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Responsibility

Environmental codes of practice in
aquaculture

1 August 1999
By Dr. Claude E. Boyd

Aquaculture and the environment: An introduction
I am pleased to have been invited to write a regular column for the new GAA magazine, and I hope to
provide some useful information on aquacultural production in each issue. In this respect,
environmental issues are very important to the future of aquaculture, and GAA was formed largely in
response to criticisms of negative environment impacts from shrimp farming and other types of
aquaculture. Thus, it seems appropriate for the �rst column to be about aquaculture and the
environment.

Aquaculture is important to world food production. The harvest of �sh and other aquatic organisms
from natural waters apparently has reached its upper limit, but the demand for �shery products is still
growing. The difference between catch �sheries production and the demand must be supplied by
aquaculture, or there will be a shortage of �sheries products and a sharp rise in their price.

Aquaculture has responded to this challenge, and it has increased world production of many species
and represents about 20 percent of world �sheries production. However, the aquaculture industry’s
image and future may be greatly diminished unless it deals effectively with environmental issues and
concerns that have recently arisen.

The aquaculture industry should formulate an environmental agenda with the following objectives:
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Assess production systems to identify the major environmental impacts
Develop and implement better environmental management procedures
Foster public relations programs to explain the methods of aquaculture, the importance of
aquaculture to society, and aquaculture’s dedication to the environment
Become more active in the political arena-the environmentalists are very involved politically
Get involved with environmental management agencies in order to in�uence the nature of future
regulations – the environmentalists certainly are
Provide better environmental education for producers.

I have limited knowledge and experience in public relations, political lobbying, managing associations,
or extension programs, so I will limit my discussion to technical issues.

Technical issues
The negative impacts of aquaculture, and especially those of shrimp farming, have been outlined many
times in the past. The most important concerns are mangrove and other wetland alteration by
aquaculture projects, water pollution, wasteful use of �shmeal, uncontrolled use of antibiotics, drugs
and other chemicals, excessive water use, salinization of freshwater, changes in land use patterns,
introduction of exotic species, and social con�icts. These negative impacts usually result from poor
planning or bad management, and they are not routine consequences of aquaculture. Nevertheless,
these bad examples have tarnished the image of the entire industry and threaten to cause even more
damage. A positive and proactive approach is the logical means of countering the bad publicity and
protecting the image of aquaculture.

Codes of practice
Better management practices should be adopted to reduce the possible adverse impacts of aquaculture
and to demonstrate the industry’s commitment to environmental stewardship. The GAA publication,
“Codes of Practice for Responsible Shrimp Farming” provides a practical approach to improving
environmental management in aquaculture. These codes provide techniques known as best
management practices (BMPs) for use in shrimp farming. BMPs are considered the best practical
means of reducing environmental impacts through implementation of practices compatible with water
quality or resource management goals. BMPs form the basis for environmental management in many
types of agriculture in the United States and other nations.

Country-speci�c codes
GAA intends for their general publication on codes of practice to serve as a guideline for others to use
in developing country-speci�c or farmspeci�c codes of practice for shrimp farming. These more
speci�c codes of practice also should contain greater detail about how to implement BMPs. The
adoption of the better practices will be voluntary at �rst. A self-evaluation program will be initiated to
demonstrate progress in adoption and implementation of better practices.

Several countries already are developing codes of practices and the GAA effort on better practices is
serving as a model for these country-level codes of practice. Additional information on good
management practices for shrimp aquaculture was presented by C. E. Boyd and Maria Haws at the
Symposio 5 Centroamericano de Aquacultura held 18-20 August 1999 in San Pedro Sula Honduras. We
start ed with the GAA model and provided greater details about good management practices
speci�cally for Latin American conditions and shrimp culture methods. A document containing the
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good management practices was published in the symposium proceedings. This document and the
GAA “Codes of Practice for Responsible Shrimp Farming” provide most of the information necessary to
make country- speci�c codes of practice for voluntary adoption by shrimp farmers. By early next year,
several countries probably will have adopted codes of practice for shrimp farming. I suspect that other
types of aquaculture also will rapidly follow the lead of the shrimp industry and prepare codes of
practice.

Bene�ts
The bene�ts of adopting better practices include the following:

Reduce negative environmental impacts
Provide a means to interact positively with environmental agencies
Improve the e�ciency of aquaculture
Extend better production methodology to farmers
Increase prospects for sustainability
Serve as part of future environmental regulations
Provide a marketing advantage because some consumers want an environmentally friendly
product.

The environmental community will probably criticize industry codes of practice because they originated
within the aquaculture industry and are voluntary. The criticisms should not deter us, for codes of
practice provide the industry a proactive means of dealing with environmental issues that can in�uence
governmental and public perception in a positive way. In the future, these practices could possibly be
certi�ed by third party inspectors, become the centerpiece of a certi�cation program, or even take the
place of traditional environmental regulations. I believe that the GAA program to encourage preparation
and adoption of codes of practice is a very positive and useful approach. Hopefully, it will abate much
of the negative attitude that exists in some circles regarding shrimp and �sh farming.

(Editor’s Note: This article was originally published in the August/October 1999 print edition of the
Global Aquaculture Advocate.)
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