
What’s in the Water?
In the wild, blue mussels (Mytilus edulis) are found in tightly packed beds 

in shallow coastal waters. Harvesting is managed to avoid the possibility of 
population depletion. To keep up with the commercial demand, farmers  are 

expanding production in Maine’s coastal waters. 

Mussel Farming 

The Maine Sea Grant College Program at the University of Maine, sponsored by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) and the State of Maine, is a part of a network of 34 NOAA Sea Grant Programs throughout the coastal 

and Great Lakes states and territories. 



There are two principal methods for farming mussels in Maine: raft culture  
and bottom culture. 

What Can I See?
Rectangular floats support a steel 
framework with wooden beams 
mounted on top. Rafts are usually 
40 feet on a side with multiple rafts 
strung together on a single farm. 

What Can’t I See?
Dropper lines are tied around the wooden beams and 
hang down 40–60 feet in the water below; mussels grow 
on these lines. Weighted nets line the perimeter of the 
raft and extend well below the droppers. These nets 
protect the crop from predation by diving ducks. Rafts 
are anchored to the seafloor with granite blocks or heavy 
steel anchors.

Raft Culture 

Bottom Culture
Bottom culture has no visible gear above water. However, all aquaculture sites in Maine are required 
to have their corners marked with bright, large buoys displaying the words “SEA FARM.” Bottom 
culture farmers distribute small mussels over an area that would mimic a good, natural mussel 
habitat.
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Markers are required to be labeled with the lease acronym and have “SEA FARM” written in 2-inch high letters.

Mussels on dropper lines

Mussel rafts on a farm

Farming Process 
Mussel farming has three stages that can take up to 36 months to cycle through. 

For raft culture, the mussels are transferred from collection lines to dropper lines. 
For bottom culture, farmers spread the seed over the sea-floor. The mussels grow to 
market size over two years.

Grow Out

Once grown, the mussels will be shaken off from the grow-out lines or harvested from 
the seafloor by farmers, washed then de-clumped, separated by size, and brought to 
market. 

Harvest

Farmers collect seed from the 
wild, though some hatchery 
production exists. The  
free-floating larvae attach to 
collection lines and grow there 
for 6-12 months.

Seed Collection

Mussel seed attatched to collection lines 

Mussels going through a grader to be separated by size for commercial 
production 

Mussels being harvested and transported to land for market 

Mussels hanging from a raft to grow out on dropper lines 
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Why Mussel Aquaculture?

Demand for mussels exceeds the ability of natural populations to sustain themselves. Mussel farming is a 
low-impact, year-round farming process that requires no dry land, fresh water, or feed. Farms can provide 
job opportunities, diversify working waterfronts, and supply communities with a local and sustainable 
source of seafood.
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Maine Sea Grant’s work across Maine, from the Piscataqua River to 
Passamaquoddy Bay, is carried out on the lands and waters of the Penobscot, 
Passamaquoddy, Maliseet, and Mi’kmaq. We thank them for their stewardship 
and continued strength and resilience in protecting it. We support efforts for 
healing and protecting the land and water we share. 

Want to 
learn more?

For an accessible/web 
version of this document

Or visit: qr1.be/Z1DP

Scan:

Or visit: qr1.be/P6U0 

Scan:

NA18OAR4170070 MD • MSG-E-24-29




