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Intelligence

An urchin opportunity awaits in New
England

12 April 2021
By Jen A. Miller

With more than one way to farm green sea urchins, interest
in developing a source for the sushi delicacy uni is on the
rise

(https://www.globalseafood.org)

https://www.globalseafood.org/
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In an effort to both restore waterways and meet a growing demand for the so-called foie gras of the
sea (https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/food/this-trendy-ingredient-has-become-the-foie-gras-
of-the-sea/2018/02/26/1a758edc-06d8-11e8-8777-2a059f168dd2_story.html), researchers in the
northeastern corner of the United States are stepping up their efforts to restore green sea urchins.

“There is a demand in the market for urchin roe, or uni, but there really isn’t the supply to meet it in New
England,” said Coleen Suckling, assistant professor of sustainable aquaculture at the University of
Rhode Island. “There is space to work towards this demand in New England but it needs to be through
sustainable aquaculture.”

Researchers from the University of Maine, Maine Sea Grant, University of Rhode Island and University
of New Hampshire have received a $100,000 grant from the U.S. Department of Agriculture Northeast
Regional Aquaculture Center to start moving toward that goal. The grant will be used to improve
hatchery production and work with potential urchin farmers on grow-out possibilities in the Gulf of
Maine and coastal northern New England.

If they’re successful, they can set the template for creating a sustainable farmed source of uni, ready to
be exported around the world as the market, especially in Asia, continues to grow.

(https://events.globalseafood.org/responsible-seafood-summit)

Green sea urchin is highly coveted as an ingredient in Japanese
cuisine, seen on sushi menus as uni. All photos by Coleen Suckling.
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Why sea urchins in New England?
Green sea urchins were once as common in New England waters as Vineyard Vines swim trunks on a
hot summer day. In 1995, Maine’s sea urchin harvest, which was mostly wild, was 34 million pounds
(https://www.maine.gov/dmr/�sheries/commercial/landings-program/landings-data) and worth $35.6
million, according to the Maine Department of Marine Resources. In 2019, it had dropped to 1.7 million
pounds worth $5.8 million.

Blame the usual suspects: �shing pressure and “a phase shift in the bottom where the new ecotype
was less hospitable to settling urchin larvae,” said Dana Morse of the Maine Sea Grant Marine
Extension Team. Heavy seaweed gave predators cover “so even if an urchin larva does settle out and
attaches to something, there are a lot of hungry things looking to munch on a small urchin.”

Sea urchins are herbivores that in the northwest Atlantic Ocean primarily eat seaweed and algae, which
is why researchers also see them as part of an overall effort to clean up New England’s exploited
ecosystems.

They are also able to survive in a more alkaline waters, as oceans are becoming as they absorb more
carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, said Suckling.

“Urchins have been shown to cope well with climate change. They can grow even bigger edible uni
(gonads) in those conditions,” she said. “They are fairly resilient.”

The uni market
There’s also an exploding demand for uni (https://urchinproject.com/wp-
content/uploads/sites/3/2017/11/10-17_Sea_Urchin_Market_Report.pdf), which are the sea urchin
gonads, the only edible part of the animal. The biggest market for uni been in Japan, which takes 80 to
90 percent of the international global supply, according to Matis Iceland. But the interest in uni is
growing, especially in China.

Green sea urchin broodstock held in a recirculating tank at the
University of Maine’s Center of Cooperative Aquaculture Research.
Photo by Coleen Suckling.
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“If that remotely starts to grow, as it has with every seafood market in China, it has potential to take
off,” said Brian Tsuyoshi Takeda, founder and CEO of Urchinomics (https://www.urchinomics.com),
which ranches zombie urchins to fatten them up and then sell the roe. “We’re on the cusp of that.”

He believes that uni could follow the same pattern as that of abalone: a once rare item that because of
aquaculture is now more common but still draws a high price. “Then the 70,000-ton industry could
become a 700,000-ton industry,” he said.

While urchins have become rare in New England waterways compared to what they were in the 1990s,
they are invasive pests in other parts of the world. In California, for example, sea otters had been a sea
urchins’ natural predators. When sea otter populations declined, sea urchins multiplied, and then
destroyed kelp forests to leave barrens behind. Projects like Urchinomics and AquaVitae
(https://aquavitaeproject.eu/sea-urchins-norwegian-minister-no�ma/) are looking to collect those
empty urchins for the sake of letting kelp forests grow back, but also to feed them to create sellable roe,
a growing process that takes six to 12 weeks compared to the two to three years it takes in a hatchery.

While Tsuyoshi Takeda is obviously invested in creating more roe in the Urchinomics way, he said the
project in New England is also part of the future of a sustainable farmed sea urchin crop, especially
when “that biomass of empty urchins has been depleted and all the kelp forests are back.”

Can ranching ‘zombie urchins’ boost uni,
save kelp forests?

With Norwegian knowledge and a partnership with Mitsubishi,
Urchinomics aims to turn worthless empty urchins into valuable seafood
while restoring kelp forests and creating jobs.

Global Seafood Alliance
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Addressing bottlenecks and hesitation
Suckling said the New England team is using the grant to address “bottlenecks,” in the sea urchin
farming process, including that seed “it is quite expensive and not competitive” compared to something
like oysters, she said. “We still need to further optimize the methods in hatchery reproduction.”

Another prong is �nding partners for the project, and convincing younger �shers that sea urchins were
once normal there.

“A lot of people in the industry who haven’t seen the previous market in New England probably don’t see
it as an option,” she said of replenishing the sea urchin population. “We’re working on increasing the
awareness of the ability to grow sea urchins as something to consider in aquaculture.”

Suckling, in collaboration with Steve Eddy and Luz Kogson of the University of Maine’s Center of
Cooperative Aquaculture Research, has been running a series of talks and workshops to educating
potential partners, and also being a free advice resource. The group also plans to “provide free seed for
people to try out sea urchin growth, and see if they would like to take it further,” she said. They hope to
have their �rst seed ready by this fall and are building an email list for those who are interested.

Editor’s note: For more information, aquaculturists can contact Suckling at coleensuckling@uri.edu
(mailto:coleensuckling@uri.edu) or Luz Kogson at luz.kogson@maine.edu
(mailto:luz.kogson@maine.edu).

Green sea urchin larvae as seen under a microscope. Photo by Coleen
Suckling.
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Follow the Advocate on Twitter @GAA_Advocate (https://twitter.com/GAA_Advocate)
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