Mariculture Research Center in Alaska
DRAFT – July 26, 2019
Note: This whitepaper is conceptual in nature and will likely require flexibility during implementation
in order to take advantage of timely opportunities related to funding and staffing availability.
Alaska has the potential to become an international leader in mariculture as it has a number of
strengths that can benefit mariculture development: clean and abundant waters, skilled laborers
familiar with working on the water, an existing large-scale seafood industry with associated
infrastructure, the Alaska Seafood Marketing Institute, engaged and supportive policymakers, and
researchers with expertise in oceanography, marine sciences, and climate change.
In order to realize this potential, Alaska adopted the Alaska Mariculture Development Plan in 2018,
which is a statewide, comprehensive approach to accelerate the development of mariculture with the
goal to grow a $100 million industry in 20 years. In order to reach this goal, the Plan makes
recommendations, including a number of priority recommendations which are intended to address
systemic challenges for the industry and lay the foundation for future growth.
Specific to research and development (R&D), although significant research expertise exists within Alaska,
it has historically not emphasized support for mariculture. For example, the University of Alaska does
not have undergraduate or graduate degrees in mariculture, and participation by faculty and students in
field research is limited. In order to grow the industry, Alaska needs to build capacity in the research
community with the intention to focus and coordinate research activities in order to enable growth of
the mariculture industry.
With this in mind, the Plan includes a priority recommendation to implement the concept of a
Mariculture Research Center (MRC) in order to address research needs in Alaska in a way that
coordinates efforts and integrates industry leadership in order to reduce duplication and competition
for funding, and strengthen the application of science to further industry growth.
Below is a diagram which illustrates the relationship of the conceived MRC with other mariculturerelated entities. (The diagram is intended to be instructive, but not prescriptive, particularly at the early
stages of development of the industry.) Combined with the guidance of the Alaska Mariculture
Development Council and the outcomes of the Mariculture R&D Forums, the MRC will not only organize
the research community, but also connect it with the industry, regulators, Alaska Native organizations
and other stakeholders in Alaska, facilitating continual industry improvements and laying the foundation
for the development of mariculture in Alaska.
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•

Mariculture Research Center (MRC) – an entity at the center of a formal network of facilities
capable of doing mariculture R&D as part of their mission statements. The envisioned MRC could be
housed within the University of Alaska system or within NOAA, as each has expertise and an interest
in mariculture research, or another entity that demonstrates the capacity to fulfill the mission. This
network could include the various public and private research centers in Alaska, such as the NOAA’s
Alaska Fisheries Science Center, Little Port Walter, and Kodiak Lab, the UAS Lab in Juneau, UAFCFOS, Kasitsna Bay Lab, Alutiiq Pride Shellfish Hatchery, OceansAlaska, Alaska Ocean Observing
System, and the regional science centers.

•

Staff: ideally, the MRC will utilize two staff positions, but will likely be less than full time positions
initially. The MRC Director will facilitate communication, coordination and cooperation with this
network in order to meet the research priorities outlined in the Plan in a variety of fields from
biology to food sciences to engineering. The MRC Director will facilitate the development of these
research priorities through organizing the annual Mariculture R&D Forum. The MRC Director may
also help write proposals to secure funding from eligible grant sources. The MRC Director will also
provide “matchmaking” services for students and faculty with growers and other entities. The
Mariculture Specialist will facilitate cooperative and applied research projects with industry,
translate research results into practical improvements for industry, and interact with other
stakeholders. These duties may be filled by hiring a new extension agent within Alaska Sea Grant.

•

MRC Director Responsibilities:
o host an annual Mariculture R&D Forum.
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o

o
o

set the annual research priorities as an outcome of the R&D Forum and the Industry Advisory
Committee. (The MRC would not necessarily perform the research, rather, the MRC would work
with the research community to secure funding for priority projects.)
facilitate completion of mariculture research in Alaska that furthers the development of the
industry, through communication and coordination with the research community.
cooperate with the Mariculture Specialist to conduct joint research and outreach activities in
order to transfer the results of research to industry stakeholders for practical applications.

•

Mariculture R&D Forum: annual forum with industry leadership where priorities are discussed in
cooperation and action plans are developed to achieve outcomes. The NOAA sponsored mariculture
workshop planned by the Alaska Region may serve to cover the first R&D Forum.

•

Industry Advisory Board: this entity will help provide guidance and industry leadership to the MRC,
and will meet more regularly and informally than the annual R&D Forum to refine industry priorities
from the output of the R&D Forum, to provide connection to industry partners, and to assess the
effectiveness of the MRC. In the near-term, these duties may be filled by the Task Force or the
AMDC.

•

Funds: financial support to achieve mariculture R&D priorities (i.e. human and physical resources)
will come from a variety of sources including federal and state governments, and private sources
(industry, NGO, North Pacific Research Board, EVOS funds, etc.). Funding for the MRC staff should
ideally be “hard” money to provide a long-term commitment and consistency from year to year.
Initial funding will be necessary for salaries for the MRC Director and the Mariculture Specialist, plus
funding for travel and for hosting the initial Mariculture R&D Forum.

•

Location: The MRC will likely initially be a virtual entity with the intention to eventually occupy
physical space within one of the entities in the network. Although, the MRC may also evolve to
occupy space in a network of facilities across coastal Alaska, as a way to address geographic
challenges within the state.
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