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Growers Association 
represents over 1,300 

to Florida and the Gulf states.  
These proud stewards of the 
marine environment produce 

while providing thousands of 
jobs in rural coastal towns.

The ECSGA informs policy 
makers and regulators to 

protect a way of life.

I’m always a little surprised and 
dismayed to learn that many of  
our members don’t take the time 
to read the ECSGA newsletter. 
But then I remember, it was not 
that long ago that I was managing 
a farm, and often if  something hit 
my inbox and it was not directly 
related to keeping my company 
afloat, it went into an ever-growing 
pile of  things I could put off  while 
I dealt with more pressing con-

cerns. I get it. Running a farm is hard. New challeng-
es come at you every day, and you are often running 
behind and running on fumes.

Sometimes when I look at the companies selling 
farm-management software that can remind you 
when it’s time to restock a thousand overgrown bags, 
I have to laugh because the software never explains 
how you can clone yourself  (or your team) to actually 
get the work done. While no software can guarantee 
you’ll finish all the tasks on time, I do think that these 
programs can be critical in helping with the onerous 
job of  inventory management. 

When the inevitable catastrophe strikes, having 
reliable, up-to-date inventory data will put you in a 
much better place to take advantage of  crop-insurance 
programs like Emergency Assistance for Livestock, 
Honey Bees, and Farm-raised Fish (ELAP), which 
we wrote about in the August 2021 newsletter. If  you 
have not yet signed up for ELAP at your county Farm 
Service Agency office (www.fsa.usda.gov/state-offic-
es/index), you need to put that task at the top of  your 
to-do list! ELAP is free crop-disaster assistance that 
pays you 70% to 90% of  the value of  your weather-
related loss!

I know you’re busy. That’s why you need the ECSGA 
to stay on top of  things so you can focus on keeping 
your farm afloat. We will keep track of  new regulato-
ry challenges and great new inventions and programs 
(like ELAP) so you can keep your head focused on 
running the farm. But you might want to take a quick 
peek at our newsletter when it hits your mailbox. We 
work really hard on it. My wife, Ann, corrects all my 
mistakes and makes sure it looks good, and you might 
just learn about something important (like ELAP). 
I just heard about six growers on Cape Cod who re-
ceived ELAP payments totaling $713,200 after a heat 
wave at low tide caused mass mortalities last summer. 
Hopefully, that caught your attention and maybe you 
will go sign up for that great program now! 

Did I mention it’s free?

The Mouth of the Bay
Read This Money-Making Tip

Executive Director
Bob Rheault

It has been a strange couple of  years for the nation, 
and for the shellfish industry in particular. In early 
2020 we discovered just how tied we were to the res-
taurant industry when pandemic closures shut down 
our main customers and locked up the shellfish mar-
ket for months. Markets recovered as the year wore 
on, but most states reported 20% to 40% declines in 
shellfish sales year over year. Some growers survived 
by pivoting to direct sales, and many received relief  
checks that helped them survive. Since nobody could 
predict where this was going to go, many farms can-
celed seed orders and pulled back on plans to expand 
gear purchases. 

The second year of  the pandemic was quite a differ-
ent story. In 2021 we saw a sizeable pop in consumer 
demand. Despite the emergence of  the delta and 
omicron variants it appears that folks were sick and 
tired of  sheltering at home. Consumers had money 
to spend and they wanted to go out and have a good 
time. Despite the fact that a lot of  the restaurants in 
major cities were shuttered or struggling, sales of  
many luxury products took off. With limited supplies 
and huge demand we saw the prices of  lobster, crab, 
sea scallops and even steamers all increase by 60% to 
80%. Most of  our members tell me that 2021 was one 
of  their strongest sales years ever.

While wandering the Boston Seafood Show in mid-
March, growers and dealers from Prince Edward 
Island to Florida to Washington State told me that 
they were pretty much sold out of  their mid-range 
oysters. Many had high-end, “perfect rawbar” prod-
ucts to sell because so many of  the finer restaurants 
had either gone under or had yet to re-open their raw 
bars. Clams appear to be in tight supply too; and it 
sounds as if  clam sellers have enjoyed a fair price 
increase over the past few years. But curiously, most 

— Continued on page 6

Market Disruptions, Inflation 
Fuel Skyrocketing Costs
by Robert Rheault,  
ECSGA Executive Director

4ÈÅ ÐÒÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÏÙÓÔÅÒ ÇÒÏ×ÅÒÓ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ 
ÇÅÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÔÏ ÍÁÒËÅÔ ɉÃÁÇÅ ×ÉÒÅȟ ÇÒÏ×ÏÕÔ ÂÁÇÓȟ ÆÕÅÌȟ 

ÂÏØÅÓȟ ÓÈÉÐÐÉÎÇɊ ÈÁÓ ÓËÙÒÏÃËÅÔÅÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ ÙÅÁÒȢ 4ÈÅ 
cost of shipping a 40' container from China to the U.S. West 

#ÏÁÓÔ ÓÏÁÒÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ΏΤȟΡΡΡ ÐÒÅȤÐÁÎÄÅÍÉÃ ÔÏ ÏÖÅÒ ΏΤΡȟΡΡΡ 
ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÍÍÅÒ ÏÆ ΤΡΤΣȦ  -ÅÁÎ×ÈÉÌÅȟ ÓÈÉÐÐÉÎÇ ÂÅÈÅÍÏÔÈ 
-ÁÅÒÓË ÐÏÓÔÅÄ ΏΣΪ ÂÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÎÅÔ ÐÒÏǢÔÓ ÆÏÒ ΤΡΤΣȟ Á ΧΤΡϷ 

increase from the previous year.

MAERSK LINE

https://ecsga.org/
mailto:bob%40ecsga.org?subject=
https://ecsga.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/ECSGA_NL_v3-21.pdf
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/state-offices/index
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/state-offices/index
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Faced with the existential crisis of  surviving 
the widespread restaurant shutdowns of  the 
pandemic, many oyster growers were forced 
to pivot to selling directly to consumers. The 
farmer’s goal has always been to facilitate the 
journey from farm to fork swiftly and safely, 
while maintaining quality and delivering an 
excellent customer experience. 
But the pandemic smacked grow-
ers with a double whammy: in 
addition to the overnight evapo-
ration of  their customer base, 
previously unheard-of  delays in 
shipping and distribution often 
led worried consumers to refuse 
delivery because of  fears about 
product safety.

Happily, Vitsab makes an affordable, easy-
to-use product that can show consumers at a 
glance whether or not their product has un-
dergone significant thermal abuse. After years 
of  collaborative research with regulators and 
members of  academia and industry, we devel-
oped the Vitsab Freshtag™. This small label 
changes color to clearly tell customers if  their 
oysters are safe to eat.

Effective direct sales
Over the past two years we at Vitsab 
have been working hard to gather 
information about how to make an 
effective direct-to-consumer sales pro-
gram. I learned a lot through Zoom 
meetings, email correspondence 
and face-to-face opportunities (even 
though those have been few and far 
between). One especially helpful 
event was the meeting of  the Interna-
tional Association for Food Protec-
tion held in Arizona in July 2021.

It was the first in-person event we 
had attended since COVID hit, and it 
was incredibly helpful. We met many 
attendees from tech companies, 

academia and training 
companies, and end-
users themselves, who helped 
us understand the “last mile” 
of  shipments and the direct-to-
consumer process, especially the 
website interface. We learned 
that successful direct-sales pro-
grams have three characteristics 
in common: they are simple (the 

simpler the better), easy to understand and cost 
effective.

It all starts with the face of  your company, the 
website. Some things to consider when building 
your website:

	❑ use high-quality videos and/or photos;

	❑ tell your company’s unique “story”; 

	❑ educate visitors and consumers;

	❑ focus on ease of  navigation; and 

	❑ provide clear direction to customers on 
what to expect after they place their order.

The best website in the world will fail without 
your dedication to working it every day to 
ensure fast order processing, quick shipment 
confirmation and speedy responses to customer 
questions and comments. Pull-through brand-
ing from the website to the packaging will en-
sure an excellent customer unboxing experience 
and lead to buyer retention and referrals. Color-
ful packaging is your friend. Environmentally 
conscientious packaging will be remembered.

Reassuring customers their order is safe
Once the shipment leaves your facility you 
are wholly at the mercy of  the delivery car-
rier. Everyone can agree that COVID has put a 

strain on all delivery companies, 
so assume that your orders will 
be delayed—sometimes by a few 
hours, a half  day, a full day or 
more. Nothing puts a consumer 
who is already living in fear on 
high alert like a delay in their ship-
ment of  oysters. The Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) Risk 
Analysis on Vibrio bacteria tells 
us that as long as the temperature 
of  the product inside the box re-
mains below 50°F, Vibrio will not 
multiply. Just because the gelpacs 
might be melting by the time the 
box arrives, it does not mean that 
the product inside has warmed up 
significantly. Of  course, forcing 
the consumer to pull out a ther-
mometer is not a great solution. 
Safety validation in each shipment 
needs to be simple to include, easy 
for your customer to understand 
and inexpensive.

The customer needs validation 
that the oysters are fresh and safe; 
that’s where my two-plus years 
of  research with the FDA, state 
regulators, safety plan educators, 
and many of  you in the oyster in-
dustry comes into play. Freshtag™ 

Member Profile:
Vitsab Enhances Direct 
Oyster Sales During  
COVID and Beyond
By Jeff Desrosiers, Executive Vice President 
Vitsab International AB, Winslow, Maine

— Continued on page 4

Vitsab’s Freshtag™ ÌÁÂÅÌÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÎ ÅÁÓÙȤÔÏȤÕÓÅȟ ÉÎÅØÐÅÎÓÉÖÅ ×ÁÙ 
ÔÏ ÒÅÁÓÓÕÒÅ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÈÉÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÏÙÓÔÅÒÓ ÈÁÓ ÁÒÒÉÖÅÄ 

ÓÁÆÅ ÔÏ ÅÁÔȢ "ÅÆÏÒÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÂÅÌ ÉÓ ×ÈÉÔÅȠ ÐÕÓÈÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 
ÍÉØÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÓ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÅÒ ÄÏÔ ÔÕÒÎÓ ÉÔ ÇÒÅÅÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

ÉÓ ÈÏ× ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÔÁÙ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÐÅÒÆÅÃÔ ÓÈÉÐÐÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȢ )Æ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÔ ÉÓ 
ÙÅÌÌÏ× ÔÏ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÏÒÁÎÇÅ ɉÁÓ ÓÈÏ×Î ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÂÅÌ 

ÁÂÏÖÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÌÉÎÅɊȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÈÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÍÐÒÏÍÉÓÅÄ ÂÙ 
ÔÉÍÅȾÔÅÍÐÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÅØÐÏÓÕÒÅȢ )Æ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÔ ÈÁÓ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÄÁÒË ÏÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÒ 
ÒÅÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÈÁÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÔÈÅÒÍÁÌ ÅØÐÏÓÕÒÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÆÅ 

ÌÅÖÅÌÓ ÒÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ &$! ÁÎÄ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÅÁÔÅÎȢ 

https://algafeed.com/
mailto:sales%40algafeed.com?subject=ECSGA%20newsletter%20ad
https://www.vitsab.com/


https://riverdale.com/
http://mackboring.com/
mailto:kthompson%40mackboring.com?subject=ECSGA%20newsletter
http://myoysterknife.com
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OYSTER CONTROL 
IN THE PALM OF 
YOUR HAND

30-day free trial

For farm operations of any size

No lock-in contract. Cancel any time

Set-up, training and support provided

Easy to use

Sign up online now

@smartoysters @smartoysters

The complete management 
system for your farm

Shell Safe Shipping labels are easy 
to activate and stick on the inside 
of  your packaging. They look like 
a stoplight so anyone can under-
stand them, and they cost no more 
than 70 cents each. The technol-
ogy relies on a thermally driven 
chemical reaction, changing the 
color of  the tag (from green to 
yellow to red) as it is exposed to 
time/temperature increases that 
might allowVibrio to reproduce.

Companies that use our 
Freshtags™ have reported 20% 
to 72% fewer refunds and credits 
during the warmest months of  the 
year because customers are able to 
quickly determine if  their delayed 
shipments are still safe to eat. 
(These results were compiled by 
comparing rejection rates before 
using Freshtag™ vs. after starting 
a Freshtag™ program). Having 
even slightly fewer shipments re-
jected in a year will more than pay 
for the Freshtag™ labels that most 
shippers would use annually. 

A few oyster companies that have 
already started using Freshtag™ 
are: Barnegat Oyster Collective, 
Cape May Salt Oyster Farms, Cas-
cumpec Bay Oyster Co., Carolina 
Gold Oyster Co., Glidden Point 
Oyster Farms, Locals Seafood, 
Taylor Shellfish Farms, and Wil-
lapa Wild (Oysterville Sea Farms). 

Since the Freshtag™ brand has 
other formulations, we have been 
gathering very helpful information 
from not only the shellfish indus-
try, but also the many firms that 
have sprung up offering direct-to-
consumer home-meal preparation 
kits. We have also helped many 
growers create branded informa-
tion about Freshtag™ to promote 
their success. After all the time 
we’ve spent developing this useful 
tool and engaging many people 
in the evaluation process, we 
can help you develop product-
appropriate informational inserts 
about the best applications for 
Freshtag™ use to ensure happy 
buyers, safe products and fewer 
rejected shipments.

If  you focus on those three char-
acteristics of  your direct sales pro-
gram—keep it simple (the simpler 
the better), easy to understand and 
cost effective—I am confident you 
will have a successful and growing 
direct sales organization.

For more info on the Shell Safe 
Freshtag™ visit www.vitsab.com. 

— Continued from page 2
Direct-to-Customer Sales

After many years of  hard work, 
with support from dozens of  folks 
all pulling on the same oar, we 
are about to realize two exciting 
improvements for the shellfish 
farming industry: a law exempting 
shellfish aquaculture employees 
from Jones Act coverage, and 
establishing a shellfish genetics 
research program. The success of  
these efforts speaks to the power 
of  associations and the determina-
tion of  a few good people to see 
things through. I may not be the 
smartest or the strongest person, 
but I am often the most persistent. 
Some call it grit, or being stubborn 
(my wife calls it pigheadedness), 
but there is a lot to be said for 
never taking “no” for an answer.

Just before we went to press I 
learned that our bill to exempt 
aquaculture workers from the 
Merchant Marine Act (MMA) 
had passed the House with the 
Coast Guard Authorization Act 
(CGA). From here the CGA will 
go to the Senate, either as a stand-
alone bill or as a subchapter of  the 
National Defense Authorization 
Act. If  our little section doesn’t get 
carved out, it is quite likely it will 
become law this fall.

What does that mean? Our bill 
quite simply says that if  you are 
eligible for state workers com-
pensation, then you are no longer 
considered a seaman under the 
Merchant Marine Act (a.k.a Jones 
Act) unless you are a licensed 
mariner or hold a captain’s li-
cense. Many of  our members have 
to pay into state workers com-
pensation funds while also being 
liable for lawsuits from injured 
workers under the MMA. These 
are potentially unlimited-liability 
lawsuits that could easily bankrupt 
most farms.

While some members argue that 
Jones Act insurance coverage is 
less expensive than state workers 
compensation, the specter of  an 
unlimited-liability lawsuit was 
enough to convince the ECSGA 
board that this was a measure 
worth fighting for. Many of  our 
members pay into state workers 
compensation funds while also 
paying for Jones Act coverage. 
Some firms have gotten their 
insurance agencies to parse their 

The Power of  
Persistence
by Robert Rheault,  
ECSGA Executive Director

— Continued on page 14

https://smartoysters.com
https://www.facebook.com/smartoysters/
https://www.instagram.com/smartoysters/
https://www.vitsab.com
https://www.vitsab.com/
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http://www.eventbrite.com/e/ecsga-after-party-at-the-shop-tickets-292628438537
http://www.eventbrite.com/e/ecsga-after-party-at-the-shop-tickets-292628438537
https://www.northeastaquaculture.org/registration/
https://www.northeastaquaculture.org/registration/
https://www.northeastaquaculture.org/registration/
https://www.agcounts.usda.gov/static/get-counted.html
https://www.agcounts.usda.gov/static/get-counted.html
https://www.agcounts.usda.gov/static/get-counted.html
https://www.plauchecarr.com/
https://reedmariculture.com/collections/bivalve-single-species
https://www.agcounts.usda.gov/static/get-counted.html
http://www.formutech.ca/
mailto:jfortune%40formutech.ca?subject=
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oyster growers are telling me they 
are getting serious pushback on 
any attempts to increase prices, 
despite the tight supply.

Growers sitting on a nice pile of  
seed won’t be seeing much growth 
until the water warms up, so we 
can expect supplies to remain con-
strained for a few more months, 
extending the current seller’s 
market into early summer at least. 
Any price increases would provide 
much-needed relief  for growers, 
who are seeing all of  their in-
put prices skyrocket. Cage wire, 
growout bags, fuel, boxes, ship-
ping and basically everything you 
need to grow and ship shellfish 
have all gone up in price. Supply-

chain issues have caused imbal-
ances in supply and demand that 
further exacerbate the pressure to 
raise prices, and now the war in 
Ukraine is heaping uncertainty on 
everything, just when we thought 
we were emerging from the  
COVID funk.

Inflationary pressure
When growers go to buy new 
cages this year they are in for 
some serious sticker shock. I 
spoke with the leading supplier of  
cage wire, Jim Knott Jr., (CEO of  
Riverdale Mills in Northbridge, 
Massachusetts) and he explained 
this “perfect storm” of  factors that 
has forced Riverdale to bump up 
prices on cage wire. The industry’s 
woes started with Trump’s execu-
tive order imposing a 25% tariff  

on imported steel back in March 
2018. Then five U.S. steel mills 
went down for extended planned 
and unplanned maintenance 
in 2020, and one of  the largest 
Canadian mills got hit with labor 
strikes. It didn’t help that the ener-
gy-intensive steel industry saw the 
cost of  natural gas and electricity 
more than double. Knott watched 
the price of  domestic steel shoot 
up from $520 a ton to $940 a ton 
when the tariffs first hit, and it is 
up to around $1,200 a ton today. 
Riverdale is proud that they use 
only North American steel and see 
the tariffs as a tax on those who 
buy steel to make value-added, 
steel-demanding products. As a 
result, the American end-consum-
er is the one who is harmed and 
winds up paying for the tariff.

The tariffs were intended to help 
the steel- and aluminum-produc-
ing industries, but they imposed 
substantial costs on a much larger 
segment of  the U.S. economy 
that buys steel to manufacture 
many thousands of  downstream 
products. The restriction on the 
supply of  goods and raw materi-
als because of  the tariffs has sent 
a ripple effect throughout these 
downstream industries, disrupting 
supply chains, driving up costs, 
and threatening the economic 
security of  6.5 million U.S. work-
ers employed by steel-consuming 
manufacturers.

Riverdale is fortunate to be able 
to take advantage of  hydroelectric 
power, and they have installed a 
super-efficient CHP (combined 
heat and power, also known as 
cogeneration) system to support 

some of  their energy-intensive 
processes. 

Zinc has almost doubled in price 
since the pandemic hit, and zinc is 
critical to the galvanizing pro-
cess. Similarly, plastic resins shot 
up in lock-step with oil, gas and 
electric price increases, as well as 
supply-chain issues. Riverdale also 
formulates and manufactures their 
own PVC compounds for vinyl-
coating their wire. Knott said, “I 
could reduce vinyl costs, but I am 
not willing to cut corners on the 
quality of  the vinyl we use to coat 
our Aquamesh® wire, ...[which] is 
known to have the best coating in 
the world for sub-sea applications.

“This proprietary coating is criti-
cal to the durability of  our wire in 
seawater. Honestly, our globally 
recognized vinyl coatings and the 
fact that we galvanize our wire 
mesh after we weld it with the 
heaviest zinc coating, is what sets 
our wire apart from the competi-
tion.”

Knott went on to describe how 
the war in Ukraine has added to 
Riverdale’s costs. Russia accounts 
for about 10% of  the global nickel 
supply. Nickel was rallying before 
Russia’s invasion of  Ukraine, as 
there was robust demand for stain-
less steel and that demand had 
started to drain global inventories. 
In the first three weeks of  March, 
Western sanctions against Russia 
over its invasion of  Ukraine raised 
concerns about the metal supply, 
and the price of  nickel gyrated 
madly, briefly topping $100,000 
per ton.

— Continued from page 1
Market Disruptions

— Continued on page 7

4ÈÅ ÐÒÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÔÅÅÌ ÕÓÅÄ ÂÙ 2ÉÖÅÒÄÁÌÅ -ÉÌÌÓ ÉÎ .ÏÒÔÈÂÒÉÄÇÅȟ -ÁÓÓÁÃÈÕÓÅÔÔÓȟ ÔÏ 
ÍÁÎÕÆÁÃÔÕÒÅ ÃÁÇÅ ×ÉÒÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ΏΧΤΡ Á ÔÏÎ ÔÏ ΏΫΦΡ Á ÔÏÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÕÍÐ 

ÔÁÒÉǟÓ ǢÒÓÔ ÈÉÔ ÉÎ -ÁÒÃÈ ΤΡΣΪȠ ÉÔȭÓ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ΏΣȟΤΡΡ Á ÔÏÎ ÔÏÄÁÙȢ 

RIVERDALE MILLS

http://www.industrialnetting.com/
https://www.nature.org/en-us/what-we-do/our-priorities/tackle-climate-change/climate-change-stories/shellfish-growers-climate-coalition/?vu=r.v_shellfish4climate.local.na.ri


ECSGA Newsletter   Page 7Issue 1  April 2022

The Eastern Bloc countries are some of  the 
biggest steel producers in Europe. The war be-
tween Russia and Ukraine is constraining raw 
material supplies to most of  the wire producers 
in Europe and may cause some of  these wire 
mills to declare force majeure (a contract provi-
sion that frees both parties from obligation if  
an extraordinary event directly prevents one or 
both parties from performing).

All this means that cage manufacturers have 
seen wait times on wire deliveries jump to as 
long as six months, which means their costs 
will rise significantly between the time they 
order and the time the wire arrives.

Growing shellfish just got a lot  
more expensive

Growers are already suffering from severe stick-
er shock when they go to buy cages. Prices are 
going up almost weekly as dealers try to handle 
the crazy increases in everything they are buy-
ing. Plastic-mesh growout bags have almost 
doubled in price due to the one-two punch of  
rising marine freight costs and oil prices. Then 
there are often shipping delays in the little items 
like clips that can hold up the fabrication and 
sales of  completed cages. Of  course, the floats 
are plastic, which is made from oil; and the 
cost of  wax-coated, corrugated cardboard has 
soared because wax is also derived from   
petroleum.

To make matters worse, anyone who is trying 
to find workers can vouch for the rising cost of  
wages, which in turn boosts the cost of  workers 
compensation insurance. And if  you’re ship-
ping product you now have to pay 
fuel surcharges that went from 13% 
pre-pandemic to 65% to 75% today.

To add to growers’ problems we 
are seeing a tight supply in the seed 
market as well. After a record sales 
year, growers are all hoping to in-
crease their production. Hatcheries 
tell me they are getting lots of  calls, 
but since few hatcheries have the 
capacity to bump up production, 
they can’t readily take on new cus-
tomers. I have not heard that seed 
prices are up, but the profit margins 
for hatcheries have always been 
tight, so I expect the laws of  supply 
and demand could drive seed prices 
higher in the near future as well.

When I look at how the costs of  
production have gone up and the 
fact that supplies are tight and 
demand for oysters has never been 
stronger, I have to scratch my head 
when I hear that oyster prices have 
barely budged. Something’s got 
to give. Profit margins in shellfish 
farming were never great, espe-
cially at a small scale. One has to 

wonder how growers will stay afloat unless 
they can either boost their efficiency or get 
more for their products.

Profiteering?
Lastly, I have to wonder how much of  the infla-
tionary price increases we are seeing is simply 
producers passing on their rising input costs, 
and how much is the result of  some firms’ tak-
ing the opportunity to pad their bottom lines. 
International shipping giant Maersk just posted 
$18 billion in net profits for 2021 (up from $2.9 

billion in 2020, a 520% increase), which might 
explain why the cost of  shipping a 40-foot 
container from China to the West Coast went 
from $2,000 pre-pandemic to over $20,000 in 
the summer of  2021! Some of  this cost increase 
relates to the time freight vessels have to wait 
offshore before they can unload, but when you 
see profit margins grow like this you know that 
some companies are doing more than just pass-
ing along their costs.

We have all seen food prices spiking, but how 
much of  this is due to rising input costs when 
meat-packing houses are posting record earn-
ings? The same is true for the major oil com-
panies. And I love it when I see the price at 
the gas pump go up almost instantly when the 
price of  a barrel of  oil on the other side of  the 
planet increases, but when the price per barrel 
dips back down it seems to take months for that 
drop to be reflected at the pump.

It’s true that many of  the price increases we see 
today, whether in cars or washing machines, 
can be tied to supply-chain woes and imbal-
ances of  supply and demand. But I am still left 
scratching my head when I see that lobster, 
crab and sea scallops all went up by 70%, but 
we can’t seem to get 10% more for an oyster.

— Continued from page 6
Market Disruptions
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energy-intensive processes. 

RIVERDALE MILLS
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Get in touch!
(410) 397-3664
HoopersIsland.com

TM

From Seed to Shuck
For more than a decade, we’ve created proven systems to produce great-tasting, fast-growing oysters. 

Raise your seed using nursery gear designed by watermen for maximum results

Increase stocking density with 
proven, turn-key system.

Grow large quantities of seed in 
our high-efficiency upweller. 

Sort, wash and size oysters for 
market or further grow-out.

“Come one, come all, for 
aquaculture large and small.” And 
come they did! The triennial is 
now in the rear-view mirror and 
it was a joy to meet in person 
and see friends old and new at 
the newly renovated Town and 
Country Resort in sunny San 
Diego! The meeting was a roaring 
success thanks to the steering 
committee (Mick Walsh, Michael 
Masser, Sandy Shumway and 
Paul Zajicek) and the program 
committee (Jay Parsons and Sandy 
Shumway, co-chairs, Jim Tidwell, 
Steve Allen and Jeff  Heindel). 

The team of  John and Noah 
Cooksey, Mario Stael, and George 
McKee did their usual amazing 
job of  keeping things organized 
on all levels. Plenary speaker Roz 
Naylor from Stanford University 
set the meeting in motion 
for almost 2,000 participants 
representing 54 countries with 987 
abstracts, 166 trade-show booths, 
114 posters and 560 presentations 
in 79 sessions. Students made 
a strong showing with 223 in 
attendance. 

The student organizing committee 
(LIST) did an outstanding 
job providing several special 
opportunities for engagement, and 
the auction was the usual raucous 
occasion and raised around $2,100 
for the Student Endowment Fund. 

Table sales and book raffles raised 
another $3,000 or so.

It’s now on to Baltimore for 
the National Shellfisheries 
Association’s 115th annual 

meeting. Watch for details and 
block the dates: March 21-25, 
2023. See you there!

õXli Rexmsrep WlippĂwlivmiw 
Association

Aquaculture 2022:  
A Resounding  
Success

WORLD AQUACULTURE SOCIETY
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I recently had a chance to talk 
to Ryan Ellis and Matt Derry 
of  Compass Aquaculture Solu-
tions, a six-person company that 
operates out of  Charlottetown, 
Prince Edward Island, Canada. 
The company was born in 2015 
when shellfish growers looking for 
a way to manage the day-to-day 
operations and inventory on their 
farms approached founding mem-
bers Jeremy Noonan and Gary 
Compton for help. After spending 
countless hours working with vari-
ous shellfish farms to learn about 
their operations, Jeremy and Gary 
developed the Buoy Up farm-
management system—easy-to-use 

software and tools tailored to meet 
the practical needs of  shellfish 
growers. Their motto is, “Built for 
your office,” whether it’s on land 
or on the water.

Many growers face challenges 
staying on top of  their businesses, 
especially as they grow in size, 
and even the most computer-savvy 
among them find that inventory 
management can be a significant 
chore. Any shellfish grower who 
has suffered a crop loss can vouch 
for the fact that if  you don’t have 
good inventory tracking prior to 
a loss, you won’t be able to file a 
claim for crop insurance. Likewise, 
if  you are looking for a loan to ex-
pand your business, the bank will 
want to see solid numbers before 
they give you a penny.

So the Compass team set out 
to develop a simple, easy-to-use 
software package that is adapt-
able to the highly diverse shellfish 
farming community. Buoy Up can 
help growers keep track of  various 
processes such as brine-dipping 

schedules, cage desiccation, divid-
ing of  bags as the crop grows, etc. 
The software was designed to be 
able to work offline, with an inex-
pensive tablet or even a cell phone, 
to record the tasks you are doing 
on the water; and each member 
of  your team can enter data so the 
whole team knows what needs to 
be done at any given time.

The software is highly adaptable 
and can be used to keep track of  
almost anything, from mussel lines 
to the wide variety of  trays and 
cages that growers now use. You 
can even use it to help remind you 
when it’s time to change the oil 
in your truck or perform routine 
maintenance on your outboard.

Data from the software applica-
tion can be exported into Micro-
soft Excel, which makes it easy to 
gain insights by running additional 
analytics on anything you want to 
track. In addition, the reporting 
feature allows you to generate re-
ports that can calculate inventory 
on the whole farm, per lease, by 

grade or even on individual lines, 
to help you stay in control of  the 
normally chaotic farm-manage-
ment tasks.

The Compass team is really proud 
of  their IT talent, and they are 
constantly improving the Buoy Up 
system to meet the changing needs 
of  growers and to address new 
concerns. They have worked hard 
to make Buoy Up user-friendly 
and easy-to-learn, understanding 
that most growers are not com-
puter geeks or math whizzes. They 
believe these features really set 
them apart from the competition.

Currently, most of  the Compass 
customer base is located in Can-
ada, but that is likely to change 
soon. U.S. customers are quickly 
coming onboard after seeing Buoy 
Up’s capabilities and features, 
especially its ability to be used 
offline, as many farmers have 
faced difficulty with connectivity 
issues out on the water in the past. 
Interest has soared since Oyster 
Tracker shifted its business focus 
away from farm management to 
concentrate on marketing, tagging 
and traceability.

With the recent growth of  shell-
fish farming, particularly in the 
southern U.S., the Compass team 
is eager to continue learning about 
different techniques and challeng-
es in the diverse shellfish aquacul-
ture industry, and they are pleased 
to bring their considerable skills to 
bear on innovating and improving 
what has traditionally been a more 
conventional, tech-averse sector.

Jsv qsvi mrjs sr xli Fys} Yt 
farm-management system, visit 
{{{2gsqtewweu2gsq.

by Robert Rheault,  
ECSGA Executive Director

New Product Spotlight
Buoy Up Farm-  
Management  
System

50%
www.compassaq.com

FARM MANAGEMENT
SOFTWARE O

FF

Onboarding Fee

FOR PAST OYSTER 
TRACKER USERS

FREE
F I R S T  M O N T H

FOR ALL ECSGA MEMBERS

Because internet connectivity while 
working on the water is never a sure 

ÔÈÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ "ÕÏÙ 5Ð ÆÁÒÍ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ 
ÓÏÆÔ×ÁÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ 

×ÏÒË ÏǩÉÎÅ ÕÓÉÎÇ Á ÔÁÂÌÅÔȟ ÃÅÌÌ ÐÈÏÎÅ 
ÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÕÇÇÅÄȟ ÉÎÅØÐÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÄÅÖÉÃÅ 

available from Compass.
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5 models to choose from:
HighFlo™ ProFlo™ Pro-Compact™ LowProPlus™ LowPro™

6 Bags 6 Bags 4 Bags 3 Bags 2 Bags

Get growing today!
OysterGro® makes aquafarming productive and rewarding! 

Proven system
Turnkey operation

Predictable investment
Environmentally friendly

Dedicated support
Pro�table results

www.OysterGro.com

FREE CONSULTATION
743-54551(506)

Partners in your success
Our experts are ready to 
assist with all aspects of 
your business, including 

site selection and growth 
planning.

boat-based hours for Jones Act coverage and 
their workers’ land-based hours for state work-
ers compensation coverage, but not all insurers 
are able to make this happen. Some growers 
try to skirt the rules and pay neither, but that is 
another story.

It is probably too early to take a victory lap 
because it’s possible someone might object to 
our little carve-out and have it pulled from the 
CGA, but right now I think we are in a good 
position. Getting to this point was the product 
of  six years of  lobbying in DC, and at least a 
hundred repetitions of  a wonky explanation 
about a bill that few legislators want to touch 
and fewer still could even begin to understand. 
(I can practically repeat it in my sleep).

We won the support of  the maritime unions, 
then managed to convince the Congressional 
staff  on the House Coast Guard Committee 
to get behind it, and then got about half  the 
members of  the House Coast Guard Commit-

tee to co-sign it. Finally, we seem to be on the 
threshold of  victory. All those trips to DC, all 
those meetings with skeptical staffers, all those 
hours in uncomfortable dress shoes and a suit, 
all those receptions and Zoom calls may finally 
pay off.

Shellfish genetics
In another testament to perseverance, more 
than 14 years of  effort trying to fund and 
perform research on shellfish genetics is about 
to bear fruit. After the first two years trying to 
make this happen, I was feeling pretty good 
because I had managed to secure support for 
$3 million a year in genetics research through 
the U.S. Department of  Agriculture’s Agri-
cultural Research Service (ARS). The funding 
wasn’t even an earmark, it was actually in the 
base budget and assured of  passage—until the 
wheels came off  the bus and Congress failed to 
pass a budget in what was to become the first 
of  several years of  “sequestration” budget cuts.

Not to be deterred, I continued to push and 
eventually was able to secure $2.7 million in 
ARS funds to support a significant team of  

genetic talent in the 2020 budget. After some 
COVID-related hiring delays we expect to have 
four top genetics experts hired by the fall. Each 
geneticist comes with staff  and funding for 
facilities and equipment; we hope to soon be 
growing out 100 families in five different states 
to evaluate performance and disease resistance 
in a range of  environments. 

We have had MSX-resistant lines for the Mid-
Atlantic region for several years due to the 
efforts of  Stan Allen and others at the Virginia 
Institute of  Marine Science and Rutgers Uni-
versity, and now we hope to soon have MSX-
resistant lines for colder waters. With the new 
genetics tools that are available we hope to de-
velop lines of  animals that are also resistant to 
Dermo and probably Seaside Organism (SSO) 
and other pathogens that plague our industry. 
We should also be able to isolate the genes that 
affect shell shape, hinge morphology and shell 
coloration. I am very excited about the next 10 
years of  genetics progress in the fields of  oyster 
breeding and eventually clam breeding.

 I may not be patient, but I sure am persistent!

— Continued from page 4
Persistence Pays Oύ
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