January 15, 2010
 
Curt Puddicombe
Coalition to Protect Puget Sound Habitat
Gig Harbor
Case Inlet Shoreline Association
PO Box 228
Vaughn, WA  98394
 
David Dicks
Puget Sound Partnership
210 11th Ave SW, #401
Olympia, WA  98504
 
Dear David Dicks,
 
I am compelled to respond to a letter sent to you from Robin Downey of the Pacific Coast Shellfish Growers Association, dated November 23, 2009.  This letter unfairly criticizes our report; “The Social and Environmental Impacts of Industrial Aquaculture in Washington State” as the product of one person, Laura Hendricks, and as being based solely on deception and personal opinion.  None of this is true.
 
This report was assembled by a group of volunteers interested in the truth; members of the Coalition to Protect Puget Sound Habitat, including myself, and is not the sole work of Laura Hendricks as is incorrectly stated in Downey’s letter.  The letter is not the work of the Sierra Club, nor has the Sierra Club been “duped” or “infiltrated” by us in any way.  Laura Hendricks is not the author of the statements culled by Downey from an anonymous internet blog.  The report is a compilation of the available data and information on the Puget Sound nearshore from a variety of recognized sources.  Internet links to the various studies are provided for the reader.  Our commentary is included.  None of it is “unfounded” or “intentionally deceptive” as characterized by Robin Downey. 
 
In the letter, Downey makes the unsubstantiated claim that there are “many, many false claims” to dispute.  Although I highly doubt this is the case, I would be happy to review any information or commentary that may be objectionable and make the necessary corrections if any dispute is deemed valid.  Downey has listed five examples in the letter.  None of them are correct.
  
In the first example, the complaint centers on our viewpoint that shellfish aquaculture is increasingly industrialized from the smaller scale operations of the past, and our opinion that it is inadequately regulated.  It seems clear enough from the recent and rapid expansion of geoduck aquaculture, the recent expansion of mussel rafts, large hatchery and processing facilities, the increased use of power equipment and mechanized harvest, large barges, intensive non traditional techniques, the use of synthetic materials, and high levels of densities, the doubling of revenues within a decade, etc., that in general, the shellfish industry as a whole has morphed into an aggressive, well organized industrial operation with plans to expand throughout Puget Sound.  
 
We disagree with Downey that shellfish farms are subject to “rigorous” environmental permitting.  In many counties, no permits are required what-so-ever, even though the Shoreline Management Act technically requires it.  No baseline studies have been done, no cumulative affects studies, no environmental impact statements have been done, nothing within the realm of reasonable precaution has been done.  The Army Corps permitting is a mere formality for registration purposes.  The Corps has never rejected any of these permits to my knowledge.  The Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife and Department of Ecology are also only for registration purposes.  The Department of Health monitors water quality, but does not regulate shellfish aquaculture activities.  The NOAA consultation isn’t a registration or a permit, nor is it rigorous.  Both NOAA and Washington State have a policy of encouraging and promoting aquaculture.  All of these agencies have historically cooperated and corroborated with the shellfish industry, and a deep, manifest institutional bias is apparent.  
 
In the second example, Downey complains that the scientific paper, “Coastal Habitats in Puget Sound”, never mentions aquaculture.  This is absolutely not correct.  Please review figure 1; page 2, which clearly references the cultivation of biological resources and habitat change as important nearshore stressors.  Page 3 clearly references beach harvesting as an important stressor.  The paper references the loss of eelgrass, which is a documented result of shellfish aquaculture.  The paper also mentions invasive species such as Spartina, green crab and tunicates.  According to the Ecological Society of America, aquaculture is the most common pathway for the introduction of non-native and invasive species.  71 percent of non-native species were introduced via aquaculture.  Spartina grass, Brown kelp, Japanese eelgrass, the Japanese oyster drill, the Pacific Oyster, Mediterranean mussel and Manila clams are all non-indigenous invasive species brought in by the shellfish industry; and all serve to displace native species.  Page 4 references the direct removal of intertidal habitat, which is also a common result of shellfish aquaculture.  The general impetus of the paper is to address the cumulative affects of all human induced stressors to the nearshore, and this very clearly includes activities associated with aquaculture.  
 
Furthermore, since it is documented that shellfish aquaculture is a stressor to salmon populations per fisheries biologists (South Sound Watershed Profile), and that existing shellfish aquaculture is likely to adversely affect critical habitat for Chinook salmon in Puget Sound (NMFS BO), it is an entirely reasonable hypothesis that shellfish aquaculture is averse to Orca population sustainability and recovery.
 
In the third example, Downey’s complaint pertains to our reference to the Sea Grant core analysis conducted at the Foss site, and presented by Dr. Glenn Van Blaricom in February of 2009.  Not only is this complaint erroneous, Downey’s comments are also completely incorrect.  To begin with, the study data is not scientific, since it is preliminary and not peer reviewed.  Regardless, the data was presented and is available to the public via the Sea Grant website, along with the caveat that it is preliminary and not peer reviewed.  We have a right to refer to this public data.  We are only re-stating the information as it has already been presented to the public by Dr. Van Blaricom.
 
The Sea Grant information would not be possible were it not for citizen’s efforts to fund the research in the first place under HB 2220.  Hendricks did not present this information as fact, as was falsely claimed by Downey, and was not “severely scolded by the leadership of the committee” as Downey stated in the letter.  I was there at that meeting -- Downey was not.  Debby Hyde mentioned it once.  She is not “the leadership of the committee”, nor did she “severely scold” anyone.  Hendricks presented it as preliminary data indicating that there were fewer species in the aquaculture site cores than there were in the control site cores, which is exactly as the data was presented to the public.  This is publicly funded information and is available for review and distribution along with the caveats as specified by Van Blaricom.  In addition, Downey’s claim that the Sea Grant study is solely for the purposes for shellfish growers to improve their practices is also completely incorrect.  The project, publicly funded per HB 2220, is for the purposes of determining the ecological impacts and the cumulative affects of geoduck aquaculture in the interests of the public, not geoduck farmers.   
 
In the fourth example, Downey erroneously claims that aquaculture isn’t mentioned in the “Reconnaissance Assessment of the State of the Nearshore Report”.  This is entirely incorrect.  Both aquaculture and invasive species are mentioned as human induced stressors (see figure 7, number 5.)  Please click on figure 7 of the report.  Observe number 5: “Altered Habitat Structure”.  Aquaculture is listed sixth in the list.  
 
In example five, Downey claims that the National Marine Fisheries Service Biological Opinion (NMFS BO) is an exhaustive detailed analysis.  The BO is based on a review of the existing available literature only, and is not “an in depth investigation” as stated in the letter.  The BO is an opinion, and is not “conclusive” as stated by Downey.  The BO is limited in scope to existing aquaculture, and cannot be used for any additional or proposed aquaculture development or expansion (page 3).  Initially, the NMFS determined that existing shellfish aquaculture is likely to adversely affect Puget Sound Chinook salmon in terms of take (harassment or harm to an individual fish), but later changed its position due to uncertainty (page 2).  This is hardly conclusive or exhaustive.  In terms of habitat, the BO states unequivocally that existing aquaculture is likely to adversely affect critical habitat for both endangered Puget Sound Chinook, and Hood Canal Chum salmon (page 25).  Both the Army Corps and the NMFS concur that existing shellfish aquaculture adversely affects essential fish habitat (page 1, 72, 85).  This does not support the viewpoint that there are no adverse impacts to Puget Sound salmon or related habitat.
 
In all five examples, Robin Downey’s criticisms are not valid.  We stand by all of our comments, and reiterate our position that shellfish aquaculture should be considered a shoreline modification by the Puget Sound Partnership.  It is common sense that loading up nearshore tidelands with synthetic structures and with unnatural densities of non-native and invasive species for commercial purposes is a modification of the shoreline.  Geoduck aquaculture does not take place in its native habitat or natural densities.  Geoduck is mainly a subtidal animal, and can only survive artificially in intertidal habitats which are normally utilized by other types of organisms.  This unnatural presence along with the abnormally high densities of geoducks in the intertidal presents risks to fish eggs, crab zoeas and other zooplankton in the water column from the filtering effects of geoducks.  
   
Additionally, the quotes Downey has provided from the Army Corps, the EPA and the National Research Council do not specifically address geoduck aquaculture techniques, harvest methods, or Puget Sound habitat, and are therefore primarily irrelevant to the discussion.  The main concern at this time is the expansion of intertidal geoduck aquaculture, oyster bag densities and mussel rafts in pristine areas of South Puget Sound, and not nutrient pollution in Chesapeake Bay or oyster restoration in New York Harbor.  Dr. Megan Dethier specifically stated at the 2007 Sea Grant symposium, that individual distinct habitats must be considered separately.  Therefore, these quotes relating to Chesapeake Bay, Woods Hole, New York Harbor or anywhere else are again, essentially irrelevant to the debate here in Puget Sound. 
 
The NMFS BO, also called the NOAA consultation or the NWP48 consultation, is being used by the PCSGA and its members to promote the expansion of aquaculture, when in fact it is not appropriate to do so.  The opinion does not address expansion.  The opinion is heavily predicated on non scientific data.  A preponderance of this data was contributed by Jeff Fisher, a geoduck farm owner and operator.  Non scientific data provided by Chris Pearce is included in the opinion, so it is notable that Downey is adamant on censuring the preliminary Sea Grant data, yet willing to accept the Pearce/Fisher non scientific data as part of the BO, and to actually use it to influence policy.  This example of the hypocrisy and double standard employed by the PCSGA is common.
 
In Robin Downey’s letter to you, Downey states: “…activities authorized by NWP48 are not likely to adversely affect any threatened or endangered species, or result in any adverse modification to their critical habitat”.  –Robin Downey, 11/23/2009-
 
A similar statement is found in Downey’s letter to Jefferson County concerning the SMP update there.
 
Diane Cooper, from Taylor Shellfish, routinely provides the following comments on SEPA Environmental Checklists: “There is evidence that shellfish beds, including geoduck farm sites, enhance habitat values and functions and serve to mitigate impacts resulting from other activities that may occur in the vicinity.  Additionally, NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service conducted a formal consultation on shellfish activites, including activities that may occur at this site, and concluded that these operations are not likely to adversely impact salmonids, their prey, or essential fish habitat.”  -Diane Cooper, 11/03/2009-
 
There are numerous other similar examples, but the fact is, these statements are false.  The BO clearly states that critical habitat for both Puget Sound Chinook and Hood Canal Summer Run Chum are adversely affected by existing shellfish aquaculture.  Furthermore, there is no data, scientific or otherwise, to support the claim that “geoduck farm sites enhance habitat values and functions”. 
       
The propaganda video “Farming the Tidelands”, produced by the PCSGA and written/narrated by Bill Dewey, is distributed to government agencies for the obvious purpose of influencing policy.  Not surprisingly, the video fails utterly in mentioning any of the negative affects of shellfish aquaculture.  Most of the information in the video is misleading, incomplete, irrelevant or false.
 
In the video, Bill Dewey says: “shellfish farming has a long tradition of improving the environment”.  There is no proof to substantiate the claim that shellfish farming improves the environment in Puget Sound.  There is, however, proof that shellfish farming has irrevocably damaged whole ecosystems.  Willapa Bay is completely altered from its original state due to shellfish aquaculture.  Billions of native oysters were decimated within decades.  Invasive Spartina, along with legions of other non-native species introduced by aquaculture soon dominated the tidelands.  Chemicals are used in attempts to eliminate the invasive grasses to benefit the bird habitat that has been eliminated.  Chemical pesticides have been used for decades to kill native shrimp.  How does this improve the environment?    
 
In the video, and on the PCSGA website, the Bush and Callow Acts are misrepresented as laws designed to encourage “any and all shellfish” aquaculture in Washington State.  The purpose of the Bush (1891) and Callow (1895) Acts were to revive the failing “oyster” industry and not to promote the culture of all shellfish species.  It was illegal to culture anything other than oysters on Bush/Callow tidelands.  This wording was changed by the legislature in 2002 at the urging of the aquaculture industry to read “any and all shellfish”, instead of “oysters”.   We strongly object to this misleading, distorted use of Bush and Callow as tools of propaganda to promote geoduck aquaculture expansion and other intensive culture and harvest techniques in the tidelands.  
 
The video claims that shellfish aquaculture has no significant affects on birds.  There is no scientific data that supports this statement.  We’ve documented five cases in South Puget Sound of American eagles trapped in geoduck netting just in the last several years.  The shellfish industry is known for hazing and killing migratory birds.  The most recent study by Fish and Wildlife in California suggests a net decrease in shorebird use in areas developed for aquaculture.
 
Bill Dewey claims: “The structure provided by geoduck nursery tubes turns out to be great habitat”.  Again, there is no data, scientific or otherwise, to support this claim.  It is true; however, that PVC is not designed for outdoor use in the marine environment.  It is true that PVC breaks down under wind, wave and sand erosion.  It is true that PVC leeches dioxins throughout its useable life.  It is true that PVC is banned in New York State, San Francisco, and a number of other municipalities around the country.  Furthermore, available expert opinion from around the world indicates that artificial marine habitats are not superior to natural marine habitats.
 
The video blames all water quality issues in Puget Sound on residential development.  In Hood Canal, the majority of the dissolved oxygen problems are from deforestation and the subsequent spread of Alder and other deciduous trees.  Notably, the most eutrophic areas in South Puget Sound also have the most aquaculture development, but with very little residential development.  The recent mussel raft EIS for Totten Inlet indicates that the rafts contribute significantly to lower dissolved oxygen levels by as much as 200 meters down current from the raft array.  The reality is, there is no data, scientific or otherwise, to support the claim that shellfish aquaculture mitigates the affects of excess nutrients or low dissolved oxygen in Puget Sound. 
 
The irony, of course, is the fact that Downey is falsely accusing us of employing tactics of propaganda, fabrication, obfuscation, misinformation, disinformation, distortion, deflection, exaggeration and hyperbole; the precise tactics that have been used with impunity by Downey and the PCSGA on a regular basis for years!  We compiled the information in our report in an attempt to counter the over abundance of biased, tainted information frequently used by the PCSGA and its members to influence decision makers and public policy.  There is a need to draw attention to the adverse impacts to the environment, but also the adverse impacts to society and to our communities.  Clearly, we are not taking a precautionary approach to shoreline management.  
 
Local shoreline management plans include some implementation of shoreline restoration under the Shoreline Management Act.  The Public Trust Doctrine includes an environmental ethic, as well as the public’s corollary rights to the unencumbered use of the waters and tidelands of Puget Sound.  Aquaculture is obviously a modification of the shoreline.  We will continue to ask the Puget Sound Partnership to include shellfish aquaculture in the Action Agenda as a threat to habitat and biodiversity.
 
Thank you for your time.
 
Curt Puddicombe
Coalition to Protect Puget Sound Habitat
Gig Harbor
Case Inlet Shoreline Association
PO Box 228
Vaughn, WA  98394
www.caseinlet.org
seablues@msn.com
206-730-0288
