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Introduction 

Andrew Washburn has proposed a 4-acre area for oyster aquaculture utilizing the full 

water-column in Choctawhatchee Bay, Walton County. Division staff and the applicant 

assessed the proposed site on April 10, 2026. 

 

Site Location  

The site is in Choctawhatchee Bay Central Section Conditionally Approved #0622 

Shellfish Harvesting Area (Figure 1).   

 

Resource Assessment 

A 4-acre area was proposed near Big Hammock Point in Choctawhatchee Bay, Walton 

County. The resource assessment was conducted during a low tide on April 10, 2026 by 

boat, utilizing poling and cameras. Four poling transects were conducted around the 

perimeter and along with two diagonal center transects. There was 10 feet visibility from 

the surface at the site. The substrate consisted of firm sand throughout the site (Figure 2). 

Depths during the assessment ranged from 5.5 to 13 feet (Figure 3). Closest shoreline is 

1000 feet to the North.  (Figures 4 and 5). No seagrasses or critical habitats were found 

during the resource assessment. A 50-foot buffer around the perimeter was also assessed, 

which consisted of the same substrate and no other critical habitats present (Figure 6).  

 

Washburn 4-acre parcel - GPS Coordinates and Depth: 

NW Corner: 30.459322, -86.378493   7 ft 

NE Corner: 30.459769, -86.377707             7 ft   

SW Corner: 30.457986, -86.377455   13 ft 

SE Corner: 30.458426, -86.376675             12 ft 

  

Recommendations: 

After review of the pertinent information, Division staff recommends the proposed area.   

 

Comments: 

The Division seeks to preclude impacts to seagrass beds and other sensitive habitats. 

Division staff could make an accurate assessment of the proposed lease site and the 

adjacent areas. Some boating activity is expected for recreational and commercial fishing. 

The site is not located in an Aquatic Preserve.  

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1. Original proposed site in Choctawhatchee Bay, Walton County. 
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Figure 2. Sandy bottom substrate throughout parcel.  
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Figure 3. Washburn proposed site assessment sketch 
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Figure 4.  Shoreline, looking South. 
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Figure 5. Shoreline and NE Corner, looking North. 
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Figure 6. Proposed Lease. 
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Figure 7. Critical Habitat map 
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Washburn Lease Application Responses:  
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Proposed Aquaculture Activities:  

I am currently doing education with the University of Florida's Institute of Food and 

Agricultural Services online shellfish aquaculture program. I will be beginning hands on 

training on farms local to the panhandle (dispersed from Pensacola to Panacea) to 

observe and get experience with a range of techniques and viewpoints on the industry. I 

am able to partially fund my startup, and have two partners with a potential third that will 

more than cover the costs to begin production. My employment currently is part time and 

will allow me to sustain for the first couple seasons until I am able to go full time with 

farming.  

 

 

Reason for Site Selection:  

Site is free of critical habitat (oyster beds, seagrass, etc.). It is not close to these habitats, 

is far from any navigational channels, and over 1000' from the shoreline. It has been 

graded as an excellent habitat for the eastern oyster based on the Chotawhatchee Basin 

Alliance's model. From their model: "The 5 parameters included pH, bottom dissolved 

oxygen, bottom salinity, maximum water temperature, and bay bottom 

hardness. Additional water quality data sets that were acquired and/or collected by the 

project team included nitrate, total nitrogen, turbidity, Enterococci, alkalinity, and 

color. Furthermore, the following supplementary data layers that were added to the web-

viewer included shoreline, bathymetry, artificial oyster reef/constructed living shorelines, 

historical oyster reefs, and open versus closed water data layers were also acquired and/or 

collected in the field." Additionally, this site is close to a boat ramp and less than one 

mile from where my family has lived since my grandfather retired out of Eglin Air Force 

Base after his service in Vietnam in the 70s. 

 

 

Recreational and Commercial Uses:  

The entire bay is fished, however, given that this site does not sit on any existing 

structure or habitat for fish to gather on I am anticipating that fishermen such as myself 

will not miss 4.18 of the 82,560 fishable acres of the bay. 

 

 

Potential Impacts on Ecology:  

Potential impacts are that the added structure to the water (pilings, anchors, lines, baskets, 

etc.) will give wildlife a place to gather and will accrue potential food sources for certain 

species (such as barnacles, wild oyster spat, etc.) Potential negative impacts would be 

gear scattered in a storm, however the plan is to use bigger anchors driven further than 

needed and to implement a robust storm preparedness plan to take care of the 

environment where we farm. 

 

 

 

 

Statement on Public Interest:  
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The lease is in the public interest in that it will provide local oysters for a community of 

seafood lovers and lower costs than those sourced from other places. It is not contrary to 

the public interest in any way due to its not being anywhere near critical habitats/fishing 

grounds or navigational channels, and the positive environmental impact that the oysters 

will have on the bay, each filtering up to 50 gallons per day at full growth. The farm will 

also generate tax revenue for the county and through guided tour will educate the 

community on what we are doing. 

 

Aquaculture Related Structures: 

No structures will be installed besides the mandated pilings marking the four corners of 

the lease. 

 

Aquaculture Activities:  

Activities conducted will be planting purchased oyster spat in a flip farm system, 

maintaining oysters and equipment for biofouling, implementing storm preparedness 

protocols as needed, and harvesting oysters. We will provide guided tours for the public 

too, not sure if that needs to be mentioned here. 

 

Effective Cultivation- Lease Development Plan:  

Year 1: 280,000 

Year 2: 350,000 

Year 3: 420,000 

Year 4: 490,000 

Year 5: 560,000 

Year 6: 630,000 

Year 7: 700,000 

Year 8: 770,000 

Year 9: 840,000 

Year 10: 910,000 

 

Source of Seed Stock: 

Seed stock source will be UF/IFAS recommended supplier The Biofilter Group LLC, a 

hatchery out of Cedar Key, FL. 

 

Describe Distribution after Harvest:  

Distribution at first will be to the closest certified shellfish processing facility. As soon as 

possible I will build our own facility so that we can distribute directly to our customers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Washburn Gear Plan and Attachments:  
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Maximum basket size will be 29"x10&5/8"x5&7/16." Material of the baskets is "ultra 

high impact grade" plastics with the "highest possible ultra violet resistance." Brand will 

be Hexcyl systems (providers of the flip farm system.) 

 

Gear will be marked with tags with farm name and contact information as well as RFID 

tags for location tracking for recovery in the unlikely event that storm preparedness 

protocols fail and equipment is lost. Lease will be marked with mandated wooden pilings 

and signage at each of the four corners. 
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