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Nature’s Forgotten Filters 
 

Consider the oyster. Small. Brown. It doesn't seem like much. The most you probably 

think about the oyster is when you hear Shakespeare's old saying “the world is your oyster.” But 

popular idioms are not the oyster’s only use. The oyster is great for a lot of things, like cultural 

dishes, keeping the water clean, and even making beautiful pearls! 

 

 Without a doubt, oysters are amazing creatures! But, the oyster population in the 

Chesapeake Bay may not be able to last much longer without help. Over the past century, 85% 

of oyster reefs have been lost globally, and in most bays, 90% of them are functionally extinct. 

This means that they no longer play a big enough role in the Chesapeake Bay ecosystem due 

to population loss. Most of this population loss can be attributed to overfishing, disease, and 

habitat loss. Now you may be thinking, “Why should I care if they go extinct? They’re not doing 

anything for me!” Well, in truth oysters do so much more than most of us think. 

 

You don’t have to like eating oysters to appreciate their vital role in the Chesapeake Bay 

ecosystem. Oysters are natural filter feeders. This means they feed by trapping particles of food 

as well as nutrients out of the water around them. In doing so, oysters help keep the water clean 

and clear for underwater grasses and other aquatic life. One oyster can filter more than 50 

gallons of water in a single day. The oyster is so important to the ecosystem that if they 

disappeared from the bay, almost 300 different species could die off! These days the  

Chesapeake Bay is a very polluted place, and these oysters are helping to fight the pollution 

one meal at a time. 
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When I say “Oyster” the second thing you probably think of is the dish, as in eating 

oysters. Oysters are culturally a very popular dish in the Chesapeake Bay area. The earliest 

evidence of oyster being eaten found thus far in the region dates to around 4,500 years ago. 

Shell deposits were formed as people harvested shellfish and dumped the empty shells in the 

same location repeatedly over the centuries. In the early 19th century, oysters were widely 

consumed by mostly working-class individuals until they began to be overfished and prices went 

up, making them a more expensive dish. Since then, oysters have played a big role in food 

culture in the area. From fried to steamed to even grilled, there are a lot of ways to cook and eat 

an oyster. 

 

One of the most popular pieces of jewelry is the pearl necklace. Most of the pearls you 

can find in jewelry are grown by oysters. A lot of people say that removing an oysters pearl will 

kill it, but this is not true. A pearl forms when a small piece of debris makes its way into the 

oyster and the oyster begins covering it with a special fluid as a defense mechanism. As long as 

you are careful when removing the pearl, it does not harm the oyster and my even in fact help it 

survive.  

 

If the oyster population disappeared tomorrow, we would lose the beautiful pearls they 

make, loose a culturally important food. And even have a more polluted Chesapeake Bay 

ecosystem! But luckily for us, people are working to help restore the oyster population by 

managing oyster harvests, establishing oyster sanctuaries, and helping the oysters overcome 

diseases. However, we can all do our part by doing things like recycling oyster shells so they 

can be used to build new reefs, reducing our negative impact on the Chesapeake Bay 
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watershed, or even raising oyster larvae at home. The next time you see oysters at the store or 

on the menu at a restaurant, stop and take a moment to consider the oyster. 


