
WHAT IS SOCIAL LICENSE?

The term social license describes community 
acceptance of a project. For aquaculture, it is the 
informal ongoing approval or acceptance of a farm 
granted by their community [1,2,3,4]. “Community” 
refers to a farmer’s set of stakeholders, or anyone who 
could be affected by, or who could affect the farm. 
There are varying degrees of social license. The highest 
level of social license is “psychological identification,” 
or when a community incorporates the activity into its 
identity (i.e. a fishing community, mill town, etc.) [2]. 
Tolerance or indifference does not indicate any level of 
social license–social license describes active support for 
a farm. Social license is also dynamic and is constantly 
being re-evaluated by community members. Farmers 
have to continuously put in social license work to 
maintain and build support–especially if they anticipate 
expanding in the future. 
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WHY IS SOCIAL LICENSE 
IMPORTANT FOR AQUACULTURE 
FARMERS?

Maine farmers discussed a variety of real benefits 
they experienced from doing social license work. One 
important benefit is that high community approval can 
reduce the risk of opposition [5,6,7,8,9,10]. Like Bob 
describes, you can 
get a license from 
DMR if you meet 
all of the conditions 
outlined by 12 
M.R.S.A. §6072, but 
“if you don’t do the 
outreach responsibly 
and correctly, you’re 
gonna have trouble.”



Beyond this, farmers talked about how earning stakeholder support 
can be protective in the face of threats. Several farmers brought up 
examples of supporters going to bat for them when facing regulatory 
hurdles or pockets of opposition. Riparian supporters would also 
act as stewards of the farm, letting farmers know if anything was 
“awry” at the site. Lastly, from a business perspective, though social 
license work does have costs, there are monetary gains to be made 
from building relationships. Annie, an oyster farmer from Downeast 

Maine, talked about how visiting neighbors and giving away some 
“doubled up” oysters helped her gain new, consistent customers. 
In addition to the direct benefits that farmers experience, 
farmers emphasized that social license work is important for 
broader industry growth. Increased knowledge and familiarity 
of aquaculture–often as a result of farmer engagement–has been 
consistently linked to support for aquaculture development 
[11,12,13,14,15]. So social license work, or working “the ground 
game,” as one farmer called it, is “vital” for development of the 
broader industry. 

HOW DO I EARN SOCIAL LICENSE 
FROM MY COMMUNITY?

Social license is a result of earning your community’s trust. This 
trust is generated in a variety of ways depending on your farm 
location and host community. First, you need to do your homework 
when siting your farm. Learn about your local community, 
determine who you need to connect with, and find out what is 
important to them. For aquaculture in Maine, generating trust 
requires honest and transparent communication with a broad 
network of stakeholders, listening and responding to public input, 
being respectful of –and incorporating–local community values into 
your business, responsible and respectful management of your farm, 
and providing meaningful community benefits. 

Social license is a 
result of earning your 
community’s trust. 
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