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13 March 2017 Naomi Tomky

 

Monterey Bay Aquarium changes standards regarding use of plastics

An adult geoduck. Photo by Naomi Tomky.

In December, the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s influential Seafood Watch program downgraded Pacific geoducks farmed in Washington state and British
Columbia from a green, best-choice to a yellow, good-alternative rating. The change surprised and confused many in the field, since it’s a segment of the
industry generally considered extremely sensitive to sustainability issues.

However, most people close to the industry – including Seafood Watch itself – doubt that sales of the giant clam will register any change in light of the
new rating.

As geoduck farming in Washington state has grown – from almost non-existent in 2000 to exporting $92 million worth of product in 2015 – studies and
accreditations like that of Seafood Watch have mostly recognized it as a sustainable, environmentally conscious industry.

It’s still a good choice. As long as we’re not in red, consumers still feel good about purchasing geoducks.

The Seafood Watch report downgraded geoduck in from green to yellow in just three categories – effluent, escapes and wildlife mortalities – but it was
enough to move the needle on the overall score.

“It is largely a result of how they do the assessment,” said Bill Dewey, spokesman for the largest farmed shellfish producer in the United States, Taylor
Shellfish, on what drove the change.

Ryan Bigelow, the program engagement manager at Monterey Bay Aquarium, admitted that’s basically true. In the effluent category, Seafood Watch
hadn’t included plastics before, but did in this report. In escapes, he explained that they just had more data for this report than previously. The wildlife
mortality scores changed because Seafood Watch now takes into account the mortality of intertidal organisms.

https://gsa.rakadev.com/advocate/geoduck/?savePDF=4302f6f1f06ca8e89e39b7d3d32a324d&article=geoduck
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An intertidal zone filled with geoducks, with workers seen digging in the background. Photo by Naomi Tomky.

A new focus on plastics

The biggest issue – and where much of the industry’s sustainability focus already lay – is on the use of plastics, particularly on debris and microplastics.
But even in that regard, the report is somewhat wishy-washy, stating that the impacts are “not well understood,” and basing the score partially on that
uncertainty.

Dewey contests this, saying the plastics they use are very hard and don’t contribute to the microplastic issue and that the local industry’s cooperative
efforts have turned up very little debris; any that did turn up was tracked and the issue investigated.

“We think, on plastics, particularly, they missed the mark and didn’t have all the current information,” he said. Even so, Dewey explained that Taylor and
others are already moving away from the plastic tubes that were of concern and toward mesh tubes that are the same material as used for oyster bags.

“We respect what they do,” Dewey said, noting that they long worked with Seafood Watch on geoducks, though didn’t have time to participate when
invited on this particular review.

Despite the flurry of activity surrounding the rating change, Dewey doubts that Taylor Shellfish will see any change in sales. “It’s still a good choice. As
long as we’re not in red, consumers still feel good about purchasing geoducks.” And, he points out, while Taylor only exports about half their geoducks to
Asia, about 90 percent of the industry is focused there and, “The Asian side probably pays less attention.”

Bigelow agreed that there would likely be little impact from this change, noting that they still encourage partners to buy product that’s earned a yellow
rating. He also admits that this report wasn’t a matter of the industry changing for the worse, but rather that the standard and methods had been updated.
For example, on the topic of escapes, he said, echoing the report, “Best management is in place, but even best management isn’t going to cover it.”



6/11/2024 Despite Seafood Watch downgrade, few market changes for geoducks - Responsible Seafood Advocate

https://gsa.rakadev.com/advocate/geoduck/?headlessPrint=o.(*R%3Ep~oOwh]d+-hYR&RIFVO_* 4/7

An example of the type of hard-plastic tubes that are being phased out by Taylor Shellfish. Photo by Naomi Tomky.

Farming techniques constantly evolve

Sean McDonald, who has been researching the ecological impact of aquaculture on geoducks since 2008 at the University of Washington, also admitted
surprise regarding the change. His work was used in the study – though not in the categories in which geoducks were downgraded. While he doesn’t think
that the people who consume geoducks are likely to take notice of the change, he was more surprised at the standards change.

“It’s interesting that now that we have more information that largely doesn’t show negative impact, now the score is lower,” he said.

Part of McDonald’s work models potential outcomes, but he worries sometimes their models are misinterpreted to point to terrible facts. To the contrary,
he said, he’s found that the industry “is always looking for alternative techniques that allow them to meet higher standards,” he said. “It’s a group of
people that is passionate about what they do. Overall they legitimately care about work they’re doing and want to be good stewards.”

Commercial geoduck farming is a young industry – Taylor was one of the first to do it in the Northwest, beginning in 1991 – and much of the definition of
standards and rapidly changing techniques are part of growing pains as it adapts to research and progress. But Dewey backs up McDonald’s observations
on the industry, saying “Any time science has shown there’s a more sustainable way, we’ve changed.”

That change and progressiveness is part of what has grown geoduck exports from negligible at the turn of the millennium to what’s soon to become a $100
million industry.

@GAA_Advocate 
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Naomi Tomky is the world’s most enthusiastic eater of everything. She writes about food and travel from her Seattle home.
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