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The Slow Struggle to Bring Back
the Oyster

David Husinger for The New York Times

Ned Gaine of the Haskins shellfish laboratory cultivates baby oysters by a
method that may hold the key to the future of the oyster in Delaware Bay.

By SUSAN WARNER
Published: June 12, 2005

CAPE SHORE

THE cold, gray bay washes over the tiny
oyster seeds nestled in plastic mesh bags.
These baby oysters, cultivated by hand
on a sandbar north of Cape May, may hold the future for a
New Jersey industry that once flourished but is now
gasping for breath.

A handful of aquaculturists - or fish
farmers - are trying to grow a new
generation of oysters in this largely
barren stretch on Delaware Bay just
north of Cape May - bred to be disease-
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Oyster beds are visible
in the bay at low tide.

resistant, spawned in temperature-
regulated tanks and nursed on home-
grown plankton.

"It's a lot of hard work," says Everett
Marino, 66, who drives an hour each
way, two to three times a week, to tend
- knee-deep in the tide - his muddy crop
of 200,000 to 300,000 oysters.

A century ago, New Jersey's oyster business was in its
prime. From 1880 to 1930, 1 million to 2 million bushels of
oysters a year were harvested from beds in the lower part of
Delaware Bay. (Each bushel contains about 285 oysters.)
This year, the oystermen will be limited to a total of 26,203
bushels. In 1881, 675 oyster boats plied these waters.
Today, 74 boats are licensed to take oysters in the state.

These days, Mr. Marino raises young oysters here, rotating
the older survivors onto racks and rinsing them off when
they become too muddy to try to prevent them from
smothering. As they grow, he transplants them to a cove
near his restaurant, Dill's Crab and Oyster Bar in Bridgeton.
Yet after all that, 85 to 90 percent of the oysters die.

To more-traditional oystermen, who dredge off the bay
bottom the old-fashioned way, this new style of oyster
farming seems strange and silly.

"You'll never see me doing that," said Kenneth Bailey, who
operates a dock in Bivalve and has been a waterman for 32
years. "There's too much overhead. It's a pipe dream in my
opinion."

Indeed, Steve Fleetwood, president of Bivalve Packing
Company, the largest oyster harvester on the bay, said, "We
can sell in a day what they produce in a year."

So goes the current debate in the feast-or-famine oyster
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industry in the towns dotting the lower portion of Delaware
Bay.

Disease, changing tastes and development pressure have
taken their toll on New Jersey's $14-million-a-year oyster
industry, which has largely dwindled to a niche market for
high-end seafood houses serving oysters on the half-shell.

"I would like to see more shellfish cultivated and marketed,
but for now the bulk of it is really a white-tablecloth
market," said Sandra Shumway, professor of marine
sciences at the University of Connecticut at Groton, who
edits The Journal of Shellfish Research.

In the glory days, towns along Delaware Bay like Bivalve
were processing hubs where thousands of workers shucked
and canned oysters that were shipped west by train to
Chicago and even to California. On the East Coast, oysters
were so abundant and cheap they were sold off carts the
way hot dogs are today.

But by the 1920's, the industry fell into decline as virgin
beds became exhausted from overfishing. Then, in the late
1950's, bay oysters were nearly wiped out by a parasitic
disease known as MSX, which was harmless to people but
deadly for oysters. Just as the oysters developed resistance
to MSX, however, a more virulent parasite, known as
Dermo - which also posed no danger to humans - struck in
the early 1990's.

Once again, the industry struggled to come back, and did
have a few good years in the late 1990's. But by this spring,
the number of young oysters appeared to be at an all-time
low after five years of abnormally high mortality,
according to scientists at the Haskins Shellfish Research
Laboratory of Rutgers University, which operates the
hatchery here.

Why the current dearth of baby oysters? The suspects
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include erratic changes in water temperature, variations in
salinity, pollution, new predators or disease.

"We're puzzled," said Eric Powell, director of the Haskins
laboratory. "It could be any one of many things or some
combination, but this is all new and it's all bad."

As a result, state officials cut the oystermen's total quota to
26,203 bushels this spring, down from 67,735 bushels in
2004. And last year's quota represented a gradual decline
that began in 2001, when oystermen we allowed to take a
total of 108,120 bushels.

'Harder to Make a Living'

"We can do that in a few days work," said Mr. Fleetwood,
whose company also processes other types of seafood. "It's
getting harder and harder to make a living at it."

Last year, oysters valued at $1.8 million to $2 million on
the wholesale market were harvested, and generated an
additional $11 to $12 million in economic activity, Dr.
Powell said.

In the face of the latest difficulties, state officials, scientists
from Rutgers and a handful of entrepreneurs like Mr.
Marino are reviewing the industry and using aquaculture
techniques to help nature along.

"God, unfortunately, has taken the babies away," Dr.
Powell said. "But we know how to respond to it. I don't
think this is a hopeless situation."

The scientists from Rutgers are working with oyster
growers on the lower bay to develop heartier, disease-
resistant strains of the native Eastern oyster, which are
found along the Atlantic seaboard from the Gulf of Mexico
to the icy waters of Maine. In the meantime, the state and
federal governments, along with oystermen, are financing a
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$700,000 effort to move clean, discarded shells onto
sections of the bay bottom in the hopes of getting the
oysters that spawn this summer to settle down and grow.

Oysters need a clean, hard surface to attach themselves to
for about three years - until they grow to three inches - at
which time they can be sold.

At the same time - with financing from the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Public Service
Electric and Gas and the State Commission on Science and
Technology - Rutgers is building a $5 million hatchery in
Cape May to develop oyster brood stock as well as species
of fish. The hatchery is a demonstration project in an effort
to encourage private companies to get into aquaculture.

"That is really the future," said Dr. Powell of the Haskins
laboratory.

Mr. Bailey, who operates the oyster dock in Bivalve, does
not share that vision.

"What a waste of money," he said.

Similarly, Mr. Fleetwood of the Bivalve Packing Company
contended that the state's oyster quotas were based on
flawed research conducted by Haskins. He agreed that the
population of young oysters was sparse, but he insisted that
his boats were finding plenty of larger oysters on vast beds.
Rather, he said he had urged the state to increase the quota;
otherwise the older oysters would die off and go to
waste.On average, oysters live four to six years in the bay,
typically reaching market size in about three to four years.

"I've been running for 20 years, and these oysters right now
are as good or better than I've ever seen," Mr. Fleetwood
said.

For his part, Mr. Bailey agrees, and contends that after
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decades on the bay he knows more than the researchers
from Rutgers. "They think they know it all," he said. "They
have no idea what's out there. I've got a Ph.D., too - from
being on the water all my life. I've seen things you can't get
in a college classroom."

Despite the criticism, Dr. Powell's response was measured:
"When it is a big reduction like this you can anticipate a lot
of unhappiness. It's understandable."

And rather than dismiss the baymen's complaints, he said,
he had agreed to conduct additional studies of some of the
areas that were not included in the scientific sampling used
to set the quota. He conceded that perhaps there were
sections of the bay that were considered to be areas of low-
density growth but might indeed have a large number of
market-size oysters.

His position was more flexible than that of Bradley M.
Campbell, commissioner of the state Department of
Environmental Protection, which regulates New Jersey's
oyster industry. "We think the quota is fair based on sound
science, and we should be able to have a higher quota in
future years," he said. "That's one of the reasons we're
investing in restoration projects."

In addition to disease and changes in the natural
environment that can harm fragile baby oysters, Mr.
Campbell said the industry was up against conflicts with
recreational fishermen and development along the
shoreline, which is limiting pier space for commercial
fishing.

Because of all these considerations, Dr. Powell said the
Delaware Bay oyster industry would never return to its
heyday. "That was a fluke of bad management, and it will
never happen again," he said.

But he added that in 10 years it would be possible for the
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bay to produce annual harvests of 500,000 bushels of
oysters.

All sides in the debate over the future of oyster harvesting
in Delaware Bay agree on at least one thing: The situation
is not nearly as bad as in Chesapeake Bay, where officials
are considering allowing the introduction of a hearty, non-
native Asian oyster. Some scientists are concerned that the
new species could introduce unforeseen problems.

Endangered or Not?

To address the problem in the Chesapeake, the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration has agreed to
consider a petition filed by a Maryland environmental
consultant urging federal protection of the oyster beds
along the entire Atlantic Coast under provisions of the
Endangered Species Act.

For now, Mr. Campbell said, "The science supporting our
management quota would not support that finding" - that
the oysters are endangered - "but each year we take a fresh
look at the data."

Ms. Shumway, the editor of Journal of Shellfish Research,
says the industry can be brought back to life with smart
management, including aquaculture techniques, which are
common on the West Coast. In Oregon and Washington,
for instance, growers support huge hatcheries. As a result,
oysters - including many that are shipped to the East Coast
- are grown on racks in giant farms.

As difficult as it is to grow oysters, Ms. Shumway says, the
industry's greatest threat is man-made. "The biggest
obstacle to shellfish culture is the multiuse conflicts in
coastal regions," she said. "What it comes down to is,
everybody says, 'It's wonderful, but not in my backyard.' "

At low tide along the muddy flats at Cape Shore, a half-
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dozen oystermen tend their patches of baby oysters near the
Rutgers hatchery. They push their crops, encased in plastic
mesh bags, along the mud in wheelbarrows. Under big sun
hats and baseball caps, they remain bent over their piece of
bay for hours, looking like Chinese peasants farming rice.

Daniel Cohen is among these new breeders. Mr. Cohen -
president of Atlantic Capes Fisheries, a large fishing fleet
in Cape May - and a group of investors have licensed
technology developed by Rutgers to produce a sexless
oyster that grows faster and meatier than oysters in the
wild.

Like Ms. Shumway, Mr. Cohen is optimistic. For one thing,
he pointed out that regulation of commercial fishing along
the East Coast dates back just 30 years, and is nearing the
point where the supply of seafood is in balance with what
commercial fishermen are taking.

"How do you get growth?" Mr. Cohen asked. "You use
aquaculture."

So far, his experiment is running at a loss, but he is
chalking it up as a learning experience.

Along the beach at Cape Shore, Mr. Cohen and Mr. Marino
are growing oysters that are being marketed on the East
Coast as Cape May Salts. The oysters have won a
following among some food writers and have been
endorsed by the Slow Food movement, an Italian-based
network of food enthusiasts who came together to protest
the opening of a McDonald's in Rome in the late 1980's.
The group is opposed to genetically modified foods and
encourages local production of specialty foods.

"It's definitely a niche," Mr. Cohen said of his high-end
oysters.

At prices of up to $100 a bushel, oysters coming out of
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Delaware Bay can make a nice profit.

"The value has increased to the point where you don't need
the tremendous volume to be able to survive like you used
to," said Mr. Fleetwood, whose company operates 10 boats.

For decades, oystermen used to move oysters from
spawning grounds to privately leased sections of the bay
like farmers working their own fields. But that system was
dismantled after disease struck in the early 1990's, leading
the state to enact its current quota system.

The old way was risky, but also rewarding, Mr. Bailey said.
"It was like going to the casino," he recalled. "Now, you're
guaranteed something, but we just don't get much."

Oyster Harvests 'Run in Cycles'

As Mr. Fleetwood said: "These things run in cycles. There's
been ups and downs. There's been good times and bad for
everybody. It's one of those things where you just have to
suck it up and don't spend too much money until it comes
back."

Dr. Powell of the Haskins laboratory says intensive
aquaculture, like the operations run by Mr. Cohen and Mr.
Marino, may hold the promise of growth, but the traditional
harvest of wild stock off the bed is also essential to
maintain supply, at least until the new industry can begin to
flourish in perhaps 10 years.

Mr. Marino said the Rutgers hatchery under construction
will help support small growers like himself who can begin
to share growing hints the way the oystermen of Bivalve -
and before them native Americans - have for generations.

"It's like anything else - more than four or five guys have to
be involved," he said. "Then you can figure out the easier
ways to do it."
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For Mr. Marino and others tending their crops along the
bay, there is a certain romance to cultivating the finicky
oyster.

"My mother used to always ask me why I love oysters so
much," he said. "I don't know. I just like watching them
grow from little seeds."

He said he also feels the weight of history and a
responsibility to keep the once-powerful industry afloat.

"Today we're struggling to keep it alive," he said, "but the
oyster is a natural resource of the Delaware Bay. We've got
to preserve it, or at least keep it going as long as we can."
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