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Ready to swim
Backed by a boatload of assets, the North Carolina aquaculture 
and marine-biotechnology industries are grabbing global attention.  

UNC Wilmington researchers have developed better methods to cultivate oysters, which makes 
harvesting them more efficient and profitable and improves the marine environment.
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M ichelle Sabaoun studied 
at UNC Wilmington’s 
marine biotechnology 
graduate program 15 

years ago. “It was Wilmington or 
California.” Today she is lead biotech 
instructor at Brunswick Community 
College’s Center for Aquaculture and 
Biotechnology. The center opened in 
2007 and each graduating class averages 
about 20 students. She hopes by fall to 
add a marine-biotech program, which 
would incorporate aspects of biotechnol-
ogy and aquaculture. That combination 
isn’t new to her. A few years ago, she led  
a group of students who developed a 
mechanical process that squeezes oil from 
algae. It could produce biofuel on a large 
scale, but a lack of funding stalled the 
small program. North Carolina has many 
attributes that can expand its aquaculture 
and marine-biotechnology industries, but 
funding is a hurdle. “We have to compete 
with the big [companies].” 

North Carolina will have the opportu-
nity to attract money in 2015, when the 
BioMarine International Business Conven-
tion comes to Wilmington. About 300 
industry CEOs representing more than 
30 countries are expected to discuss 
innovation, investment and collabora-
tion for aquaculture, biofuels and other 
commodities harvested from the oceans. 
But they’ll do more than talk. At the 
2012 convention in London, 152 CEOs 
completed more than $23.5 million worth 
of deals. Convention organizers were set 

to tour possible U.S. host cities, including 
Boston, New York, Atlanta and Washing-
ton, D.C., last year. Deborah Mosca, CEO 
of Wilmington-based nonprofit Marine 
Bio-Technologies Center of Innovation, 
and Randall Johnson, executive director 
of Research Triangle Park-based North 
Carolina Biotechnology Center’s south-
eastern office, convinced them to stop in 
North Carolina, where they visited 
businesses, universities and economic-
development organizations. 

The center of innovation was started 
to connect marine-related biotech research 

and discoveries with products and services 
that could benefit the state. “I think the 
timing is right for the [center of innovation] 
with the convention coming to North 
Carolina and the focus on emerging 
technology,” Mosca says. The state has 
nurtured generations of fishermen. Add to 
that its research universities and dedication 
to biotechnology, and it’s set up to become 
a player in the industries.

Royston Carter, senior director of 
marine-biotech development at the 
center of innovation, says many Tar 
Heel aquaculture projects have evolved 
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independently, so he’s seeking funding to 
compile a database of them. “Wild 
fisheries are basically stagnant. And the 
increase in food production on arable land 
can’t keep pace with the growing popula-
tion, especially with high-quality protein. 
… What we want to do is find out what 
[works] best in North Carolina and leverage 
that into bigger programs to solve industry 
problems in agriculture. ” 

The pieces that Carter wants to 
catalog are varied, but together they 
produced $52 million for state aquacul-
ture farmers in 2010, according to the 
N.C. Department of Agriculture and 
Consumer Services. UNC Wilmington’s 
pilot commercial-scale marine fish hatch-
ery, part of the biotech center’s Regional 
Development Grant Program, should 
help expand the industry. It serves as a 
model for entrepreneurs and can supply 
fish to aquaculture startups. Another is 
university research that has improved 
oyster production and made their harvest 
more efficient. Oysters have other 
benefits. Like all shellfish, they filter 
water, improving quality. “Any argu-
ments that industrialized businesses are 
bad for the environment don’t apply to 
aquaculture,” Carter says.

Mosca says the convention will help 
state aquaculture. “North Carolina can 
be the leader in that field. We’re already 
a leader in turkeys and chickens. Why 
not fish? … By coming to North Carolina 
with the convention, we’re taking the bull 
by the horns and jumping in with both 
feet. And that will bring money.” North 
Carolina aquaculture depends on the 
community-college system to provide 
its workforce. Sabaoun says the majority 
of people employed by biotech compa-
nies have a two-year degree, and half of 
Brunswick’s biotechnology graduates are 
employed within their field. But some 
students are training for aquaculture or 
marine-biotechnology jobs that don’t 
exist yet. That can be a slippery endeavor. 
“Once it gets going, it’s going to be a 
tremendous boost. I don’t think anyone 
can compete with what we have going.”


