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Bring Back the Oyster 

The Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries are one of the fastest oyster growing locations in the world. For 

many years oysters were on the decline, but through many efforts their populations are beginning to make a 

comeback. Overharvesting, disease, pollution, and habitat loss have been the primary reasons for the decline in 

populations. Luckily there is something we can do to continue to increase the oyster population. 

Oysters are very important to the Chesapeake Bay because they filter the water. The oyster opens its 

shell and pushes water through their gills to remove phytoplankton and small bits of algae. As adults, oysters 

can filter 50 gallons of water or more in one day. If oysters don’t filter the water it will become dirty and 

polluted resulted in the death of many other bay creatures. 

The oyster reproduction cycle occurs in the summer when the water is warmer. The female oyster 

releases unfertilized eggs and the male oyster releases sperm. They join and the egg becomes fertilized. After 

they join together the oyster becomes a trochophore larva, a translucent larva that swims freely. Then the larva 

becomes a veliger, this is the oyster’s final larva stage. The next stage is the pediveliger stage. At this stage the 

oyster develops a foot that allows it to walk on the sea floor. After the pediveliger stage the oyster becomes a 

spat. The spat turns into an adult oyster that will repeat the life cycle. Oysters reproduce quickly so one day they 

may have a chance at saving their population. 

Now that oyster populations are beginning to make a comeback, we need to pay close attention to the 

factors that contributed to their decline in the past.  We need to do our part to protect this natural resource. We  
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can reduce the amount of fertilizer used in agriculture.  We can make sure our trash is disposed of 

properly, so it doesn’t end up in the local rivers that feed into the bay.  

The sewage plants along the rivers are also huge contributors to the pollution of the Chesapeake Bay. 

When there are large amounts of rain the sewage plants overflow raw sewage into the rivers which feed into 

the Chesapeake Bay. Since oysters filter the water they are becoming polluted due to the contaminants passing 

through their systems. 

  I have a special interest in the survival of oyster populations. My dad is a commercial fisherman, 

primarily harvesting oysters.  The Virginia Marine Resources Commission (VMRC) has strict regulations regarding 

oyster harvesting.  There are laws pertaining to the size of oysters that he is allowed to keep as well as a daily 

limit to how many bushels he can catch.  This size and bushel limit helps to ensure the populations continue to 

increase.    

I have had the opportunity to go to work with my dad on his vessel, the Hannah Brooke, a Chesapeake 

Bay deadrise, the state boat of Virginia.  I was able to watch the oyster drudge in action, dumping oysters along 

with many other creatures and vegetation onto the culling table.  I learned to cull through the pile, tossing out 

oysters not big enough to keep along with anything else the drudge picked up.  I have seen the trash in the 

water and collected it from the culling table so it didn’t return to the river.  If oyster populations were to decline 

again it would greatly impact my family’s wellbeing.   

We all need to do our part to ensure that oyster populations continue to grow.   Learning from past 

mistakes is the first step. Being responsible for our own waste to make sure it doesn’t end up in the rivers and  
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bay is a simple measure everyone can do. Making sure laws and regulations are followed by commercial 

fisherman, factories, and industries will all help to ensure the continued growth of the oyster populations.  We 

all need to do our part to save the oysters and the livelihood of the Chesapeake Bay.  


