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Why are Shellfish Important to NC?
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• Albemarle-Pamlico Estuarine System 2nd Largest in US
• Oysters are Keystone Species
• $31.7 Million in 2022
• Ecosystem Services



Shellfish Programs
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• Shellfish Rehabilitation – Cultch Planting
• Oyster Sanctuaries
• Utilization of the R/V Oyster Creek
• Shellfish Leases and Aquaculture



DEQ’s DMF Management of Shellfish
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• Sustain, Protect, Preserve, and Manage Shellfish
§ Healthy Environment and Healthy Economy

o Restoration Through Cultch Planting and Oyster Sanctuaries
• Cultch Planting – Reduce Natural Oyster Rock Harvest
• Oyster Sanctuary – Provide Brood Stock that are Protected

o Protect Shellfish Resources and Grow Economy Through Shellfish Leasing and Aquaculture



What is Cultch Planting?
• Small Rock Reefs Coast-Wide
• Made to be Harvested

§ Take Pressure Off Natural Reefs
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Cultch Planting Program
• Enhance Availability of Public Oyster Bottom
• Small Design Enables More Reefs to be Built
• 6 Research Vessels

§ R/V Oyster Creek
§ 2 New Positions
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Cultch Planting Accomplishments
• 2022

§ ~ 30 Acres 
§ ~217,000 Bushels
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• 2023
§ ~45 Acres
§ ~300,000 Bushels

• 2024 Goals
§ ~45 Acres
§ ~350,000 Bushels



Cultch Planting vs. Oyster Sanctuaries
• Cultch Sites

§ Small Reefs
§ Harvestable
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• Oyster Sanctuaries
§ Large Sites
§ Protected



What is an Oyster Sanctuary?
• Large Protected Reefs

§ Designed for Optimal Natural Oyster Growth
§ Located to Promote Larval Dispersal
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Oyster Sanctuaries
• Strengthen and Support the Oyster Population
• Contribute Disproportionately to Reproductive Output
• Last a Long Time
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Adapting – R/V Oyster Creek
• Traditional Cultch Planting
• Mothership in Southern Region
• Artificial Reef Deployment
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Shellfish Lease Basics
• Public Trust Waters Leased for Shellfish Aquaculture

• Artificially Propagated Stocks
• Reared in “Controlled Environment”
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Value of Aquaculture to NC
• Local Oysters
• Enable Market Growth without Natural Depletion
• Ecosystem Services

13



Shellfish Lease and Aquaculture Programs
• Shellfish Lease Program (N.C.G.S. §§ 113-201-202.2, 15A NCAC 03O .0201-.0211)

§ Granting/Denying Shellfish Leases
o Public Trust, SAV, Navigation, etc.

§ Managing Existing Lease and Franchises
o Rent and Production Requirements
o 10 Year Renewals of Lease Contract

• Aquaculture Permits Program (15A NCAC 03I .0101, 03O .0501-.0504)
§ Annual Permitting for Shellfish Leases and Land-Based Aquaculture

o Aquaculture Operations Permit (AOP) – 15A NCAC 03O .0503(a)
o Operating and Additional Activities (e.g., Out of State Purchases, Restoration)
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Shellfish Lease Application
Lease Program

Lease Granted
Lease Program

Operating Lease
Aquaculture Program

10 Year Lease Renewal
Lease Program



Shellfish Leases and Franchises
• Shellfish Lease - N.C.G.S. §§ 113-201-202.2

§ Over public trust waters
§ Cannot be on productive bottom
§ Rent charged
§ Must meet annual production requirements

• Franchise - N.C.G.S. § 113-206
§ Over recognized submerged lands claim
§ Can be on productive bottom
§ No rent charged
§ Must meet annual production requirements

• Research Lease - N.C.G.S. § 113-202.1(i)
§ 5 Year Terms
§ Production Under $5,000 Annually
§ One Renewal
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Shellfish Cultivation Types
• Defined in S.L. 2019-37 (S.B. 648 “Shellfish Aquaculture Bill”)
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Extensive
(spat on shell, cultch)

Intensive
(bottom cages)

Intensive
(floating gear)

Bottom/Franchise Water Column



Shellfish Lease Application Process
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Joint Application
• DMF sl data layer

Temporary Signs
• Mailed to applicant
• Notifies DMF when  

marked

Siting Standards
• Field sampling
• Verify marking/size

Compile Field Data
• Mapping
• Siting issues
• Issue resolution

Internal Review
• DMF Sections
• DCM
• DWR
• Address concerns

Summarize Internal  
Comments
• Director approves for  

public hearing
• Director requests  

modification or  
additional information

Public Comment
• 30-day public  

comment period
• 2-legal notices
• Formal public hearing

Final Consideration
• Summarize comments
• Address USACE/NMFS

concerns
• Submit to Director
• Address any other concerns

Decision
• Lease approved
• Lease approved w/ 

conditions
• Lease denied
• Final marking verifiedUSACE

NW #48



Shellfish Lease Applications
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Shellfish Lease Siting Standards
• Statute Defined

§ No Natural Shellfish Beds
§ Compatible with Public Trust

• MFC Rule Defined
§ Lease Size 
§ Renewal Schedule

• USACE Defined (NWP #48 Regional Conditions)
• Less than 1/3 of Waterbody
• Less than 15% SAV
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Internal Review
• Process Undefined in Statute and MFC Rule
• DMF

§ Fisheries Management Section
o Impacts on Commercial and Recreational Fishing

§ Marine Patrol
o Impacts on Public Trust Usage

§ Shellfish Sanitation
o Current and Expected Water Classification

• Division of Water Resources
§ Water Classification

• Division of Coastal Management
§ Operating Under MOU
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Public Comment
• N.C.G.S. § 113-202(f)

§ 2 Notices in Local Newspaper
§ Public Hearing in County

• Additional Outreach
§ Shellfish Lease Website
§ Shellfish Leasing Tool
§ Press Release
§ Proclamations Mailing/Email List
§ Social Media Posts

• Public Comments Compiled
§ Public Hearing
§ Online/Mailed Comments
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Current Shellfish Leases

22

Leases By County

Bottom
Water 

Column Franchise Research Total
Beaufort 2 1 0 0 3

Brunswick 1 1 0 0 2
Carteret 128 68 2 1 199

Dare 15 15 0 1 31
Hyde 27 14 9 0 50

New Hanover 4 1 1 1 7
Onslow 55 26 28 0 109
Pamlico 11 10 7 0 28
Pender 51 19 0 0 70

Lease Acres By County
Bottom Water Column Franchise Research Combined Total Available Acres

Beaufort 7.24 2.24 0 0 9.48 7.24 26,874
Brunswick 3.39 3.39 0 0 6.78 3.39 0*

Carteret 458.56 212.3 2.38 2.57 675.81 463.51 248,445*
Dare 57.11 57.11 0 1 115.22 58.11 439,171
Hyde 241.11 40.26 236.49 0 517.86 477.6 443,844

New Hanover 4.84 1.05 3.13 2.75 11.77 10.72 3,330*
Onslow 364.1 90.55 203.8 0 658.45 567.9 29,409
Pamlico 65.08 60.61 52.18 0 177.87 117.26 118,346
Pender 228.92 36.77 0 0 265.69 228.92 11,218



Current Shellfish Leases
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Hyde
50 Leases

477.6 Leased Acres
443,844 Available Acres

Carteret
199 Leases

463.51 Leased Acres
*248,445 Available Acres*

364,313 Acres Total

Pender
70 Leases

228.92 Leased Acres
11,218 Available Acres



Adapting – Shellfish Leases and Aquaculture
• User Conflicts Study (2019) and Regulatory Reform

§ 15A NCAC 03O .0201, .0202, .0204

• Develop BMPs and Resource Guides
• Interstate Aquaculture Workgroup

§ DA&CS and WRC

• Shellfish Aquaculture Enterprise Areas (SEAs) Study
§ Meetings Held With Bogue Sound Municipalities and Growers

• Aquaculture Inspector
• Market Changes
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Aquaculture Economics
• Leases vs. Wild 

Harvest 
• Ecosystem Services
• Direct Economic 

Stimulus
• Indirect Economic 

Benefits
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Questions?

26

Zach Harrison

Habitat & Enhancement Section Chief

Zach.Harrison@deq.nc.gov

252-515-5485

mailto:Zach.Harrison@deq.nc.gov

