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Ocean State 
 Aquaculture Association

The Ocean State Aqua-
culture Association is 

dedicated to promoting 
the interests of practicing 
commercial aquaculturists 

in the state of Rhode Island, 
and through a program of 

public education and active 
participation in policy for-
mation, to create an atmo-
sphere where a commercial 

aquaculture industry can 
develop and grow.

OSAA
PO BOX 2031

Kingston, RI 02881

rioystertrail.com/about-osaa

President
Bob Rheault

(401) 783-3360
bob@ecsga.org

 Vice-President 
Graham Watson

graham@westpassageoysters.com

Secretary 
Jim Arnoux    

eastbeachoysterfarm@gmail.com

Treasurer 
Katie Martin  

katieoceanstateoysters@gmail.com

Scan the 
QR Code 

to read the 
newsletter 

online. 

Rhode Island Aquaculture Facts
	F RI has the highest per-acre production of any East Coast state.
	F RI has the highest value per oyster of any state.
	F RI per-acre oyster production has doubled since 2005.
	F Aquaculture leases in Narragansett Bay take up only 174 acres 

or 0.2% of the total area.
	F Aquaculture in RI provides 125 part-time and 121 full-time 

jobs.
	F Farmed oysters are the highest-value product harvested from 

RI state waters.

A paper published in the journal Ecosystem Services 
showed that shellfish farms: 

	z increase the removal of nitrogen from marine waters, 
mostly during harvest.
	zact as nursery habitats for juvenile fish and increase 
recruitment, with every hectare adding as much as 1 ton 
towards future fish harvests.
	zprovide ecosystem services with monetary value 
potentially worth billions of USD annually.

Read the full paper at doi.org/10.1016/j.ecoser.2021.101396

H
ar

ve
st

 V
al

ue
 in

 $
 M

ill
io

ns

To
ta

l A
cr

es
 L

ea
se

d

https://rioystertrail.com/about-osaa/
mailto:bob%40ecsga.org?subject=
mailto:graham%40westpassageoysters.com%20?subject=
mailto:eastbeachoysterfarm%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:katieoceanstateoysters%40gmail.com?subject=
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212041621001546?via%3Dihub


OSAA Newsletter  Issue 1    May 2023Page 2

Sustainable Aquaculture
Needs Sustainable Gear
From recyclable �oats to biodegradable rope:

Biodegradable Mussel 
Sock Netting

Eco Oyster Bags:
Made from 50% Recycled Bags

Biodegradable Tubular 
Packaging Netting

Biodegradable Rope 
for Seaweed Aquaculture

508.997.4787
www.ketchamsupply.com
info@ketchamsupply.com

Ketcham Supply Co Inc
111 Myrtle Street
New Bedford, MA   02740

Ketcham Supply is focused on providing economical 
and ecological solutions for aquafarming.

Rhode Island is incredibly fortu-
nate to have two great U.S. senators 
who advocate tirelessly for aqua-
culture: Jack Reed and Sheldon 
Whitehouse. As a senior member 
of  the Appropriations Committee, 
Sen. Reed has supported a research 
hatchery at Roger Williams Uni-
versity and investments in oyster 
breeding through the USDA’s Ag-
ricultural Research Service (ARS). 
Most recently, he delivered a $1.3 
million investment in equipment 
for a new shellfish hatchery and 
research center being built by Perry 
Raso for Matunuck Oyster Farm.

As part of  the USDA/ARS oyster 
breeding program (housed at URI), 
scientists at the NOAA/NMFS Lab 
in Milford, Connecticut, and indus-
try partners will spawn 100 lines 
of  oysters to be grown out in five 
states. The goal is to identify lines 
with the best resistance to disease 
that are also adapted to regional 
differences in temperature. 

New genetic tools will help geneti-
cists identify traits associated with 
specific genes, which will speed up 
the process of  selective breeding. 
Although five parasitic diseases are 
known to have the potential to wipe out an oyster farm, decades of  se-

lective breeding has so far managed 
to develop resistance to only one 
of  them. We have high hopes that 
breeding strains resistant to all these 
diseases is not too far off.

The ARS team at URI will be 
spawning these lines at several lo-
cations, including the Milford Lab 
and Raso’s existing pilot hatchery 
in Matunuck. The founding popu-
lations will be drawn from a diverse 
genetic stock of  wild and selected 
lines to ensure we capture as much 
variation in the genome as possible. 
Performance of  each of  the lines 
will be carefully monitored at five 
growout sites across New England 
to identify the genes associated with 
disease resistance, as well as tol-
erance to cold winters, heat shock 
and stressors like low salinity or 
ocean acidification. ARS geneticists 
can also select for hereditable traits 
like fast growth, optimal shell shape 
and even striped shells.

Raso’s new 4,000-square-foot 
hatchery, slated to be up and 
running in 2024, will provide local 
growers with scallop and clam 
seed while serving as a location 
for URI scientists to work on other 
aquaculture-related research and 
innovation. These efforts will help 
ensure that Rhode Island remains 
one of  the country’s top producers 
of  healthy, sustainable shellfish. 

—RBR

Congressional Support for Aquaculture 
Spurs Innovation, Economic Development

U.S. Senator Jack Reed (l) has been a 
tireless supporter of RI aquaculture. 

Recently he brought home $1.3 million 
in support for a shellfish hatchery and 

research center being built by Perry 
Raso (r) of Matunuck Oyster Farm in 

partnership with URI.

https://ketchamsupply.com/
mailto:mailto:info%40kechamsupply.com?subject=


OSAA Newsletter  Issue 1    May 2023 Page 3

Growers in almost every state are 
finding it harder and harder to 
access their farms. Up and down 
the coast marinas are pushing 
out commercial boats in favor of  
recreational boaters, while fish piers 
and commercial docks are being 
converted to condos. Once you lose 
these access points you will never 
be able to get them back.

 It’s a fundamental fact that if you 
can’t access the water, you can’t 
have a farm.

This has been going on for years, 
but Covid really accelerated the 
trend. According to the National 
Marine Manufacturers Association, 
recreational boat sales surged 12% 
in 2020 (compared to a predicted 
2%), and through March 2021 sales 
were up 30% over 2020! Now mari-
nas are packed with yachts like nev-
er before. Slip fees are climbing and 
it is harder for commercial boats 
to match the fees that recreational 
boaters seem willing to pay.

It was never ideal to trailer your 
boat to a public ramp before the 
pandemic, but now these facilities 
are jam packed during the summer 
season. Parking is usually inade-
quate and the wait to use the ramps 

can be quite frustrating if  you are 
trying to get to work, even though 
watching the rookies try to launch 
their boats can be entertaining (for 
a good laugh check out YouTube 
boating fails).

I personally know of  five growers 
who ended up purchasing marinas 
in order to ensure they could retain 
access to their farms. Now they are 
saddled with a pile of  debt and the 
additional challenge of  managing a 
marina on top of  their farm.

What are the solutions?
Representatives Chellie Pingree 
(D-ME) and Rob Wittman (R-VA) 
have been co-sponsoring the bipar-
tisan Keep America’s Waterfronts 
Working Act for several years. The 
act would fund $30 million a year 
in matching grants and loans to 
coastal states to help preserve and 
expand access to coastal waters for 
water-dependent businesses. Un-
fortunately, with 30 coastal states 
competing for funds, $30 million 
is hardly going to make a dent. On 
top of  that, the act never has made 
it to the Senate for consideration. 
The East Coast Shellfish Grow-

ers Association has identified this 
issue as a top priority and is raising 
awareness about this bill and galva-
nizing congressional support.

NOAA keeps talking about build-
ing the “Blue Economy,” which 
includes recreational boating and 
fishing, commercial fishing and 
aquaculture, shipping, and now, 
huge investments in wind power. 
If  we are going to grow the Blue 
Economy we need the Department 
of  Commerce to step up to make 
boating-access infrastructure invest-
ments in every state.

The OSAA is actively investigat-
ing the potential for state legisla-
tion to mandate that each marina 
reserve a certain percentage of 
slips for commercial boats. 

Since marinas are built in public 
trust waters, the state should be 
able to dictate to some extent how 
they are used. Ensuring access for 
commercial boats should be seen as 
a public benefit. This should be an 
issue that both commercial fisher-
men and aquaculture producers can 
get behind!

No access—no farms.

Working Waterfront 
Access Is Critical
by Robert Rheault,  
OSAA President

The steady erosion of working 
waterfronts is forcing some shellfish 
growers to resort to crowded public 

boat ramps to access their farms. It can 
be frustrating, though entertaining, 

to be waiting in line behind a bunch of 
boneheads as they struggle to launch.  

If shellfish growers are pushed out of marinas catering to recreational boaters, they 
can’t work their farms. We urge RI legislators to mandate that each marina in the 

state reserves a percentage of slips for commercial boats.

Sen. Sheldon Whitehouse (l) talking 
to Skip Krause of Ninigret Oyster 

Farm. Whitehouse has been a staunch 
aquaculture champion for many 

years. RI shellfish farmers ship their 
products to eager consumers all over 
the country, help to build our tourism 

economy and make sure a steady 
supply of fresh, local seafood flows to 

the state’s acclaimed restaurants.
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Over the past couple of  years a 
few contentious aquaculture lease 
applications have drawn a lot of  
attention to the CRMC leasing 
process. Two leases in Tiverton 
in particular generated a wave of  
protests, complete with anti-aqua-
culture yard signs and an organized 
anti-aquaculture campaign that has 
sparked over 100 letters to the edi-
tor and complaints to CRMC. One 
of  the leases was withdrawn, but 
the applicants for the other appear 
to be forging ahead undeterred.

The anti-aquaculture campaign is 
being led by a vocal and well-fund-
ed group of  recreational fishermen. 
This is unfortunate because we have 
good evidence that shellfish farms 
are actually beneficial for biodiver-
sity and fish production, and that 
some farms actually make excellent 
fishing spots. We also know that 
aquaculture farms currently take 
up only two-tenths of  one percent 
of  Narragansett Bay. It shouldn’t 
be that hard for fishermen and 
shellfish farmers to find common 
ground.

Matunuck Oyster Farm’s Perry 
Raso continues his five-year quest 
for a small scallop lease in Segar 
Cove near his main lease in Potters 
Pond. Although the CRMC consid-
ered a subcommittee recommenda-
tion at a recent hearing, the council 
put off  a decision until a modifica-
tion could be evaluated. Whatever 
the outcome, the decision is likely 
to be appealed because the council 
subcommittee appears to be ignor-
ing the recommendations of  the 
CRMC staff, who found no issues 
with the proposed lease when it was 
first presented.

The outcry sparked by these CRMC 
applications (and a few other 
CRMC decisions not aquaculture 

related) have led to a study com-
mission and a number of  bills in 
the legislature proposing significant 
reforms to the structure and func-
tion of  the CRMC. Many times, 
contentious proposals that win the 
approval of  the highly respected 
CRMC professional staff  are later 
blocked by the full council in the 
face of  public outcry. Those cases 
where the council has overridden 
staff  recommendations often have 
triggered legal appeals and reversals 
in the courts.

Consequently, we see several bills 
in the legislature this session pro-
posing to reform the CRMC. The 
OSAA has written in support of  
several of  these reforms, including 
Rep. Teresa Tanzi’s bill H-6034, 
which would establish a Depart-
ment of  Coastal Resources, provide 
for a dedicated, full-time staff  at-
torney to ensure independent legal 
counsel, and allow for the hiring of  
a hearing officer. H-6034 would re-
place the current council members 
with a Citizens Advisory Com-
mittee (made up of  members who 
have expertise in coastal protection 
rather than politically-appointed 
lawyers and developers) to guide 
the Department and the Director 
on policy initiatives and program 
improvement. The bill is also sup-
ported by Save the Bay and other 
government reform advocates. The 
OSAA also supported H-5966 and 
H-5779, whose aims are embedded 
in H-6034; and Sen. DiMario’s bill 
S-501 and Senator Gu’s bill S-772, 
which promote similar changes in 
the CRMC.

In 2020 the CRMC started the 
process of  developing a Special 
Area Management Plan (SAMP) 
for Narragansett Bay, which in-
cludes an aquaculture element in 
an effort to tone down some of  the 
rancor surrounding aquaculture 
applications. Because of  Covid 
those meetings were held on Zoom, 
making progress difficult. A siting 
map was developed that identifies 
all the areas where leases cannot be 
sited (due to issues such as eelgrass 
and water quality). The online map-

ping tool will help potential lease 
applicants identify abutters, naviga-
tional channels, public access points 
and other existing leases. It will also 
help applicants draw their proposed 
lease on a map to assist them in 
preparing their application.

It appears that the Bay SAMP pro-
cess is currently on hold, but during 
the meetings several new standards 
and guidelines were implemented, 
including a new requirement that 
applicants list all property owners 
within 1000 feet of  a proposed 
lease so that CRMC can notify 
them about pending lease hearings. 
OSAA supported this change. 

The CRMC also implemented 
several new guidelines that OSAA 
does not support, specifically that 
floating gear should be placed more 
than 750 feet away from residences 
and should not project more that 
4 inches above the surface. We feel 
these limits are overly restrictive 
and often not justified. It is worthy 
to note that many existing farms 
(especially in the coastal ponds) 
would not have been permitted had 
these guidelines been in place when 
they applied for their leases. 

We recognize that floating aqua-
culture gear is more contentious 
because boaters have to navigate 
around the gear, and people often 
object to floating cages on aesthetic 
grounds. The OSAA does not be-
lieve that low-profile gear (less than 
4 inches) solves either the naviga-
tion issue or the aesthetic concerns, 
on top of  which, we have not yet 
seen low profile gear that works. 
Opponents should recognize that 
floating cages are easier to manage, 
produce a higher quality oyster, and 
have a mortality rate of  about half  
that of  bottom cages.

Two bills have been submitted to 
restrict leases in the Sakonnet River. 
The OSAA has testified in oppo-
sition to both H-5037 and S-198, 
which both propose to push leases 
in the Sakonnet River a minimum 
of  1000 feet from shore, where they 
would be in greater conflict with 
boaters and unduly restrict where 
new leases could be sited.

What’s Going On  
at CRMC and  
the State House?
by Robert Rheault,  
OSAA President


