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UTMB AND GMIT AQUACULTURE 

RESEARCH ALLIANCE ESTABLISHED
Taming of fast-growing Gulf finfish and reuse of offshore oil platforms as a base for fish farming research and development serve as launch pad for projects
GALVESTON, Texas—The domestication of Gulf finfish such as cobia (lemon fish) and mahi-mahi in scientifically engineered fisheries is the impetus for a collaboration between researchers at the University of Texas Medical Branch at Galveston’s Department of Human Biological Chemistry and Genetics (UTMB) and the Gulf Marine Institute of Technology (GMIT).

The goal is to help revive declining seafood resources. In addition, the researchers plan to establish the potential “reuse of existing offshore structures (platforms)” for sea-farming purposes, as outlined in the 1999 U.S. Department of Commerce aquaculture initiative.  

The United States has become dependent on imported fishery products, contributing as much as $8 billion to $9 billion yearly to our trade deficit, according to the national Marine Fishery Service annual trade summary. The U.S. Department of Commerce’s initiative is aimed toward re-establishing the United States as a net exporting nation for fisheries products, creating hundreds of thousands of new jobs and generating billions of dollars of new business in the process.

GMIT’s large four-platform complex in the Gulf of Mexico, located in 72 feet of water, 10 miles offshore of Port O’Connor, Texas, provides UTMB with a safe research and development center where university researchers will monitor the growth of the fish and the quality of the water. 

“The Gulf of Mexico, especially along the Texas and Louisiana coasts with their highly productive waters, rich fish fauna and thousands of oil platforms, represents the most ideal coastal area of the United States in which to pioneer offshore sea-farming,” stated Dr. Phillip G. Lee, associate professor in UTMB’s Department of Human Biological Chemistry and Genetics and lead project investigator. “We project that the UTMB and GMIT research alliance, based in Texas waters, will play a key role in this pioneering effort.”  Lee is director of the National Institutes of Health’s National Resource Center for Cephalopods, an internationally recognized UTMB program that has been providing valuable model organisms for biomedical research for the last 25 years. 

Dr. Edwin Cake, director and chief science officer of GIMT said, “GMIT is excited to collaborate with UTMB and the excellent scientific team assembled and headed by Dr. Phillip G. Lee, who is one of the world’s leading marine biologists. We hope that by integrating our sponsored resources and research efforts, we will accelerate and strengthen the technical and economic viability of sea farming. We have started with attempting to rapidly raise more than 5,000 cobia in our systems in Galveston. The potential of sea farming in the Gulf is tremendous and could create a major new industry.”

Every day 24,000 people die from hunger or hunger-related causes, according to the United Nations Hunger Project. Cobia on average grow an inch a week and weigh 20 pounds in less than a year. By developing new systems and technology that domesticate these fast-growing Gulf fish and raising them like cattle, it will be possible to export new methods to produce reasonably priced, protein-rich nutrition for the world's impoverished communities as well as provide fresh seafood to United States markets.

About the University of Texas Medical Branch at Galveston

Founded in 1891, UTMB is a major academic health center with more than 2,500 students and medical residents and more than 2,400 faculty.  Its 84-acre campus includes Schools of Medicine, Nursing, Allied Health Sciences and Graduate Biomedical Sciences, as well as an Institute for Medical Humanities and a Marine Biomedical Institute. The university has more than 13,000 employees and operates six hospitals that include a Level 1 Trauma Center. UTMB’s hospitals and extensive network of campus and community–based clinics provide a full range of primary and specialized medical care. The university is also home to internationally renowned research programs and is the world leader in providing telemedicine consults. For additional information about UTMB, please visit www.utmb.edu.

About the Gulf Marine Institute of Technology

The Gulf Marine Institute of Technology (GMIT) is a 501 (C)(3) nonprofit research institute working to validate the concept for growing native finfish and cleansing mollusks (oysters) within their natural Gulf of Mexico environment.  To date, GMIT, which was founded in 1995, has obtained the necessary state and federal approvals to begin operations, as well as more than $6 million in donated equipment and assets from primarily oil industry and private sponsors. This has allowed the institute to assemble a four-platform offshore complex and various vessels for its research and development activities.  More information about GMIT is available at www.gmitinfo.com.
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