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ANCHORING SOLUTIONS FOR OYSTER FARMINGANCHORING SOLUTIONS FOR OYSTER FARMING
FLOATING BAG & CAGE SYSTEMSFLOATING BAG & CAGE SYSTEMS

WHY USE PLATIPUS ANCHORS:
• Fast and easily installed from a boat or shallow water
• Can be installed using hand-held tools
• Once installed the anchor is post-tensioned and immediately serviceable
• On-site technical and installation support as needed
• Anchor assemblies made in Raleigh, NC USA

T: (919) 662-0991  E: CIVILS@PLATIPUS.US
W: WWW.PLATIPUS.US 

prices stopped climbing, and 
inflation-adjusted prices to the 
growers actually dipped. 

There was a sharp 30% drop in 
sales nationwide in 2020 due to 
the pandemic, but at least on the 
East Coast, production bounced 
back. West Coast production 
of  Pacific oysters was remark-
ably constant from 2005 up until 
the pandemic hit in 2020, but 
appears to have tailed off  since, 
rather than recovering.

Gulf  Coast farmed oyster 
production is still largely depen-
dent on wild spat, and therefore 
varies widely from year to year. 
Disruptions such as Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005, the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill in 2010, and 
the Mississippi River diversion 
efforts resulted in large swings 
in both wild and farmed produc-
tion in Louisiana, the largest 
producing state in the nation.

One of  the big revelations of  
the project was significant 
increases in imported oysters 
from Canada and Mexico in the 
years following the pandemic. 
After 2020, imports of  live, fresh 
oysters roughly tripled in value 
to over $75 million, with Canada 
sending up to $60 million worth 

(mostly from Atlantic Canada 
farms) and Mexico sending $15 
million worth. An additional 
$15 million worth of  frozen 
oyster meats (and $355,000 to 
$720,000 of  fresh oysters) is 
coming in from South Korea, 
which has indicated it intends 
to double or triple exports to the 
U.S. going forward. However, 
with the volatile tariff  situation, 
it’s unclear what our global trad-
ing partners will be shipping into 
the U.S. (See story on Page 11)

As of  this writing, the strong 

U.S. dollar makes these im-
ported products relatively 
inexpensive, a trend that is being 
exacerbated by recent threats of  
tariffs that are driving compet-
ing currencies lower. Foreign 
producers also enjoy structural 
advantages. Governmental sup-
port, subsidies, and reduced 
regulatory costs allow for the 
development of  very large farms 
that let foreign producers take 
advantage of  significant econo-
mies of  scale.

In an effort to level the play-

ing field, the ECSGA board of  
directors submitted a letter to 
trade officials asking for import 
tariffs on oysters, in spite of  the 
fact that many of  us are strong 
proponents of  free trade and 
open markets.

Our market project also docu-
mented other important trends 
impacting growers in the U.S. 
While our ability to raise prices 
to buyers has been stifled for 
the past seven to 10 years, input 
costs have risen dramatically. 
Labor costs shot up sharply after 
the pandemic, with wages slight-
ly exceeding the inflationary 
spike that ensued. The National 
Restaurant Association reports 
that labor now accounts for up 
to 40% of  operating expenses, 
up from 30% pre-pandemic. 
Growers have found it harder 
to find affordable help as well. 
Cage wire, rope, fuel, and ship-
ping costs have all risen sharply.

The trend of  rising input costs, 
flat demand trends, and farm-
gate prices is clearly putting 
the squeeze on growers’ profit 
margins. Given that the majority 
of  oyster farmers are small-scale 
operators with fewer than five 
employees, it is hard to take ad-
vantage of  proven economies of  
scale. Matt Parker’s PhD. thesis 
examined the impact of  the scale 
of  production on the break-even 
cost for the farmer. He showed 
that growers who produce over 
2.5 million oysters a year can 
make a profit selling an oyster 
for half  the price of  a grower 
who sells only 500,000 a year. 
This exerts tremendous pressure 
on smaller farms to consolidate 
or grow to scale. 

Meanwhile, as restaurants raised 
prices to keep up with food 
and labor costs, more than half  
of  fine-dining establishments 
reported declines in patronage, 
as many budget-conscious din-
ers began favoring takeout and 
“fast-casual” options. This trend 
certainly does not bode well for 
oyster consumption.

While growers and wholesale 
dealers report that they have 
been unable to raise prices for 
almost a decade, oyster prices 
in restaurants have increased 
significantly, keeping pace with 
inflation. Sticker shock at the 
restaurant is probably making 
diners think twice about order-
ing a dozen oysters, and that 
may stifle demand until consum-

—Continued from page 1
Oyster Markets

Oyster Imports from Canada, South Korea and Mexico
$ Millions 

—Continued on page 15
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Since President Trump’s inauguration, there 
has been quite a bit of  talk about tariffs, and 
the ECSGA board has engaged in a series 
of  discussions on whether to support tariffs  
or not. Many board members are in favor 
of  free trade and oppose tariffs on principle 
because of  increased costs to consumers and 
the potential for retaliatory tariffs and trade 
wars. Nevertheless, after I shared some of  
the production, import, and price data that 
was collected in the process of  researching 
the oyster market study I wrote about on 
Page 1, the board reached consensus that we 
should send a letter to the Trump adminis-
tration in support of  tariffs on imports of  
shellfish. On March 4, 2025, we sent a letter1 
to Dr. Julie Callahan, Assistant U.S. Trade 
Representative for Agricultural Affairs and 
Commodity Policy. The letter reads, in part:

“Structural and economic forces place U.S. 
farmers at a distinct disadvantage to our trade 
competitors in several countries. Several of  
our competitors enjoy substantial government 
subsidies and reduced regulatory costs. They 
have much lower regulatory costs and can 
establish extremely large farms, allowing them 
to take advantage of  superior economies of  
scale. The relative strength of  the U.S. dol-
lar means that shellfish are coming into our 
markets at a significant discount.
“The U.S. is importing $60 million worth of  
oysters from Canada and another $15 million 
of  oysters from Mexico. Canada also sends 
us $23 million in clams and $32 
million in mussels, while New 
Zealand ships $58 million in 
mussels. Our members tell us that 
import statistics for clams coming 
in from China and Vietnam are 
not being accurately captured, but 
are significant and harming our 
ability to compete in our domestic 
markets. Many of  our trading 
partners have also indicated inten-
tions to increase shipments to our 
shores significantly. Our ability 
to increase production is impaired 
by imports that continue to grow 
and take market share away from 
domestic producers.”
The volume of  imports is pretty 
eye-popping (See graph on Page 
4). In 2023 the import value of  
fresh oysters from Mexico and 
Canada plus the value of  frozen 
oysters that came in from South 
Korea added up to about 80% of  
the value of  the oysters grown on 
East Coast farms.

The response of  ECSGA members to our 
tariff  position has been mixed. Although 
many cheered the letter, one astute member 
stated that, “The reality is simple: When 
oyster prices rise too high, restaurants—our 
primary customers—are forced to remove 
them from their menus entirely. Consumers 
and restaurant operators have a price thresh-
old, and once exceeded, demand doesn’t 
shift; it collapses. We are already seeing 

this effect in some markets, and it will only 
worsen if  the tariffs remain in place. We 
are not advocating for lower prices—every 
oyster producer welcomes fair compensation 
for their product. However, there’s a tipping 
point. If  prices exceed that threshold, oysters 
will disappear from “buck-a-shuck” menus, 
and seasonal restaurants, which rely on high-
margin items during their short operating 
windows, will struggle.

“Furthermore, the U.S. oyster industry does 
not have nearly enough supply to replace Ca-
nadian imports. Canada plays a critical role 
in maintaining a consistent, high-quality sup-
ply, particularly for restaurants that depend 
on year-round inventory. I was recently told 
that Canada exports 140 million oysters to 
the U.S. annually. Given our limited access 
to new growing areas, we have no realistic 
way to fill this gap.”

I think the argument is complicated. Accord-
ing to a recent article in Aquaculture North 
America2, “‘Our seafood trade deficit in the 
U.S. is huge,’ says aquaculture economist, 
Carole Engle. ‘Our aquaculture farmers in 
the U.S. are competing in a large seafood 
market, but it’s dominated by imports, and 
they’re at a price disadvantage generally.’” 
Engle believes that U.S. tariffs could make 

Our Industry?
by Robert Rheault,  
ECSGA Executive Director
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ers adjust to the new normal of  
inflated restaurant dining prices.

I suggest that the industry needs 
to invest in marketing. If  we 
are going to expand production 
without driving down prices, 
we will need to grow demand. 
Growers have great stories to 
tell. Our interviews with oyster 
professionals revealed a broad 
consensus that oysters have 
traits that should attract a wide 
range of  customers. High scores 
for sustainability and nutritional 
value, and a reputation for be-
ing a great food for celebrating 
should help us expand markets. 

Getting that message out to 
new consumers, especially 
young diners and those who 
may never have experienced a 
fresh, raw oyster’s magnificent 
flavor, is a challenge we must 
face head-on. The days of  being 
able to sell all we can grow with-
out having to spend money on 
marketing are probably behind 
us. How we organize thousands 
of  small growers and dealers 
into such an effort is a question 
I will try to answer in the years 
ahead. I hope you have ideas 
and solutions to share.

U.S. aquaculture products more 
competitive in a market domi-
nated by lower-priced imports.”

Others believe that tariffs are 
counterproductive and will dam-
age markets and result in a trade 
war that will increase prices on 
other items we use. The real-
ity is that tariffs and threats of  
tariffs have been on and off  for 
months, and our letter probably 
will have little impact one way 
or the other. But the uncertainty 
and the potential for a global 
trade war have been unsettling 
to economists and stock mar-
kets, and I think everyone would 
be happier if  we had some 
stability and predictability in our 
international trade policy.

Notes
1. ecsga.org/wp-content/ 
uploads/2025/03/Tariff 
SupportLetter-3-4-25.pdf

2. www.aquaculturenorth 
america.com/how-will-u-s-
tariffs-affect-north-american-
seafood-trade
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