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“

The Green New Deal is a broad and ambitious agenda to invest in communities, infrastructure, technology, and good 
jobs to help the United States achieve environmental and economic justice. 

Our food systems comprise 9 percent of total U.S. greenhouse gas emissions1 and 11 percent of all U.S. jobs.2 At the 
same time, oceans are our greatest natural resource. Oceans have absorbed around 30 percent of anthropogenic 
carbon3 and seafood is the number one source of animal protein in the world.4 And with more U.S. territory sitting 
below water than above, and 40 percent of Americans living in coastal counties,5 oceans are also a major part of 
the U.S. economy, supporting 3.3 million U.S. jobs.6 By unleashing the potential of our waters, we can curb climate 
change while vastly strengthening the blue economy. 

This brief highlights how action at the intersection of these areas can and must play a large role in addressing climate 
change. Reforms within our food systems and investments in our waters and seafood infrastructure are vital to the 
environmental and economic goals of a Green New Deal.  

Fishing communities’ attitudes on climate change have changed: Fishermen see the effects of climate change 
every day. According to a Center for American Progress survey, 65 percent of fishermen believe climate change 
could leave them ‘unable to profit’ and ultimately ‘forced out’ of their fishery.7 Of those surveyed, two-thirds identified 
as “moderate” or “conservative.”8 These climate trends are pushing formerly recalcitrant constituencies into action. 
Last year the largest commercial fishing association on the West Coast, PCFFA, filed suit against 30 fossil fuel 
companies for the climate impacts on their livelihoods as the ocean warms.9 At the same time, the newly minted 
Shellfish Growers Climate Coalition, a national group with over 100 member companies, have joined the ranks of the 
climate movement to ratchet up pressure for immediate climate action.10

We just witnessed the 
worst salmon run in the 
last 100 years. Climate 

change is an existential 
crisis for our fishery and 

communities.
Dune Lankard, Alaskan Gillnetter and 

Founder of the Eyak Preservation Council

65%  
of fishermen believe 
climate change could 
leave them ‘unable to 
profit’ and ultimately 
‘forced out’ of their 

fishery
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GREEN NEW DEAL POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
While human impacts on our oceans are severe, solutions exist. A Green New Deal should 

include reforms in three specific policy areas – ocean habitat restoration, community-
based fisheries and restorative ocean farming – which will shift the ocean from a 

resource in crisis into a powerful tool for mitigating climate change and transforming our 

food system. By prioritizing ocean restoration, we can make our coasts and oceans the 

life-giving, carbon-sequestering, job-supporting habitats they once were. By promoting 

sustainable fishing and regenerative ocean farming practices, we can reclaim U.S. 

seafood as a major cornerstone for job growth and transform one of the nation’s most 

iconic industries into a front-line solution to climate change and the coming food crisis. 

VOCABULARY  
FOR PROGRESS:  
BLUE CARBON

Blue carbon is the carbon 
stored in ocean and coastal 
ecosystems, often through 
seagrass, wetlands, tidal 
marshes, seaweeds, and 
mangroves. The soil of 
wetlands can sequester up to 
five times more carbon than 
that of even tropical forests.11 
Alternatively, when damaged, 
an enormous amount of 
carbon is emitted back into 
the atmosphere, making 
protection and restoration of 
these systems a key pathway 
to mitigate climate change.12

LINKING COASTAL HABITAT RESTORATION 
AND A JUST TRANSITION FOR COASTAL 
COMMUNITIES

The death and displacement caused by 
Hurricane Katrina and the poor disaster response 
disproportionately impacted Black communities.13 
Hurricane Sandy disproportionately caused flooding in 
Black and Latino communities.14 To this day, Hurricane 
Maria recovery efforts in Puerto Rico remain slow and 
underfunded.15 Tribal communities ranging from Inupiat 
in Alaska16 to the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw and the 
United Houma Nation in Alabama17 are being forced to 
retreat from their native lands due to rising sea levels. 
Habitat restoration is one of the most cost effective 
ways to reduce this harm. In Mobile, Alabama, for 
example, oyster reef restoration projects are expected 
to reduce wave energy at the shore by 76 to 99 
percent.18 Plus, the reef construction is anticipated to 
add $8.4 million to the local economy.19
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SOLUTION: Support state and national restoration programs, including replanting of seagrasses, wetlands, 
mangroves, shellfish, and seaweeds, perhaps funded by a blue carbon fund. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

⊲⊲ Incorporate ocean and estuary restoration activities into H.R. 2358, the 21st Century Civilian Conservation Corps 
Act, which would establish a Civilian Conservation Corps to “employ unemployed or underemployed, in the 
construction, maintenance, and carrying on of works of a public nature, including reforestation, soil erosion and 
climate adaptation infrastructure.”

⊲⊲ Authorize a domestic blue carbon program under the Department of Commerce, administered by NOAA, charged 
with the creation of a carbon fund for ocean-based emission reductions, including seaweed, seagrass and other 
ocean and estuary restoration programs. 

⊲⊲ Direct NOAA to map and establish “Blue Carbon Zones” in federal waters dedicated to ocean carbon 
sequestration.

⊲⊲ Fully fund NOAA’s Coastal and Estuarine Land Conservation Program, which partners with states to conserve 
coastal ecosystems.

⊲⊲ Include shellfish and seaweed restoration programs as eligible activities for funding from the Harbor Maintenance 
Trust Fund, a program authorized by the Water Resources Development Act of 1986.

PROBLEM: Climate change, coastal development, and pollution are destroying America’s coastal marine 
ecosystems. Florida has lost over 50 percent of its coral reefs since 1996.20 Northern California has lost 93 percent 
of its kelp forest since 2013.21,22 Not only are our coastal ecosystems habitat for most seafood species at some 
phase of their life, but they also provide critical storm protection – wetlands prevented $625 million in damages 
during Hurricane Sandy and are often more effective and less expensive than seawalls.23 A concerted ecosystem 
restoration effort is needed to protect coastal areas, especially poor communities, communities of color, and 
Indigenous nations which are most at risk.24  

Invest in Blue Carbon Habitat Restoration

FLORIDA
has lost

50%  
of its coral reefs 
since 1996

NORTHERN 
CALIFORNIA
has lost

93% 
of its kelp forests 
since 2013

https://coast.noaa.gov/czm/landconservation/
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Support Sustainable,  
Community-Based Fisheries

PROBLEM: For decades, U.S policy has incentivized the consolidation of US fishing fleets and the export of 
domestically-caught seafood. The result is a carbon-intensive, globalized seafood sector that undermines, rather than 
supports, community-based fisheries, job creation, and climate mitigation. Around 70% of the seafood consumed 
in the U.S. is imported.25 This is due in part to lack of investment in local seafood processing centers, which means 
that a significant percentage of what is caught in U.S. waters is exported to Asia for processing before a portion 
of it returns to the US for consumption – unnecessarily adding millions of carbon miles to our food system.26  And 
despite working waterfronts contributing 3.4 percent of the US GDP,27 these areas are being rezoned, eliminating 
infrastructure of the blue economy, and taking local seafood and water-dependent jobs with it, with little chance of 
those being reclaimed.28

  70% 
of seafood consumed in  
the U.S. is imported from  
places like

ASIA,  
and a significant portion of those 
imports were originally caught in U.S. 
waters and exported for processing

SOLUTION: Provide loans, tax breaks, and other subsidies to rebuild domestic seafood processing infrastructure 
and working waterfronts, while significantly expanding community-based fisheries programs and access.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

⊲⊲ Provide tax breaks and USDA low interest loans for regional processing centers to incentivise domestic 
processing and distribution of U.S. caught seafood.

⊲⊲ Support passage of the Keeping America’s Working Waterfronts Act to identify and support investment needs 
for local communities’ working waterfronts, and support passage of legislation that would incentivize community 
allocations under Limited Access Privilege Programs. 

⊲⊲ Support the development of a new data driven insurance-based risk management system at NOAA or another 
appropriate agency for various sectors of the seafood industry to hedge against the unpredictable impacts of 
environmental fluctuations and climate change. 

⊲⊲ Provide a simple regulatory pathway for independent fishermen to sell seafood directly to U.S. consumers 
and encourage the growth of family-run fishing fleets through the Young Fishermen’s Development Act, which 
provides targeted support programs for young and early stage fishers.

⊲⊲ Expand NOAA’s Seafood Import Monitoring Program (SIMP) to 100percent of imported fish and require digital 
traceability for all domestic products, in order to combat seafood fraud, track climate-driven species migration, 
and empower American consumers to buy local. 

~

https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/1176/text
https://conservefish.org/coastal-communities/
https://conservefish.org/coastal-communities/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2079
https://www.iuufishing.noaa.gov/RecommendationsandActions/RECOMMENDATION1415/FinalRuleTraceability.aspx
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PROBLEM: Rising human population, combined with the increasing occurrence of floods, droughts, and other 
climate-induced disasters, is quickly stretching our centralized and industrial land-based food system beyond 
its limits. At the same time, with over 90 percent of global fish stocks maximally exploited or overfished, our wild 
fisheries cannot fill the gap of feeding the planet in the era of climate change.29 As the fastest growing food sector on 
the planet,30 aquaculture is emerging as the primary source of seafood for Americans. However, global aquaculture 
practices, such as those of high density offshore finfish aquaculture, have been plagued with environmental 
problems. 

SOLUTION: Support climate-smart aquaculture, specifically regenerative ocean farming, through the cultivation 
of seaweeds and shellfish to simultaneously sequester millions of tons of carbon, create millions of new jobs and 
reduce food insecurity. A network of community-based seaweed farms inhabiting less than 5 percent of American 
waters could sequester the carbon generated by 30 million cars and generate millions of direct and indirect jobs.31 
When used in non-food products, such as fertilizers, animal feeds, and bio-plastics, seaweeds and shellfish can 
mitigate the climate impacts of numerous industries, including the reduction of cattle methane output by up to 58 
percent.32 

Catalyse Restorative Ocean Farming

500 million tons
of dried seaweed

50 million tons
of protein and 
millions of jobs

135 million tons
of carbon

COULD PRODUCE AND ABSORB

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

⊲⊲ Include macroalgae in the tax credit provided under Section 45Q - Carbon Capture and Storage - of the 
Internal Revenue Code and phase in the per ton algae credit based on guidelines recommended by the IPCC. 
Simultaneously create a USDA program to develop methodology providing full credit for ocean-based biobased 
content for products from biologically recycled carbon and nitrogen. 

⊲⊲ Include ocean farmer training programs in the Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development Program, under the 
Agricultural Act of 2014. Program benefits range from pre-qualification for loans to new farmer training programs. 

⊲⊲ Fund expansion of Sea Grant programs, which provide direct technical assistance for ocean-based industries.29

⊲⊲ Include shellfish and seaweed in the Federal Crop Insurance Act definition of “agricultural commodity” to allow 
ocean farmers to pay into protection from climate-caused crop loss, as land-based farmers currently do. 

⊲⊲ Establish eligibility for ocean farmers under the USDA Biomass Crop Assistance Program, which provides loan 
guarantees and other financial support to farmers. 

⊲⊲ Establish a new USDA Restorative Ocean Agriculture Research and Policy Program to address challenges in farm-
scale algae and shellfish production, community-driven permitting, and market innovation throughout the industry.
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