Subject: 12-14-07 aicab meeting follow-up

From: Bill Dewey

Date: Sat, 5 Jan 2008 15:37:17 -0800

Erik,

Thanks for inviting me to the 12-14-07 aicab meeting to present the shellfish industry perspective on the geoduck issue.  When time ran short you offered me the opportunity to provide you with additional information after the meeting.  I’m sorry it has taken me some time to get to it.  Please share this email with other members of the aicab.  

I hope you’ll consider including the information on your website or in the minutes from the meeting if that is appropriate.  I note the draft meeting minutes currently on the website include citizens concerns and questions but don’t include any of the responses provided by me or others at the meeting.  It seems like that would be valuable to include.  Since none of my responses were included in the minutes I will attempt to summarize them here, so they are captured for your record.

The draft minutes have some incorrect information regarding Taylor Shellfish.  Instead of 40 years, the family has been farming shellfish in South Sound since 1890 (118 years).  In one of the paragraphs describing Taylor it says we have geoduck farms in North Hood Canal, Skagit Bay, and here in the South Sound.  The reference to North Hood Canal, Skagit Bay, and South Sound was made by DNR describing the 3 monitoring leases (small farms) they are in the process of establishing with Taylor’s cooperation for research purposes to further investigate the effects of geoduck farming.  Treble Point is one location under consideration for the South Sound plot.  DNR actually was in error.  The North Sound site is in Samish Bay, not Skagit.  Taylor’s existing geoduck farms are mostly in South Sound.  We have some planted in Samish Bay in North Sound as well.

For additional information about Taylor Shellfish visit www.taylorshellfish.com.  For more general industry information visit www.pcsga.org
What is involved in farming an acre of geoducks:  To plant an acre of geoducks we install approximately 35,000 6” diameter pvc pipe tubes that are a foot long.  They are stomped into the beach about ¾ of the way leaving 3-4” exposed about a foot and a half apart and covered by 21 negatively buoyant nets that are 50’x50’.  Three baby geoducks are planted in each tube (total 105,000/acre).  We generally average 60-80% survival.  The tubes are in for about a year and a half.   At that point the clams are deep enough they’re beyond predation and in moist enough sand they won’t dry out at low tide so the tubes are removed.   Nets are re-secured on the beach over the geoduck siphons and stay on for another 2-3 months while the clams learn they need to retract their siphons to avoid predators.  At that point nets are removed and for the next four years there are no nets or tubes, just plain beach.  Once the clams are about 2 lbs in size (5-6 years total) they are down in the substrate approximately 3 feet.  They are harvested by pumping water into the sand around them until they come loose and can be pulled out.  This is the same method used by divers to harvest about 4 million pound of clams of subtidal clams annually.    The state has conducted an EIS on subtidal harvest.  It has been occurring since 1970. 

Approximate time and people associated with various farming activities for an acre of geoducks:
Year 1 
         Stomping tubes – 7 people 4-6 days

         Planting seed – 7 people 5-6 days

Year 2
         Pulling tubes – 10 people 6 days

         Removing nets – 3 people 2 days

Years 3 & 4
         Periodic manager visits to evaluate growth and survival

Year 5 (maybe 6)
         Harvest – 4 harvesters and 2 people putting rubber bands on geoducks and placing them in baskets – 25 days

Debris from geoduck and other shellfish farming activities:  Man-made materials used in farming shellfish escaping farm sites and littering beaches has been a valid issue raised by opponents.  It is one the industry has been very sensitive and I believe responsive to.  We frequently patrol areas adjacent to our farms particularly after storms and collectively the industry for the past few years have been doing two major South Sound clean-ups per year covering miles of beaches.  During those clean-ups we collect all debris, not just that linked to aquaculture.   Aquaculture debris, while not insignificant is a small percentage of what we collect.  Everything aquaculture related gets broken down and itemized as to what it is and where it came from.  We do this to report back to growers to stop it at the source and to track if we are making progress on reducing the problem.  I have attached the totals from 2007’s clean-ups.  As I said at the meeting, any amount of aquaculture debris leaving the farms is unacceptable and we are committed to addressing this.

The Pacific Coast Shellfish Growers Association also has an 800# for reporting aquaculture debris and getting it cleaned up.  It is (800) 964-6532.

We are constantly looking for better ways to farm that require less materials that can potentially become litter.  The net tarps covering the tube fields are a good example of that.  Prior to using these nets, Taylor put individual plastic nets on each tube and secured them with rubber bands.  The net tarps eliminate the need for small nets and rubber bands with the added benefit of camouflaging tubes and minimizing the aesthetic impact.  

Concern was raised regarding debris from the farms littering the bottom of Puget Sound.  Information produced by Wayne Palsson at WDFW was cited at the meeting and it is referenced in Protect Our Shorelines presentation as well.  Mr. Palsson’s numbers defy logic as I’ll explain below.  More troubling is that what you were told on December 14th and what POS presents is that WDFW actually found 83,200 pieces of aquaculture debris.   If you review Mr. Palsson’s data you will see in the 42 trawls conducted they actually found a total of only 12 tubes in two trawls.  All of the tubes were found within a mile of large geoduck culture sites.  Eleven tubes were found just east of Cooper Point and 1 tube was found just north of the Taylor Foss geoduck farm in Case Inlet.  To arrive at his 21,600 tube “estimate” Mr. Palsson assumed tubes were uniformly distributed in the whole survey area and extrapolated.  This is clearly not the case.   The tubes are significantly negatively buoyant and in a low energy subtidal environment they are not going to drift about and uniformly distribute themselves throughout the Sound.  They’ll stay in the vicinity of the farms.  WDFW also found a total of 22 net pieces in 15 of 42 trawls.  Again, they assumed uniform distribution to arrive at a 61,600 net piece estimation.

WDFW has never notified us of any concerns regarding subtidal debris despite that this survey was apparently conducted in 2005.  When we learned of Mr. Palsson’s information last year we were obviously startled.  If he was right, we had a huge problem we were not even aware of.  Taylor’s spent nine days with divers investigating the subtidal areas adjacent to our farms.  We found 2 tubes at one farm, 1 at another and 4 at another and no nets.  Seattle Shellfish another large geoduck culture operation mounted a similar effort for similar results.  One exception was near their Whitman Cove farm they found about 200 tubes in one place where it appears a cargo bag of tubes had blown off a scow.

Density of cultured geoducks versus wild beds:  During the 12/14 meeting the issue of farmers culturing geoducks at densities far exceeding what is found in the wild was raised.  I responded that that was not true and that I would provide Erik the data to refute it.   In South Sound the average wild geoduck density was 2.0 geoducks per m2 (Goodwin and Pease 2001).  Goodwin and Pease (2001) also note that the range is from 0 to 22 geoducks per m2.  The average wild geoduck weight is 872.2 grams or 1.92 lbs.  This would be an average geoduck biomass of 3.84 lbs/m2 (0.36 lbs/ft2) and up to 22 x 1.92 = 42.2 lbs/m2 (3.9 lbs/ft2).   On average, farms to date are yielding approximately 16.2 lbs/m2 (1.5 lbs/ft2) at harvest.  So while the farmed density exceeds the average wild density (0.36 lbs/ft2) there are areas where wild densities (3.9 lbs/ft2) considerably exceed cultured densities.   It is also important to note that cultured beds range in size from 0.5 to 12 acres in size.  Twelve acre farms are the exception and where they exist consist of multiple year classes.  Wild beds on the other hand surveyed by Goodwin and Pease ranged from 25-150 acres in size.  

People are often amazed to learn that with flesh and shell combined, the total mass of the wild geoducks in Puget Sound is greater than that of any other marine animal. 

Lynn Goodwin who I have cited is a former WDFW employee who has done in the thousands of dives surveying wild beds.  He is often cited as an expert in this area.  I would be happy to provide contact information should anyone wish to follow-up with him.  David Troutt who oversees management of geoduck wild harvest for the Nisqually Tribe also confirms wild bed densities often exceed cultured densities.

Genetics and non-native species:  At one point during the meeting it was raised the we were growing a non-native species of geoducks.  There is only one species of geoduck in Washington, BC and Alaska.  It is Panope abrupta.  This species is unique in a number of ways besides their unusual appearance.  They are the largest burrowing clam in the world with the record clam exceeding 16 pounds.  They are also very long lived.  The oldest one, 164 years old was found in British Columbia.

Brent Vadopalas and others at the University of Washington have been studying geoduck genetics in recent years to provide the necessary information needed to ensure efforts to farm them are not having an adverse impact on the genetic integrity of wild stocks.  Dr. Vadopalas’ research has show that the Puget Sound, BC and Alaska geoduck stocks are pretty much one homogeneous population.  This eliminates the need to be concerned about the source of broodstock in relation to where seed are going to be planted out.  However there is still the potential to domesticate wild stocks if we don’t use wild broodstock and frequently change it out as well as breed adequate males and females during any particular spawning.  We have best management practices in place in our hatchery to ensure this happens.     

Triploids were as I recall raised as a non-native species.  Triploids are sterile shellfish not a different species.  They are produced though a process at the hatchery.  We have had good success with triploid Pacific oysters but as yet are still evaluating the potential of using triploidy with geoducks.  It is another tool to avoid potential wild/culture genetic interactions.

Bird interactions:  Concern was raised during the meeting regarding bird entrapment and potential bird interactions.  While we don’t have specific studies relative to geoduck aquaculture there have been studies relative to other types of shellfish culture.  I have attached a one page synopsis of these papers prepared by Jeff Fisher with Environ an environmental consulting firm.  We had an incident on one of our farms where a fledging eaglet on its virgin flight from the nest landed on one of our net tarps.  It was freed and to the best of our knowledge survived.  After reporting it to and consulting with WDFW, we now will use the old individual nets in areas with eagle nests with fledging eaglets.  This incident was photographed and has been used repeatedly by opponents to depict an ongoing problem.  We have been using similar nets for a couple of decades to cover Manila clams beds with no incidents of bird entrapment.  WDFW agrees this was an isolated incident and not an ongoing problem.

Shellfish provide valuable ecological services:  During the 12/14 meeting I touched briefly on some of the science regarding the environmental benefits shellfish can provide.  Elsewhere in the country (Chesapeake, NY Harbor, Tampa Bay) and world millions of dollars are being spent trying to re-introduce them for these services.  There is an abundance of peer reviewed papers supporting this which I would be happy to provide.  The Puget Sound Action Team produced a series of shellfish related fact sheets http://www.psat.wa.gov/Publications/Pub_Master.htm#fishandshellfish .  I have attached the one explaining how they are a keystone species which explains these ecological services as well as a two pager (Shellfish help clean or Sound) including quotes from reputable sources on these environmental benefits.

The Puget Sound is in trouble.  Southern Puget Sound in particular with low dissolved oxygen levels.  The DOE map attached shows this clearly and they have a detailed study underway currently to get a better handle on this.  Low DO is the result of excess nutrients.  Shellfish are very effective mitigators for excess nutrients.

Anderson Island resident Scott Redman is one of the premiere scientists involved in Puget Sound restoration.  He worked for the former Puget Sound Action Team and now the new Puget Sound Partnership.  That he stood up during the meeting at the risk of being ostracized by his neighbors to say he disagreed should cause the aicab and others to take pause.   I would encourage people to listen to Scott.    

Concerns regarding data collection and evaluation of recovery of monitoring sites:  During the meeting concerns were raised that Taylor is doing the monitoring and providing the information to DNR for analysis.  The suggestion was that Taylor would somehow skew the monitoring results in our favor and DNR would interpret them positively since they have a vested interest in success.  Taylor is very interested in having the process for collecting data and evaluating it as transparent and credible as possible.  We are open to suggestions as to how to accomplish that.  We want credible answers that with withstand peer scrutiny or it is a waste of our time doing it.   Sea Grant is funding a variety of independent scientists to do related research.  One thought is to have them do that on these DNR monitoring plots and couple the monitoring to it.  

Senator Carrell raised with DNR the need to stop farming after harvest to effectively evaluate the time for the site to recover.  I agree with that an suggest that be incorporated into the design.  Depending on how the plot is established this may mean a segment or perhaps the whole plot lays fallow for the period of time to recover.

Ms Hendrick’s assertion that Taylor is arguing in Pierce County appeals that no permits are necessary:  At the 12/14 aicab meeting I clarified these appeals.  At the time Taylor proposed our first geoduck farm in Pierce County in 2000 the County determined it would require a Shoreline Substantial Development Permit (SSDP).  We applied for and got an SSDP.  The County was informed during that process that the farm would be planted sequentially, over time as seed (the limiting factor) was available and that we estimated the crops would take 4-6 years to mature to market size.  They also understood this was to be an ongoing operation and that as crops were harvested they would be subsequently replanted.   All along, county staff was kept informed as the farm was developed.  Taylor Shellfish was lead to believe the SSDP was to establish the farm.  We were never informed or lead to believe that another SSDP would be required for ongoing operation of the farm.  On August 9th of this year, after seven years and millions of dollars invested in seeding crops that are now in the ground and growing, Pierce County issued an administrative order saying our SSDP had expired and we needed to apply for a new one to continue operations.  If we are required to apply for this new permit and for some reason the county opts not to issue it, we will incur a multimillion dollar loss based on crops currently in the ground.  Last year, Attorney General McKenna issued a formal opinion that geoduck farming only required a SSDP when it interfered with the public’s normal use of the surface water and that this finding would be based on facts surrounding the individual site.  Our Pierce County Foss geoduck farm does not in our opinion interfere with the public’s normal use of the surface water.  With the substantial losses we face if a permit is deemed required and then not granted it is clearly in our best interest to argue this point.  

Taylor supports regulation of the geoduck and other shellfish aquaculture:  Taylor understands and supports the need for reasonable regulations for geoduck and other shellfish culture.  As with any business we want these to be reasonable, efficient and coordinated.  Together with PCSGA we lobby to achieve that result.  New shellfish culture operations such as Treble Point require individual Army Corps permits which undergo an environmental review by NOAA and FWS.  Existing farms were just last year brought under a new programmatic Army corps nationwide permit 48.  Here in Washington we support and are participating in the implementation of HB2220 passed last spring by the legislature.  It will result in new statewide guidelines (rules) for farming geoducks.  Fair regulations ensure all are farming responsibly and that everyone is on a level playing field.

In closing, thank you for the opportunity to speak to your Board and provide this follow-up information.  If there are additional questions I would be happy to answer them by email or phone.  My contact information is below.  I would like to re-extend my invitation to you, other members of the aicab and to Anderson Island residents to contact me to arrange a tour of any of our farms.  We are happy to show you any of our operations any time.  This time of year the low tides are during the night.  We are more than willing to take folks out at night but waiting until daylight tides in March or better yet April (lower tides) and throughout the summer tends to be more pleasant.  It also provides a better perspective being able to see beyond a headlamp.

Sincerely,

Bill Dewey

PS: We passed out handouts at the meeting but realized afterwards we may have neglected to get them to all the aicab.  I’ll put some copies in the mail for you to distribute if you would please. 
 

Goodwin, C. L., and B. C. Pease. 1991. Geoduck, Panopea abrupta (Conrad, 1849) size, density, and quality as related to various environmental parameters in Puget Sound, Washington. Journal of Shellfish Research 10:65-77.
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Taylor Shellfish Company

130 SE Lynch Rd.

Shelton, WA 98584

 

Phone (360) 426-6178

Direct line (360) 432-3334

Fax (360) 432-3344

Cellular (360) 790-2330

www.taylorshellfish.com
