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With support from the
state’s governor and
and more than $1
million in new funding,
Alaska’s shellfish-
farming industry is
poised for big growth. 

By Ben DiPietro

Although mariculture first was
permitted in Alaska in 1988, the
industry was slow to evolve.
Stringent regulations enacted to
address environmental concerns
and a lack of capital conspired
to discourage the development
of shellfish farms across the
state. 
Now, with support from the
state’s highest office and an
infusion of cash, shellfish farm-
ers say the future looks brighter
than ever.

“I would say the shellfish
farming industry is in its infancy.
While there is some logic to its
progression, it has a lot to do
with finding economies of
scale,” said Glenn Haight of the
Alaska Department of
Commerce, Community and
Economic Development.

One of the biggest obstacles to
growing the industry is costs,
Haight said. “Once there is
enough product moving out, it

should lower costs,” he said.
“But in order to begin to move
more product you may need
some changes in the regulatory
structure. Certainly there needs
to be greater access to capital.
But, most importantly, you need
interested investors — essentially
a more developed human
resource. To peg timelines, nec-
essary development and capital
is not something I’ve done with
any certainty.”

Support from the

top guy

With bullish finan-
cial support from the
state, which provid-
ed more than
$800,000 in 2004 to
the Alaska Shellfish
Growers Association
for infrastructure
development, 2005
may be the year
Alaska-grown shell-
fish finds a niche in
stores and on peo-
ple’s plates, said
Rodger Painter,
association presi-
dent and longtime
industry advocate.
In total, more than
$1.5 million was
invested in the shell-
fish industry by the
state through its

seafood revitalization strategy,
Haight said.

“The regulatory climate cer-
tainly has taken a turn for the
better over the past several
years,” Painter said. “Gov. Frank
Murkowski has made maricul-
ture development a priority of
his administration, and we are
making significant progress in
changing what might be best
characterized as an extremely
hostile attitude in some regula-

tory agencies. The legislature
approved and funded an ambi-
tious program to pre-approve
and offer to the public aquatic
farm sites throughout our coast-
line.”

According to 2003 statistics
from the Alaska Department of
Fish and Game — the latest
available figures — there were 58
aquatic farmers, all but one
located in southeast Alaska,
Prince William Sound and Cook

Inlet. They grow Pacific oysters,
littleneck clams, blue mussels
and other species, mostly geo-
duck clams, and had a total har-
vest valued at $624,573, a
$100,000 increase over 2002.

“Most of Alaska’s shellfish
farms are mom-and-pop opera-
tions struggling to get enough
production on line to reach
profitability,” Painter said..
“Some of these operations are in
the process of taking the leap

Alaska warming up to shellfish farming
SHELLFISH BOOM COMING?: Alaska remains opposed to fish farms, but more than $1 million in state aid is going to mariculture, and the sector is poised for growth. 

Pacific oysters
$470,955

Little Neck 
clams 
$148,924

Blue mussels 
$4,484

Other shellfish 
$210

Alaska sells shellfish at the sea farm
Here’s what Alaska 
shellfish farmers 
sold in 2003
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The future of finfish
farming in Alaska
remains bleak, for now.

By Ben DiPietro


