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Thinking about Oysters 

Have you ever thought about oysters? The most you’ve probably thought about them is 

as food, or pearl producers, not filter feeders that help the Chesapeake Bay. You probably 

haven’t thought about how these amazing creatures are suffering and their populations are in 

decline. Well, I’m going to help you think about oysters and understand what’s really going on 

with them in the Chesapeake Bay.  

First, here’s a little bit about the scientific side of oysters. They are filter feeders. This 

means they take water in through their gills and trap particles that are then sent to their mouth. 

In doing this, they eat particles floating in the bay, thus cleaning the bay, decreasing the amount 

of small floating debris. Some of the particles that they feed on are photosynthesizing algae 

that, when in large blooms, can be harmful to other organisms. Oyster reefs also provide an 

important habitat for many creatures. Thus, oysters help the water quality, as well as creating 

homes and improving the quality of life for many of the plants and animals that live in the 

Chesapeake Bay.  

While the oyster's filter feeding ability is amazing, it has partially sealed their doom. With 

an increase of factories and farms along the banks of the bay comes pollution. Chemicals from 

factories and plants, as well as fertilizers and pesticides from farms, are a big problem for 

oysters. When they filter feed, they filter in the good, healthy sediment and particles, as well as 

man-made chemical waste. Also, harmful algal blooms thrive with all of the nutrients from the 

fertilizers, taking oxygen from the bay and killing many animals. This is a major problem that is 

causing oyster’s decline.  

This decline of the oyster population also minimizes the ability to fish for oysters. Oyster 

fishing has been a part of the Chesapeake Bay community since the early settlers. Because 

oysters were so popular, especially in the 19th century when they were viewed as a cheap 

snack, the oyster reefs became almost barren. In some cases, dredges demolished them, 
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leaving the surviving oysters with nowhere to live. To address this problem, regulations have 

been put in place to protect the oyster population by making sure oysters are not overharvested. 

But as the population is declining, there are much less oysters available to fish.  

More and more oyster fishers are put out of business due to the lack of oysters. This 

impacts the economy of the Chesapeake Bay community greatly. The loss of jobs for oyster 

fishermen means that there are more unemployed people in the communities. This also impacts 

the fishermen on a personal level, due to the struggle to get a job to support themselves and 

their families. Even oyster fishermen that are still afloat are struggling.  

All in all, the decline of the oyster population has hit the Chesapeake Bay hard. It has 

impacted it on an ecological level, with more sediment buildup and algal blooms, as well as an 

economic level. The entire oyster fishing industry is on the fringe just because people didn’t 

notice what was happening to these seemingly unimportant creatures. Take time to consider the 

oyster, and maybe you can help save our bay.  

 

 


