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The total economic impact of U.S. aquaculture production
likely 3-4 times greater than farm-level impacts
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A recent study shows that aquaculture contributes $4 billion annually
tothe U.S. economy and supports more than 22,000 jobs. The total
economic impact is likely three to four times greater than the farm-
level impacts estimated in this study as seafood products move
through various marketing channels. Photo by Peggy Greb, USDA ARS
(Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons).

A recent study by Dr. Ganesh Kumar (https://doi.org/10.1111/jwas.13091) and co-authors involving
aquaculture researchers from 11 different institutions and published in the Journal of the World
Aquaculture Society discusses the economic contributions of aquaculture in the United States, and the
linkages of aquaculture farming businesses with other economic sectors and how policy decisions that
affect aquaculture result in economic ripples throughout local, regional, and national economies.

“U.S. aquaculture farms are highly diversified raising multitudes of species ranging from various
foodfish, mollusks, crustaceans, baitfish, sportfish, ornamental fish and other aquatic plants and
animals,” Dr. Ganesh Kumar, associate research professor at Mississippi State University and lead
author of the study, told the Advocate. “The annual contribution of domestic aquaculture farms to the
U.S. economy has not been estimated since 1996, and we employed primary farm-level data on
expenditures and outputs to develop economic impact of U.S. aquaculture. Results of this research
show that U.S. aquaculture farms contribute about $4 billion and support over 22,000 jobs annually.”

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) annually publishes estimated economic impacts of wild-
caught seafood landings and imports of seafood into the United States. However, these estimates do
not include the impacts from domestic aquaculture production because adequate and relevant
information on expenditures has not been available. With U.S. aquaculture production accounting for
approximately one-fifth (https://repository.library.noaa.gov/view/noaa/47718/noaa_47718_DS1.pdf).
of the value of total U.S. seafood production, the inclusion of domestic aquaculture is critical for
accurate representation of the contributions of seafood to the U.S. economy.
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The only previous national estimates of the economic contributions of U.S. aquaculture are nearly 30
years old. The current study was based on comprehensive data from detailed farm-level surveys (that
captured 77 percent of the total value of U.S. aquaculture) supplemented by information from
publications on the remaining aquaculture sectors. The economic contributions measured in this study
were limited to those at the farm level and do not include subsequent impacts that occur as farmed
products move through processing, distribution, food service, and retail sectors in the U.S. economy.
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Economic analysis of U.S. aquaculture is challenging because of the diversity of species and
production systems across the country. U.S. aquaculture farms produce hundreds of different
freshwater and marine species of finfish, shrimp, crawfish, shellfish, seaweed, and other species in a
wide variety of production systems. Moreover, U.S. aquaculture is dynamic in that farming practices
continue to evolve quickly as new and improved technologies (https://doi.org/10.1111/jwas.12877)
are developed.

Seafood loss and waste rate in the United
States is half of previous estimates

A study puts U.S. seafood loss and waste
at 22.7 percent, far lower than earlier
estimates reported in the scientific
literature.
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A further complexity of U.S. aquaculture is that costs and expenditures vary regionally across the
United States. With aquaculture farms located in nearly every state, data used to estimate economic
impacts must be sufficiently robust to accurately represent national expenditures and outputs.

“The majority of the jobs created are rural employment signifying the economic relevance of U.S.
aquaculture farms,” said Dr. Kumar. “Labor income and value addition generated annually were
approximately $1 billion and $3 billion, respectively. The diverse contribution from various aquaculture
species, production systems, and regions resulted in economic linkages to over 96 percent of existing
U.S. economic sectors. The study also reiterates the importance of the need for more streamlined U.S.
aquaculture regulations that would enhance cost efficiency and productivity on farms.”
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Fig. 1: Indirect and induced impacts by major category of aquaculture
for economic output ($). Adapted from the original publication.

Analysis of the linkages of U.S. aquaculture production activities with other economic sectors showed
that foodfish farms generated the greatest contributions, followed by mollusk farms. Freshwater
aquaculture farms contributed twice that of the contributions of marine aquaculture because of the
greater size of the freshwater aquaculture sector. The economic output multiplier across all U.S.
aquaculture production was 1.73. Nearly all (96 percent) economic sectors in the United States were
supported by U.S. aquaculture, with the majority of this contribution occurring in the rural economies
where most production sites are located.

U.S. aquaculture includes farmed production of more than 1,500 species
(https://www.nationalaquaculture.org/racreview/) that are raised in various production systems with
different gear types and management practices. Such diversity results in expenditure patterns that
differ widely among species raised, production systems, and gear types that are linked to and support
different sectors of the economy. The magnitude of the economic contributions is affected not only by
the volume of expenditures but also the number of sectors supported.
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Results of this study were limited to impacts from farm-level expenditures because robust datasets
(https://repository.library.noaa.gov/view/noaa/47718/noaa_47718_DS1.pdf) were not available
beyond the farm level for all U.S. aquaculture sectors. Thus, downstream impacts from processing,
distributors, food service, and retail sectors were not estimated for food products from farmed finfish
and shellfish production. Also not included were the downstream impacts from anglers and first-point
buyers of fish from farms that supply baitfish and sportfish (including trout sold for recreational
purposes) or from marketing levels in ornamental sector supply chains. These downstream sectors can
make substantial economic contributions beyond those of farm-level expenditures.

The growth of aquaculture in the United States has been constrained by the regulatory framework that
has restricted the growth (https://doi.org/10.1080/13657305.2013.812158) of existing aquaculture
sectors. The current size and economic contributions of U.S. aquaculture could be substantially greater
than its current size if regulatory constraints would be streamlined and implemented in a more timely
and efficient manner. Development of clear property rights and permitting processes for marine waters
would support growth of marine aquaculture, particularly of marine finfish that would benefit coastal
communities and working waterfronts.

“Given the aquatic resources of the United States, both freshwater and marine, there is substantial
potential for growth of U.S. aquaculture that would enhance its economic contributions to communities
and consumers across the United States “concluded the study authors.

Read the full study. (https://doi.org/10.1111/jwas.13091),
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