e v M LR

he U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Organic Standards Board (NOSB)
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has been working for several years to establish organic standards for aquacul-
ture products (farmed fish) and will be voting on a set of proposed standards after
their meeting November 17-20, 2008. Although organic standards will likely never
be applicable to wild fish, which in many cases may be a better choice for consum-
ers than farmed fish, the development of USDA organic aquaculture standards
could be instrumental in giving fish farmers a market they need to sustainably pro-
duce fish and shellfish. However, it is crucial that the standards be more stringent
than those currently proposed, in order to protect the credibility of the “organic”
label and live up to the principles of organic production intended to protect the en-

vironment and consumer health.

Any USDA standard for organic aquaculture must in-
clude:

Aquaculture feed

Wild aquatic species must not be used as a source of
feed for organic farm-raised aquatic animals. Wild fish
are subject to many uncontrollable variables and prone
to contamination from substances such as mercury and
PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls).! According to the
NOSB definition, organic food production is based on
minimal use of off-farm inputs and management practic-
es that restore, maintain and enhance ecological harmo-
ny.2 Regardless of whether wild fish are caught domesti-
cally or imported from abroad, depleting the environment
of wild fish so that they may be used to feed fish raised in
aquaculture facilities goes against the basic principles of
organic production.

Instead, feed should come from certified organic agricul-
tural inputs or from aquatic species that have been cul-
tured under controlled and organic conditions. Options for
supplementing organic feed include producing some nutri-
ents within the tanks,? using an algae-based feed,* or reus-
ing byproducts of one cultured species to feed another.5

No chemical inputs

Just as with organic production of meat, poultry, eggs,
dairy, fruits and vegetables,® no chemicals, pesticides,
antibiotics, genetic modifications or artificial hormones
should be used in aquaculture that is certified organic.

Separation from the surrounding
environment/no net pens

To prevent effluent from being released into the sur-
rounding marine environment or causing groundwater
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Above: Misleading labeling already exists on seafood claiming to be eco-friendly. Consumers need clear standards for organic seafood products.



contamination at land-based systems, and to avoid es-
capes, which alter and often weaken the gene pool of wild
populations, all organic aquaculture operations should be
adequately sealed off from the surrounding environment.
This could include closed tanks or lined ponds with walls
high enough to prevent overflow. Net pens, which place
farmed fish in open bodies of water, causing massive eco-
logical and genetic pollution,” must not be permitted.

Responsible water sourcing

Because it takes a tremendous amount of water to fill
commercial-scale fish tanks for aquaculture production,
it is important that organic standards consider water
sourcing. Aquaculture facilities should not drain water
from limited aquifers that are important for the local
communities’ water needs.

Re-circulating tanks/no flow-through

Flow-through aquaculture, which involves excessive con-
sumption and expulsion of water, should not be permitted
under organic aquaculture standards. Organic aquaculture
operations should re-circulate 100 percent of their water,
or use the portion that is not re-circulated for agricultural
or conservation purposes. Organic aquaculture operations
that are not fully re-circulating could use the non-circulat-
ed water to irrigate agricultural crops or to flow into wet-
lands, where nutrients will be filtered out of the water.®

Organic broodstock/larvae/fingerlings

Organic standards must mandate that certified organic
farms raise their own brood stock, larvae and/or fingerlings
or purchase them from an organically certified hatchery.

Zero effluent

All aquaculture results in a significant amount of solid
waste.? Organic standards must require that every aqua-
culture operation have a method in place to dispose of
this byproduct without releasing it untreated into the sur-
rounding environment or municipal systems. Potential
methods for disposal include use in an integrated aqua-
ponic system and reuse as fertilizer.

Low energy consumption

Powering a commercial-scale re-circulating aquaculture
operation can be extremely energy-intensive.'° Standards
must be developed in order to hold organic aquaculture to
sustainable levels of energy use and carbon emissions. If
any large-scale aquaculture operation is certified organic,
it must have methods of alternative-energy production in
use, such as conversion of solid waste to methane gas."

Conclusion

Fish farming presents a variety of issues that are not pres-
ent in livestock production or horticulture. Standards ap-

propriate for aquaculture that fulfill the intent of the or-
ganic philosophy may include provisions that are differ-
ent from NOSB’s organic standards for livestock. NOSB
must ensure that organic aquaculture is truly sustainable
and that it lives up to the expectations of consumers. Cre-
ating an organic label for seafood simply because the in-
dustry desires one without adhering to organic principles
sacrifices the integrity of the USDA organic seal and will
erode consumers’ confidence in the organic label.
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