OFFICERS

RECREATIONALANGLERS FIGHTING FOR MARYLAND'S MARINE RESOURCES

Via E-mail only to jodi.baxter@maryland.gov

June 22, 2015

Secretary Mark Belton

Maryland Department of Natural Resources
580 Taylor Avenue

Annapolis, MD 21401

Re: Comments on the Draft Work Plan for MDOT/ DNR Oyster Recovery
Agreement

Secretary Belton:

CCA Maryland (CCA MD) appreciates the opportunity to comment on the
agreement between the Department of Transportation (MDOT) and the Department of
Natural Resources (DNR), and applauds DNR for the increased transparency that a wide
range of comments and stakeholder cooperation can provide.

The MDOT funding provides a large amount of funding to current DNR staff
efforts, the sanctuary programs, and to the oyster industry. When managing the use of
public funds and a public resource, like oysters, it is vital that all interested stakeholder
groups be a part of the decision making process, and not just the industry which stands
to profit from the use of public funds. The public funding of any project that involves a
for-profit entity must include a high level of transparency. CCA MD believes that a
thorough process that will allow for ample dialog between all interested parties should
be created, and continue in use for as long as the MDOT funding is available.

The MDOT funding started after questions were raised about the negative
impact that open bay dumping of dredge spoils has on the oyster population, and the
oyster industry. What level of impact do current dredging practices have on the
industry at this time? Is a subsidy of such levels necessary for the industry, or could
other important projects be funded that would help the health of the Bay as a whole
and the other many interests that derive an income from the use of the Bay.

Historically, public funds, including millions of dollars from DOT have been used
to subsidize the oyster industry in the name of “oyster restoration”. The Chesapeake
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2000 Agreement promised a 10-fold increase in oysters by 2010 but, without a plan to
make it happen, most of the good faith public money was miss-directed to the “put and
take” oyster fishery where millions of spat were planted so the industry could harvest
the survivors. Do we want to continue to fund this process? Moving forward, the use of
MDOT funds and the annual work plan must take into account the best “bang for the
buck” for the Bay as a whole, and not simply give almost half of the monies to county
oyster committees. What oversight authority does the state have over oyster
committees, and how can the public be insured that projects that are funded are
completed in a timely and agreed upon manner? The policy of giving public money
directly to an industry without any form of accountability is difficult to justify on any
level and in any industry.

The Chesapeake Bay is facing another decline in oyster populations after harvest
levels spiked in recent years because of high natural reproduction. Now is when true
oyster restoration with long term and widely beneficial goals should be implemented.
Wouldn’t the public interest be better served if the money was routed through a fully
vetted, peer-reviewed plan administered by DNR than to subsidize the oyster industry
with a plan that only aids the industry?

Oysters are valuable when commercially harvested, but are even more valuable
when many of them are allowed to expand and fulfill their important ecological role as
well. The filtration and nutrient management role of a live oyster is widely noted, but
an undisturbed and fully restored oyster reef system allows for an even increased level
of filtration. Oyster reefs also provide habitat that the bays and rivers lost when our
historical oyster populations were over harvested and died from disease. Clean and
clear water means more bay grasses, which means more protection for crabs and other
juvenile fish. The Chesapeake Bay acts as a vital nursery for a large number of
commercially and recreationally important species, and the MDOT funding can better
support the bay as a whole.

CCA MD believes the MDOT funds should provide an appropriate level of support
for MARBIDCO loan program for oyster aquaculture startup costs. Both TFL holders and
other applicants should have acceptable funding levels available to them, especially as
many in the wild fishery will find less abundance and less profitability in the coming
years. Aguaculture will not only add significant filtering capacity to clean the water and
also emulate many of the ecological benefits of an oyster reef, but also provide much
needed economic stability for a number of small towns throughout the state. This fund
will help new operations and aquaculture industry expansion take place. These funds
could help sustainable oyster businesses will get the initial jump-start they need without
continual taxpayer support into the future.

Overall, CCA MD’s members hold a sincere appreciation for the complexity of
managing our shared public resources, especially given the varied and frequently
discordant stakeholder influences in our great state. The oysters in the Chesapeake Bay
belong to all citizens of Maryland and not just one industry or user group. As always,
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we look forward to working with DNR and other stakeholders and leaders to determine
a balanced way to use MDOT funding in the future. It is imperative that we all work
together to make management improvements that will preserve, protect, restore, and
enhance this critical natural resource, and the economic and ecological benefit that
oysters provide to Maryland.

David Sikorski
Chair, Government Relations Committee

cc: Dave Goshorn
Mike Richard
Delegate Kumar Barve, Chair House E&T Committee
Senator Joan Carter Conway, Chair Senate EHEA Committee
Mark.belton@maryland.gov
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