information fields.  
 
You can also provide comments by mail. You can send those comments to 
Andrew Richard, Regional Aquaculture Coordinator, NOAA Fisheries, 
Southeast Regional Office, 263 13th Avenue south, St. Petersburg, Florida 
33701 in regards to Gulf AOA PEIS.  
 
And I'm looking here. We have about a minute left here before we're going to 
close up the public comment period. It looks like we will wait a couple more 
minutes and 30 s or so and see if anybody has any comments. But if not, we'll 
conclude this meeting, and just want to say thank you to everybody who stuck 
around and listened to the description of the PEIS and for those who provided a 
comment.  
 
Again, it's a reminder that if you do have any questions about the draft 
programmatic environmental impact statement, you can reach out to the regional 

 



aquaculture coordinators at the email there at the bottom or reach out to our 
office. They're happy to answer any questions you might have. Again, there's 
one more virtual public meeting Thursday February 13, and you can sign up on 
our aquaculture opportunity area website. 

 
I don't see any hand raised so I think we are good to conclude the meeting this 
evening. Thank you very much for participating and for joining. 
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