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Introduction   

The Michigan United Conservation Clubs is the nation’s foremost, state-based conservation 
organization.  For nearly 80 years, MUCC has advocated for the conservation of Michigan’s natural 
resources and the preservation of our outdoor heritage. 

The National Wildlife Federation is a wildlife education and policy organization. NWF was founded in 
1936 as the national voice of state and local conservation groups, and has since emerged as the nation’s 
foremost grassroots conservation organization with close to 6 million members and supporters 
throughout the United States. The mission of National Wildlife Federation is to inspire Americans to 
protect wildlife for our children’s future.  

Our Comments on Great Lakes Net Pen Commercial Aquaculture: A Short Summary of the Science   

We appreciate the effort that was expended in assembling this report and its subsequent findings.  In 
our view, science must necessarily inform the management decisions that are exercised over our public 
trust resources.   

In our comments we begin where the panel does: in discussing their preference for an adaptive 
management framework informed by a Before-After Control-Impact study design.  We agree that this 
would be the preferred framework for undertaking a review of net pen aquaculture in the Great Lakes, if 
the identified risks associated with undertaking such a study were tolerable.  In our view, they are not.   

Any study or pilot project presumes the commencement of a commercial aquaculture operation with 
less information than would be optimal to ensure that the risks associated with managing effluent, 
disease, escapement, and siting were mitigated.  Absent that information, the liability for those risks are 
transferred from the prospective operator on to the public.  This is unacceptable.  The almost certain 
degradation of public resources to determine the nature of a regulatory scheme sufficient to protect 
those public resources is inconsistent with the legal and ethical obligations policy makers must exercise 
over our shared resources.   

Regarding operations.  We note that the “Ontario experience” is different than what has been 
characterized in this report.  The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and other provincial policy 
makers clearly recognized the limitations of the regulatory framework governing net pen aquaculture 
which allowed the establishment of that industry in the late 1980’s.  In recent years, major changes in 
effluent management, siting considerations, disease concerns, and a variety of other issues led to a 
major reconstruction of that regulatory system.  We speculate that this change has resulted in the 
sudden interest in locating net pen aquaculture in Michigan, which at present, does not have a robust 
regulatory framework on par with our Canadian counterparts.  At a minimum, the now strict regulations 
in place in Canadian waters should be reviewed and considered for their ability to mitigate the clear 
dangers associated with net pen aquaculture. This position is consistent with the recent 
recommendation of the Great Lakes Fishery Commission calling for “a comprehensive regulatory, social 
(including public meetings with stakeholders, citizens, tribes, and First Nations), economic, and scientific 
assessment” of net pen aquaculture.  We also note that the same resolution also requested that the 



Council of Great Lakes Fishery Agencies follow provisions of A Joint Strategic Plan for Management of 
Great Lakes Fisheries requiring signatory agencies to “discuss and seek consensus on any fishery activity 
that has the potential to affect another jurisdiction.” (Committee of Advisors to the Great Lakes Fishery 
Commission, 2015, A Resolution Calling for Multi-Jurisdictional Consideration and Regulation of Net Pen 
Aquaculture in the Great Lakes).        

Regarding Fish Disease and Surveillance.  We believe that this section, should further consideration of 
net pen aquaculture occur, must be given additional thought and work.  There is a good start to the 
discussion of fish disease and surveillance here, but it is not adequate to inform what type of regulatory 
framework would effectively prevent or control the introduction or spread of fish diseases from farmed 
cage culture operations to wild fish populations.  It is not sufficient to essentially conclude that 
biosecurity measures should be employed to reduce the risks involved with transmitting disease to 
wild/naturalized fish populations.  The panel is clearly concerned with the management problems 
presented by fish diseases moving between the distinct wild and caged populations, as are we.  We 
hope that the discussion begun in this section is continued through additional study, further discussion, 
and work before any additional consideration of net pen aquaculture be undertaken.       

Regarding Ecological Interactions.  One would think that the idea that pollution is solved through 
dilution died around the time the Clean Water Act was adopted four decades ago.  Yet, in this report we 
see that concept brought forward as a potential resolution of nutrient loading and the disruption of 
aquatic habitats through algal blooms and other similar effects.  The correct conclusion to be made from 
this discussion in the report is that specific site considerations may exacerbate or mitigate these 
negative effects, but that no conclusive set of parameters is presently available to inform what those 
considerations should be. Other concerns regarding ecological impacts include the potential for escape 
of fish and breeding with wildlife fish. Indeed aquaculture has been responsible for 39 percent of 
nonnative species introductions in the recent past (Gozlan et al., 2010, J. Fish Biology, 76(4)).  Though 
the science report discusses the potential for escapes (including that “they can and will occur”), it is not 
clear that the risk management measures offered would ensure that populations of native and 
naturalized Great Lakes fish would not be harmed following such escapes.   In our view, these 
uncertainties only highlight the point that the substantial, unknown effects of net pen aquaculture 
should result in a conclusion that the project is too risky to consider, rather than one meriting further 
study and piloting.     

Concluding Comments  

We hold out hope that at some point agency leadership and policy makers in Michigan would be able to 
simply say when something is a bad idea.  The consideration of net pen aquaculture in the Michigan 
waters of the Great Lakes presented just such an opportunity.  The economic analysis completed by 
Michigan State University identifies a potential boost of $4.3 million to Michigan’s annual gross 
domestic product.  Michigan’s sport fishery, the resource most at risk by this venture is, presently, 1000 
times more economically valuable at around $4.3 billion.  That in and of itself should be sufficient to end 
the discussion.  Unfortunately, it has not been.   

The science panel report identifies myriad ecological issues from disease, escapement, genetic 
degradation of wild/naturalized fish, water quality impacts, and the like.  We should accept nothing less 
than a much greater command of those impacts before proceeding with this idea.  The unknowns and 
qualified statements throughout the report hint at far greater risk than what should be tolerated by any 
agency with a public trust responsibility.   



At present, the regulatory framework in Michigan is wholly inadequate to begin to address the concerns 
outlined in this report.  Moreover, MUCC and NWF do not believe that state and federal agencies are 
adequately funded to develop and sustain adequate regulatory oversight for such a complex 
endeavor.  Additionally, no enforcement actions, fines, penalties, are presently sufficient to compensate 
the public for the violation of any terms of a permit or other environmental regulation for the losses the 
public could suffer.    That as well, should be sufficient to shut off further consideration of this idea.   

Taken together, the economic and ecological risks compel no other conclusion other than that net pen 
aquaculture in the Michigan waters of the Great Lakes is bad business, bad for the environment, both of 
which mean that it is unequivocally bad for the people of the state of Michigan.  We do not accept the 
notion that a private interest has the right to degrade wild fish and public waters for the advancement 
of their meager economic interests.  We have been sold that brand of snake oil before with disastrous 
effect. 

The overwhelmingly negative reception that this idea has received from the public, the alarming, 

science-based concerns articulated in the reports commissioned by the Quality of Life agencies, and the 

utter absence of any compelling economic argument in favor of net pen aquaculture should bring to a 

close any further flirtation by the state for risky and untested proposition.      


