The casino hoat ™
trade is almost
sunk. So why
would anewhie =
launch from
downtown?
BY EMILY WITT

Empathy is an
exhausting luxury
when faced

with an army of
skanks.

INTHEBITCH

Local rappers
fry o turn
the SouthBeat
around.

BY SAM (

January 18-25, 2006
FREE
Volume 20, Number 42

miaminewtimes.com

BY JOSH SCHONWALD






m continued from page 28

Even Benetti concedes, “Traditional
aquaculture has done incredible damage
to the world.”

So several years ago Benetti and other
scientists, seizing on new technological
advances, hatched the idea for the under-
sea ranch, The concept: Move fish farms at
least 40 feet under the sea’s surface and
miles off the coastline. They are virtually
invisible except for a single buoy marking
the spot, and swift offshore currents dis-
pme and eliminate waste. Plus species

would be in their native habitats.

The problem with Benetti’s underwa-
ter panaces was the cost Undmugas
are more than five times more expensive
than traditional cages because they have
complex engineering and sturdier con-
struction. Additionally the eco-friendly
- way requires environmental monitoring,
scuba-equipped farmhands, and trans-
portation to reach the offshore sites.

The research scientist wanted to
prove his idea applied to the real world.

But who would attempt this plan? He
needed a risk-taker.

Brian O'Hanlon isn’t an ordinary college
dropout; the Long Island native is the

Aﬁtrlhesummer, O’Hanlon became
hooked on the open-ocean farm idea and
decided not to return to Eckerd, Benetti
agreed to guide, train, and help him in

guidance, found a site two miles off Cule-
bra, Puerto Rico. It was perfect for
Benetti's eco-sensitive farm — strong
undersea currents, clean water, stable tem-

perature, O’Hanlon spent two years obtain-
ing permits and building what he called
“Snapperfarm.” Opening in 2003, it was

But it wasn't before Snapperfarm
ceased t be a snapper farm. In June 2003,
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for cobia. “This is no joke,” 0'Hanlon says.
“You could see the cobia grow in one day,
from to evening” In one month,
the fish more than 20 grams, By
contrast, the mutton snapper, at one month,

“They don’t seem to understand,” he says. “Open-ocean
aquaculture is preventing another salmon industry.”

Shawn Fanning of aquaculture. His father is
afish wholesaler, and at the age of fourteen,
he knew his life’s ambition was aquacul-
ture. By the time he was nineteen years old,
O'Hanlon had set up & 2000-gallon tank in
his parents’ basement and transported a
brood stock of red snapper from the
Alabama coast to Greenlawn, New York.

Like so many young aquaculturists,
O'Hanlon had heard of Benetti. In the
summer of 1998, 0'Hanlon, then a student
at Eckerd College in St. Petersburg, took a
three-week summer course with the UM
professor at the Harbor Branch Oceano-
graphic Institute in Fort Pierce. During
the class, he offhandedly mentioned the
Long Island red snapper experiment to
his instructor.

Benetti was intrigued. He had to see it
for himself, so he flew to New York. When
he walked through the O'Hanlon base-
ment and surveyed the eighteen-year-old's

had grown to two or three grams. “It was a
no-brainer,” 0"Hanlon says,

O'Hanlon's open-ocean farming
received attention from trade papers, such
as GrowFish, and mainstream papers,
including the Virgin Island Daily News, the
Chronicle of Higher Education, and the
UK's Guardian. Preliminary testing was
proving Benetti's thesis; Snapperfarm had
virtually no environmental impact. Even
aquaculture skeptics such as the Pew
Institute's Babcock were impressed. “It
was very encouraging.” she says. “It could
be a green solution.” National Geographic
dispatched photographers to Culebra. The
college dropout received invitations to lec-
ture the world's top aquaculture
researchers, Recalls O'Hanlon: “We had
the new technology and had the hot fish.”

The American cobia industry hasn't
exactly exploded like continued on page 32
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Internet dating. These days you'd be hard-
pressed to find a South Florida grocery that
carries cobia, or a store manager who even
knows what it is. And the pioneers Benetti
inspired with his vision of open-ocean
cobia haven’t profited.

One person who invested in hatching
cobia, Loyal Eldridge, gave up after several
years of financial hemorrhage. Another guy
who caught the cobia bug, Johan Scheidt,
set up, with Benetti's guidance, a facility in
Eleuthera. After one harvest, sharks took
him out. He's still offline. And O'Hanlon's
Snapperfarm has had its fair share of rough
times. A shark attack left a gaping hole in
one of the cages, costing the company hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars in lost fish.

South Florida's cobia king, the only per-
son to actually specialize in importing the
perfect species, isn't exactly raking in the
cobia gold. Jimmy O'Hanlon, Brian’s uncle
and the owner of Miami's JC Seafood,
shakes his head when he’s asked about the
cobia business plan. It's been a popular
fish with local sushi places, he says (try
Las Olas Boulevard), but it hasn’t caught
on with midlevel restaurants.

The eco-sensitivity and high quality of
the product are great. But Jimmy needs
more. *I want to sell fish,” says the
straight-talking New Yorker. “Bottom line:
To sell fish, we need more quantity.”

The problem, he says, is production,
“We got the customers going last year,” he
says. “They loved the stuff, But right now,
it's a seasonal thing.... You can't get them
going six months out of the year then cut
them off. They forgetabout it.”

Brian knows the importance of all-year
production. But he adds, “We need more

cages. We can't do it for another year with

just two cages.” Uncle Jimmy is more
direct. “Put this in the paper,” he says. “We
need five million dollars.”

Benetti understands the need for profir.
Back at Virginia Key, the UM professor
and Orhun, who directs the cobia hatch-
ery, are preparing for at least three experi-
ments that could help the O'Hanlons:
They're testing ways to reduce transporta
tion costs by packing more cobia in each
box, testing different fishmeal mixes to cut
feed expenses, and attempting a winter
spawning, which would enable year-round
production. “It takes time to figure this
out,” Benetti says. “The salmon industry
took ten years to develop.”

Benetti is supremely confident about
cobin's inevitability, but there is one thing
he fears: that foreign investors will take
over the cobia industry and revert to the
practices of traditional fish-

An inkling of this trend is already evi-
dent less than 200 miles south of Virginia
Key, on Grass Key, across from the Jolly
Roger trailer park in Marathon. The two-
story Aquaculture Center of the Keys, the
only commercial cobia hatchery in the
United States and the place where Benetti
first hatched fingerlings in 2002, has a For
Sale sign staked in front.

Owen Stevens, a Benetti protégé and the
center’s long-time director, recently left for
Asia. He's scouting out the cobia farms that
have popped up from Vietnam to Taiwan to
Indonesia. In March, Stevens will open a
brand-new multimillion-dollar cobia hatch-
ery and farm — much larger than O’'Hanlon's
—ini!dhe.}k’llbewnrkingforlmlﬂﬂl:ﬂ-
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Act of 2005, which aims to quintuple the
nation’s fish-farming by 2035, It would
expand aquaculture into federal waters —
up to 200 miles offshore. Farmers could
lease plots in U.S. waters for ten-vear incre-
ments. The bill would not eliminate regu-
lations, according to propanents, but rather
make a “more coherent process.”

During the past year, Benetti has
worked aggressively for the cause — he has
testified before Congress, presented find-
ings on the environmental impact of Snap-
perfarm, and been called a hero by Jim
McVey, one of the Bush administration’s
chief aquaculture advocates. “Without this
bill,” Benetti says, “marine aguaculture is
dead in the US."

But environmentalists are rapidly
maobilizing to fight the act as well as state
plans to encourage fish-farming in their
jurisdiction. Benetti's former student Mar-
ianne Cufone, a Tampa-based lawyer and
environmental consultant, is assembling
an unusual alliance of state environmental
organizations, the Florida sportfishing
industry, and wild fisheries — all of which,
she says, have concerns about offshore

Iture's possible impact in Florida.

Cufone contends that far too little is
known about this practice. She still fears
that when big business gets access to the
oceans, “We’ll have another salmon indus-
try off Florida's coast.”

Responds Benetti: “They don't seem to
understand. Open-ocean aguaculture is
preventing another salmon industry.”

But Babeock is still unconvinced cobia
won't become Salmon I1. Like salmon, cobia
are predators that need small fish in their
fishmeal. “And cobia are big fish-eating fish.
Whe knows what kind of impact a cobia
industry would have on the ecosystem?”

Benerti is experimenting with a fish-
meal that is part soy mix, part protein. One
pound of farmed cobia will require less
than two pounds of smaller fish. But he's
exasperated by the environmentalists. “It’s
ridiculous. It takes ten pounds of wild fish
to produce a pound of large fish in nature,”
he says, “so aquaculture is at least three
times more sustainable than nature itself”

Standing next to the hatchery, the Quonset-
hut-like building that holds hundreds of
cobia fingerlings, Benetti gestures to a
neighboring yellow structure about twenty
vards away. If a cage were as large as the
space between here and there, he explains,
it could contain about 50 percent of the
annual cobia production in the United
States, The cobia industry praduces roughly
1000 tons of cobia annually, a grand total of
about .07 percent of the salmon take.

But Benert believes that the cobia hurri-
cane is imminent: “Taiwan, Vietnam, Mex-
ico, Cuba, Belize, the Dominican Republic.”

“Iran,” adds Orhun.

Benetti continues. “If you were starting
a fish farm, and you could raise ten-pound
fish in one year, or another fish that takes
two years to grow one pound,” he says,
“what would you do?*

Then Orhun jumps in: “After we prove
this can work with cobia, then we move on
to others.”

Benetti smiles and looks at Orhun, The
pair is already thinking about the next fish.
“Bluefin tuna,” Benetti says hungrily.

“It's the ultimate. Just think about the
size,” Orhun later adds, eyes widening.
“It's the Holy Grail"
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