Aquaculture Advisory Council
Meeting Minutes
January 21, 2026, from 9:00 AM - 12:00 PM
Augusta DMR Room 118 or Microsoft Teams

Call to order – Greg Lambert								09:00-09:01

Roll call – William Fearn								09:01-09:02
	✓
	Greg Lambert - Chair
	✓
	Lauren Gray

	x
	Will Owen – Vice Chair
	✓
	Matt Moretti

	✓
	Jake Patryn
	✓
	Steve Zimmerman

	✓
	Christopher Davis
	



Adoption of minutes from last meeting – Greg Lambert					09:02-09:03
Chris Davis motioned. Steve Zimmerman seconded. 
The minutes from the prior meeting were unanimously adopted.

Officer Positions – Greg Lambert							09:03-09:05

Chair Greg Lambert opened a discussion for officer positions for the 2026 calendar year. Mr. Lambert stated that he is willing to remain the Chairperson for 2026 but opened the position to the committee if any other officer would like to nominate themselves. Mr. Chris Davis, Mr. Steve Zimmerman, Ms. Lauren Gray, Mr. Jake Patryn, and Mr. Matt Moretti all expressed a desire for Mr. Lambert to continue to serve as chair for 2026. Mr. Will Owen (Vice-Chair) was not present to ask for his position status, but Mr. Lambert stated that he would follow up with Mr. Owen about if he would like to continue serving on the committee and if he would like to remain as the co-chair. 

Aquaculture Management Fund Report – Amanda Ellis					09:07-09:16

Dr. Amanda Ellis opened the discussion by introducing the Aquaculture Management Fund to the committee and its significance to the Aquaculture Division and funding aquaculture activities. Dr. Ellis reviewed the history of the fund, as well as the legal framework associated with the AQ Management Fund and its relationship to the General Fund. The review included the source of the funds and the revenue expenditure limitations as governed by statute. 

§6072-D - The Aquaculture Management Fund currently states that the commissioner may make expenditures from the fund to develop and manage effective and cost-efficient water quality licensing and monitoring criteria, analyze and evaluate monitoring data, process lease applications and make information about aquaculture available to the public. Dr. Ellis stated that the Department is proposing a statutory change that would remove the water quality monitoring components and replace the language with supporting agency management of existing aquaculture sites. Dr. Ellis stated that this proposed change is because the Aquaculture Division does not conduct water quality monitoring, but other programs do that work.    

Dr. Ellis presented to the committee a breakdown of expenditures for the 2025 fiscal year from the AQ Management Fund and stated that some expenditures have been moved to the general fund and will create a monetary surplus, that is anticipated to be redirected to other efforts such as to the electronic application process and aquaculture outreach and education efforts. 
 
Mr. Davis asked Dr. Ellis what revenue was generated for 2025. Dr. Ellis stated that, consistent with statute, the information presented was the expenditures for 2025, so she did not have the revenue data. Mr. Davis also asked if it would be possible that 100% of the application fees be directed solely to the AQ Management Fund rather than sharing it with the General Fund. Dr. Ellis stated that when the AQ Management Fund was created, it was the intent of the legislature to avoid diverting existing revenue out of the General Fund, so a portion of those fees must be credited to the General Fund. Ms. Gray asked Dr. Ellis about the expenditures associated with AQ outreach and education and if they were for current outreach efforts or if it is for future endeavors. Dr. Ellis stated that, to date, expenditures have been minimal, but she anticipates that it would be associated with things like printing costs, brochures, and educational videos in the future. 

Aquaculture Division Updates – Amanda Ellis						09:16-09:53

Dr. Amanda Ellis began the discussion by reporting the annual lease metrics for 2025, reporting out that DMR issued 51 final lease decisions, which was comparable to the 52 final lease decisions that were issued in 2024. Dr. Ellis stated that there were no significant processing changes from 2024 to 2025. Dr. Ellis then provided an overview of the license and lease processing timelines; approximately 2-3 years to get a lease and approximately 30 days to process new LPA applications. Dr. Ellis reiterated that 4 new positions had been allocated to the Aquaculture Division, and they have been advertised and the positions should be filled by late spring of 2026. Dr. Ellis highlighted that in 2025, the Aquaculture Division was awarded a $550,000 grant to create an electronic lease application process and a $50,000 grant was provided to purchase a new ROV to assist with site visits. Other updates included proposed legislative changes to the amendment process to assist in creating a nursery/husbandry license process, that is separate from an LPA license.  Aquaculture staff are  currently adopting a more proactive approach to education and outreach around aquaculture and aiming to have a more active role in NACE and have also developed a new initiative called “Train the Trainer,” which provides targeted training about the aquaculture lease and licensing process to professionals that provide  assistance to aquaculturists that are navigating state systems. Dr. Ellis presented some of the challenges in the Aquaculture Division related to the review and processing of applications, which were issued final decisions granting the site, but were never executed by the lease holder and subsequently terminated or withdrawn.  In particular. Dr. Ellis spoke to 9 individual sites, all for marine algae, that had a significant amount of staff work put into the review and processing of the application, but were all subsequently withdrawn at the end of the process. Other challenges include applicants cancelling their scheduled hearings, and legal appeals on the rise. . DMR also initiated a lease revocation hearing that resulted in a considerable amount of staff time.  

Lauren Gray asked if DMR staff members could separate out experiment leases from standard leases and if that would alter the 2–3-year processing time frame for the applications. Dr. Ellis stated that the 2–3-year time frame takes into account whether or not a site requires a hearing, with 2 years being a site without a hearing and 3 years being the higher end if your site needs a hearing. Ms. Gray asked about the status of the ROV. Dr. Ellis stated that the ROV has been purchased and is currently being used by science staff. A member of the committee asked for an explanation about how the ROV has benefited the program. Dr. Ellis stated that the ROV has made site visits more efficient by reducing the number of human hours required in the field. Those extra hours can be put towards other things such as the completion of site reports. . Greg Lambert asked if there is a safeguard that can be put in place to ensure that staff time isn’t being used to process applications that are then withdrawn by the applicant at the last step. Dr. Ellis stated that DMR staff is communicating with lease applicants throughout the process, with little feedback from the applicant. A member of the committee asked if there is a point in time when DMR staff would require a monetary penalty for individuals that withdraw from the process at a later time. Dr. Ellis stated that DMR may consider a monetary penalty, but nothing is currently proposed. Matt Moretti stated that revenue is still generated from application fees even when an application is withdrawn. 

Dr. Ellis discussed the build out of the electronic application system from a grant that was received from The Builders Initiative. Dr. Ellis explained that the current application process is entirely paper based and manual, so a significant amount of staff time is spent on processing. Additionally, a paper-based system means that DMR cannot proactively offer services that many applicants would like to see. This includes real-time updates about the status of their proposal, sending comments received, etc. If applicants want this information, they have to contact DMR.  The electronic application system reduces staff processing time and provides transparency to applicants as they are able to see the status of their application, including comments received.  The application is tentatively set to go live in June 2026. Dr. Ellis stated that as the new electronic process is phased in, DMR is thinking about the future of a paper system. Dr. Ellis stated that maintaining both a paper-based and electronic application system would be very cumbersome as processes for both systems would have to be maintained. Dr. Ellis stated that maintaining both systems would likely mean that the benefits of an electronic system would never be actualized as DMR would have to maintain two separate processing systems. Dr. Ellis asked for the council’s input on whether a paper application system should be maintained. Mr. Davis asked if LPA applications will be electronic. Dr. Ellis stated LPA applications will not be electronic at this point in time and that the grant was for all lease applications. Mr. Davis also asked how mapping and site drawings will be incorporated within the electronic application. Dr. Ellis discussed that the electronic application has an embedded map that is part of the application but everything else will be uploaded to the application. Ms. Gray & Mr. Moretti stated that it is time to adopt an electronic system to become more efficient and there are groups out there to assist with the application process. Ms. Gray asked if there would be a dedicated DMR staff person to assist with technical support if applicant is having issues. Dr. Ellis stated that there will be several staff members who are testing the system and will be available for technical support. Jake Patryn stated that lobster reporting went electronic and the transition was achieved successfully and suggested that aquaculture staff reach out to other divisions about their process with moving to paper applications to electronic applications.  Mr. Zimmerman asked if it would be possible for the council members to get a glimpse at the application prior to its launch. Dr. Ellis said she would look into it prior to the next meeting. Mr. Lambert opened the floor to the public. Willy Leathers asked if the Department was keeping track on how long the withdrawn applications were in the queue and if that was why the applications were withdrawn. Dr. Ellis stated that lease applicants are not required to provide a basis for withdrawing their proposal. Additionally, there are also leases that were granted, but never executed.  Dr. Ellis also reiterated the processing timeframes for experimental leases generally. 

Dr. Ellis gave an update that DMR is pursuing changes to Chapter 2 rules, which includes adding a pre-application component for experimental leases. Additional changes include modifications to source of stock changes for LPAs, including approved facilities and wild sourcing changes. Notice will be sent January 21, 2026 and a public hearing will be held with a public comment period. Mr. Davis asked if pre-application meetings for experimental leases will be held in the same fashion as standards. Dr. Ellis stated that experimental pre-application meetings will be held in the same manner as standard leases, but there is no scoping session requirements for experimental leases. Mr. Lambert opened questioning to council members. There were no further questions. 

New Advisory Council FOAA Requirements – Deirdre Gilbert				09:54-10:05

Deirdre Gilbert began by discussing changes during the last legislative session the law was amended to include what individuals need to receive for Freedom of Information Access Act (FOAA) training. Ms. Gilbert emphasized that this is an information session, not the FOAA training.  Ms. Gilbert then gave an overview of FOAA including what is considered a record to help and ensure that the council knows what information and documentation needs to be saved in case of a request for those records. Ms. Gilbert explained to the Council their role in a FOAA request, should certain records be requested. All members of the council were instructed that they would receive forms that needed to be reviewed and signed, acknowledging that they attended the information session. Mr. Davis and Mr. Zimmerman asked some clarifying questions about FOAA, which Ms. Gilbert answered. 

Proposed Amendment and Nursery/Husbandry License – Deirdre Gilbert		10:05-10:20
Legislation (LD 2025)

Ms. Gilbert gave an update on the 132nd Legislature. There is an aquaculture bill that includes the amendment changes and upweller/husbandry license. Draft language went to the Governor’s office in the summer of 2025. Since that time, three additional substantive issues have been identified by the DMR Aquaculture Division that would be good to consider during the current Legislative session. 1.) With regard to standard leases, the renewal process was amended to create new scheduling structure and fee schedule for delinquent applications. For consistency purposes, corresponding language was being drafted for the scientific experimental renewal. 2. For the AQ Management Fund, the statutory language was outdated, so it was updated for better clarity for how the fund is being used. 3. DMR now has dedicated aquaculture inspectors and they currently do not have the authority to touch or handle gear or product for the purpose of sampling. Ms. Gilbert stated that hearings on the bill would likely be held in the first two weeks of February. Mr. Lambert asked what type of testing an AQ inspector would do on site. Dr. Ellis and Ms. Kanwit both provided clarification that sampling would be done in limited circumstances when an inspection indicated that there may be a risk to public health, or animal health. For example, testing for disease may be done if the inspection indicated that such testing was necessary. Ms. Kanwit reiterated that there would not be bulk removal of marine organisms-only enough necessary for testing. Mr. Davis asked if lease holders should get a notification prior to site inspections. Kohl Kanwit specified that aquaculture inspectors fall under the Shellfish Inspection Program, which houses Dealer Inspections, which normally do not get notices that they are going to be inspected. The purpose of the inspections are to ensure that lease and license holders are operating in accordance with authorizations at all times. Lori Howell asked about how lease holders will know if the people on site are inspectors and if you can get notified that your site was inspected-even if there are no issues.  Ms. Kanwit stated that l DMR field staff will always be wearing appropriate DMR gear to identify themselves. Ms. Kanwit also stated that at its current capacity (1 staff member), the feasibility of generating and sending reports for all license and lease holders is difficult. In its current state, only sites that have addressable issues receive a report.  Mr. Lambert asked if it is possible to get some sort of correspondence that could be sent to lease holders that indicates that a site inspection occurred, and nothing was found. Ms. Kanwit said something similar is done in the Dealer Inspection Program and could be attainable for the Aquaculture Inspection Program in the future.   

NACE Recap – Emily Whitmore								10:20-10:35

Emily Whitmore with Maine Aquaculture Innovation Center (MAIC) provided an overview of NACE to the Council, highlighting that it was the biggest attendance on record with over 700 registered attendees.  Ms. Whitmore stated that while it wasn’t part of the conference, Tuesday of that week was a collaborative meeting with Greenwave and seaweed industry members, with over 50 participants. Wednesday was (12) field trip/workshops, with over 200 individuals signed up to attend and participate. At NACE, there were over 100 presentations and 38 vendors, with a wide variety of different sessions. Ms. Kanwit stated that AqAC committee members also helped facilitate two workshops, one about biotoxins and one about collaborative management within Maine’s aquaculture sector. 

Work plan - Greg Lambert								10:35-10:57
1. Lease Process Improvements Committee (J. Patryn) - update
2. Bonding Committee (C. Davis) - Update
3. Biotoxin Committee (S. Zimmerman) - Update
4. LPA Combination Proposal (M. Moretti)
5. Site marking requirements

Mr. Lambert stated the committee has been focusing on three of the work plan items and asked each chair member to discuss their updates. Jake Patryn gave an update on the Lease Process Improvements. Mr. Patryn stated that the committee is currently in the legislative process (LD 2025) and the forward movement is to attend public hearings and engage in the public process. Mr. Davis gave a bonding committee update and stated the committee has met twice and is learning about the bonding and escrow process. The next meeting is January 22, 2026. Mr. Zimmerman gave an update on the biotoxin committee, which met twice prior to NACE. The meetings were to flesh out the framework for the presentation at NACE and how to create a feedback process for other industry members. There was a lot of feedback received at NACE and aligned with next steps that DMR is moving forward. Mr. Zimmerman also stated that he did receive feedback that there should be an opportunity for other members of the public to weigh in on the “strawman” plan who may not have been able to attend NACE.  

In a prior DMR AqAC meeting, Matt Moretti had expressed an interest in creating a committee that would explore allowing LPAs to be combined into a single 1,600 square foot area. Mr. Lambert asked Mr. Moretti if he was still interested in possibly forming a committee to explore that. Mr. Moretti asked if a committee is needed or if DMR can just draft the legislative change. Mr. Lambert asked DMR for their opinion. Ms. Kanwit stated that she isn’t sure if DMR would support drafting legislation given the overall purpose and intent of LPAs. Ms. Kanwit advised that it may be prudent to form a committee to evaluate Mr. Moretti’s changes first. . Mr. Moretti offered to chair that committee. Mr. Davis suggested that forming a committee to evaluate site marking requirements should come before the LPA work. The committee was generally supportive of that approach. 

Mr. Moretti asked if the marking committee could also address marker buoy colors within the boundaries of lease sites. Mr. Lambert asked if the committee is open to creating another committee for site marking requirements. Mr. Moretti & Mr. Patryn supported adopting a fourth committee and taking up that work prior to addressing the LPA combination issue. . Mr. Lambert asked the committee who would be interested in being the chair for the site marking requirement committee. No members of the committee volunteered. Mr. Lambert stated that he will chair the committee and offered suggestions for additional members of the marking committee; Jen Robinson, Maine Ocean Farms, Fiona de Koning, DMR, Coast Guard, another member of the council (Lauren Gray, Matt Moretti, Will Owen), Paul Plummer - Harbormaster. 

Break											10:57-11:10

Industry input - Greg Lambert								11:10-11:18		

Mr. Lambert asked the members of the council if they had anything that they would like to discuss that was not on the agenda. No items were presented. Trey Angera, of Springtide Seaweed, asked since DMR has limited resources, why are they doing site inspections and exacerbating those limited resources. Additionally, Mr. Angera also expressed frustrations surrounding the amendment process associated with seasonal requirements and species changes. Ms. Kanwit stated that DMR has a legislative mandate to annually inspect all lease and most license sites. Inspections have always been a requirement. However, prior to the establishment of a dedicated inspection program, it was divided up between three separate divisions. Dr. Ellis stated that the sites are located within public waters and are shared use. Dr. Ellis also stated that the aquaculture bill discussed by Ms. Gilbert is designed to streamline the amendment process and address some of the concerns brought by Mr. Angera. 
		
Public input - Greg Lambert								11:18-11:22
Crystal Canney asked how many sites the ROV has been used to inspect bivalves and/or finfish sites. Ms. Kanwit stated that the ROV is not used to inspect sites, so it has not been used on any of those sites.
 
Upcoming Events									11:22-11:26
NESSA April 8th and 9th in Freeport
Shellfish Warden Training – April 1st and 2nd in Augusta
Harbormasters Annual Meeting – March 4th, 5th, 6th in Orono
Fishermen’s Forum – March 5th, 6th, 7th in Rockland 
Dana Morse presented a note in the chat that referenced Sea Farms Conference in Halifax February 10th & Pectinid Workshop – New Bedford April 22 – 28th

Schedule the next meeting - Greg Lambert						11:26-11:27

April 29, 2026 @ 9:00am – 12:00pm

Adjourn											11:29	
Chris Davis – Motion. Steve Zimmerman - second		
 	  					
