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National Coalition Warns: Revised MARA Act Weakens 
Protections and Gives More Ground to Industrial Fish Farms 

 

Rollbacks to purported ecosystem and community protections in the revised bill are 
cause for serious concern – and further proof that this bill sells out coastal communities. 
​
 
Don’t Cage Our Oceans, a national coalition of 65+ member groups, strongly opposes the latest 

version of the Marine Aquaculture Research for America (MARA) Act. Introduced quietly in the 

House in July 2026, this revised bill (H.R. 9673) strips away previously proposed safeguards, 

making it easier for industrial fish farms to carve out large areas of federally-managed ocean 

waters. This version of the bill continues to ignore concerns raised by hundreds of independent 

fishermen, aquafarmers, environmental advocates, scientists, and coastal communities at large, 

about the hazards of offshore finfish farming.  

 

Though the bill is still being sold as “research,” the revised version further scales back its 

already-meager research requirements. In addition, the timing coincides with NOAA's launch of 

a nationwide search for new and expanded Aquaculture Opportunity Areas, or AOAs, in public 

ocean waters – despite public pushback on areas NOAA had already identified.  

​
It’s Worse Than You Think:​
The revised bill contains several troubling changes, but FOUR stand out most: 
 

1.​ Permits are now buyable and tradable: The new bill makes 10-year offshore 

aquaculture permits transferable and tradable without conditions, allowing permit holders 

to sell them to other companies. This creates the conditions for larger corporations to 

buy up and consolidate permits, expanding long-term control over access to public 

waters. This playbook risks repeating the monopolized access we’ve seen in wild 

fisheries under catch shares, where transferable fishing privileges have concentrated 

https://dontcageouroceans.org/
https://dontcageouroceans.org/400-groups-leaders-and-businesses-urge-congress-to-reject-mara-act-and-block-ocean-fish-farms/
https://www.namanet.org/why-we-care/catch-shares-101/


access into the hands of a few corporations and outside investors, while making 

transparency around these permits nearly impossible. 

 

2.​ Waterfront grant funds removed: The new bill completely removes a $50 million per 

year Working Waterfront Preservation Grant, even as it promotes an industry that 

threatens the livelihoods of independent fishermen and shellfish farmers, along with their 

local economies. Coastal communities already had concerns around whether these 

funds would have truly prioritized small-scale fishing and aquaculture businesses rather 

than seafood conglomerates. Removal of the program altogether exposes how little 

concern the bill’s backers have had from the start for coastal communities and their 

livelihoods. 

 

3.​ Protections for communities and oceans removed: The previous bill required 

companies to identify and consider cumulative impacts of pollution and other harms their 

proposed fish farms could cause to marine ecosystems and surrounding communities.  

The revised bill eliminates the requirement entirely – a major blow, given the 

compounding harms and scale of pollution industrial fish farms typically generate. In 

2025 alone, for instance, Norwegian salmon farms put out organic carbon pollution 

roughly equal to the amount of untreated sewage generated by the entire population of 

Australia (29.6 million people).​

 

4.​ States and Tribes lose ability to say NO: Under the previous bill, governors and Tribal 

leaders could formally object to a proposed fish farm permit and recommend that it be 

modified or denied outright. The revised bill demotes the power of those objections to 

suggestions, instead putting NOAA in the driver’s seat. This means NOAA must first 

accept or reject recommendations for them to have any teeth, weakening the ability of 

governors and Tribes to push back against projects that could impact coastal waters, 

fishing grounds, and communities. 

 
What’s at Stake for Coastal Communities: 
​

Capt. Jason Jarvis, board president of the North American Marine Alliance and a commercial 
fisherman with 30 years on the water, points to what’s already at stake in New England: 
 
“The MARA Act is set to change our working waterfronts forever. Ocean use policy should not 

enable an ocean grab that threatens fishing communities. An industrial finfish farm has been 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/may/04/norwegian-fish-farms-polluting-fjords-with-waste-likened-to-raw-sewage-of-millions-of-people


proposed off Newburyport, Massachusetts, in an area that is a superhighway for ocean species. The 

impact on the ecosystem would be devastating, and the loss of working waterfronts for those in wild 

harvest fisheries and bivalve aquaculture would be irreversible. These impacts on our coastal 

ecosystems and fishing communities are unacceptable.” 
​

James Mitchell, legislative director for Don’t Cage Our Oceans, says the revisions make the 

bill’s intentions clearer: ​
​
“The bill’s architects have spent the past year selling MARA’s intentions as a mere pilot program for 

small fish farms to produce ‘research.’ Of course, the real goal is to have multinational firms shove 

aside coastal communities to establish massive open-discharge fish farms. After all, this has been 

their playbook everywhere else in the world. The one silver lining of the revised version is that it says 

the quiet part out loud, that the pushers of MARA never actually cared about real community-scale 

aquafarmers or fishermen in the first place."  

 

The Bigger Picture: 
Industrial offshore finfish farms are the ocean equivalent of CAFOs, or land-based factory farms. 

They concentrate tens of thousands of fish in open-ocean pens or cages that discharge 

untreated sewage, spread disease among farmed fish and nearby marine life, regularly cause 

mass fish mortalities, threaten wild fish populations, and lead to further corporate seizure of an 

already consolidated seafood system. Rather than investing directly into working waterfronts 

and resilient local seafood economies, the revised MARA Act doubles down on policies that 

benefit corporate interests at the expense of shared oceans, coastal communities, and the 

public. 

 

What We Support: 
Don’t Cage Our Oceans supports bipartisan legislation that strengthens community-scale 

seafood harvesting and production, directly supporting local seafood economies and protecting 

public waters, wild fisheries, and marine ecosystems. This includes the Keep Finfish Free Act 

(S. 1529), the Domestic Seafood Production Act (H.R. 9226), and the Destruction of Hazardous 

Imports Act (H.R. 2715). 

​
 
Don’t Cage Our Oceans is a project of the North American Marine Alliance.  
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