OYSTERS IN The BAY – Zuza/Farrington – RB – 071807-III


1,474 w CORR

SAVING THE BAY - OYSTER BY OYSTER
By RICK BECKRICH, Calvert Independent Staff Writer
Oysters... Some people salivate at the thought, others shudder, but aside from being a gourmet menu item, a surprising number of people don’t realize that oysters also filter the Chesapeake Bay’s waters and provide habitat for other bay creatures. So that’s a problem?

Yes. The Chesapeake Bay Foundation (CBF) estimates the oyster population to be as low as 4 percent of historic levels. Restoring the Chesapeake’s native oyster population is vital to bringing back the bay’s health.

Enter sailing enthusiast and oyster friend, Len Zuza.  The Lusby resident is organizing the Southern Maryland Oyster Cultivation Society (SMOCS), a group dedicated not to epicurean dining pleasure, but to restoring native oysters to creeks on the lower Patuxent River. 

Zuza explained, “Our purpose is to reduce water pollution through the cultivation of large numbers of native [or Eastern] oysters (Crassostrea virginica) in selected creeks through the creation of oyster refuges in strategic locations in Solomons Harbor and the Patuxent River, by raising as many oysters as possible using off-bottom culture techniques and then placing year-old oysters in strategic locations where their accumulated numbers would create new oyster communities.

This is not an untried idea. According to the CBF, an experiment to test how well native Chesapeake Bay oysters could be grown on the bottom of a Virginia river and harvested using traditional gear has proved so successful that at least one Virginia seafood business is ready to embrace the technique, and another will be participating in a similar research project this summer.

The test, a partnership of CBF, the Virginia Institute of Marine Science (VIMS) and Bevans Oyster Company and funded by a federal grant, involved putting 260 bushels of oyster shells -- each one coated with baby oysters, or spat -- into the Yeocomico River in mid-2005. When harvested from the river in December by watermen using hand tongs, the test yielded 775 bushels of healthy, market-size oysters.
Zuza, a resource management consultant and retired federal executive, continued his explanation, “Our ‘oyster farmers’ would be local residents who would raise oyster spat [Spat is a phase in the development of young oysters in which they transition from mobile larva to ‘fixed’ organisms attached to hard surfaces where they will grow into mature oysters.] under or near docks. SMOCS plans to establish large enough oyster reefs in ‘contained’ waters that oysters would filter all the water in a given creek once a month – an ambitious, but achievable goal. 

 “Since SMOCS goal is to develop large numbers of oyster populations in local creeks,” Zuza added, “the following criteria will be used to identify suitable locations: Small creeks where relatively limited numbers of oysters could have a measurable beneficial impact on water quality. The site must be suitable for supporting oyster growth: No serious biological or chemical pollution, a minimum of 1 foot of water at low-low tide, a hard bottom (as opposed to soft mud) and some tidal flushing.

“Here are some common beliefs our members share,” he said. “Oysters are one of nature’s most efficient ways of cleaning bay waters of excess algae, thereby reducing nitrogen pollution. Oysters are indicators of water quality. Oysters are a living symbol of the economic and cultural history of Solomons Island and other communities along the lower Patuxent River. 

“We also believe that oysters and oyster cultivation can be an effective tool for educating school children and community organizations about the environmental and economic benefits of clean waters.” 

Many residents of Southern Maryland would like to raise oysters, but do not live on the water. Zuza has a solution for this too, “For those members, SMOCS will work with owners of waterfront property willing to let others raise oysters next to or under their docks. These ‘surrogate’ farmers would provide critical support for SMOCS cultivation programs. We will make every effort to obtain as many Adopt-a-Dock supporters as possible so that anyone who wants to participate will be able to do so.

“As with any natural system, there is no guarantee that large-scale oyster cultivation will succeed in cleaning local waters,” Zuza admitted. “The two viral diseases, MSX and Dermo, that have devastated oysters, will continue to affect spat raised in SMOCS programs. 

“Likewise, there is no indication that nitrogen pollution will diminish significantly enough in the near future to reduce algae populations and their associated problems of poor water clarity and “dead zones” low in dissolved oxygen.  Unfortunately, sediment, too, can be expected to continue as a significant threat to marine life on the bottom of tidal creeks.”
However, there appear to be a number of reasons to be optimistic that SMOCS effort will succeed in creating increasingly viable oyster populations:

“The off-bottom techniques that SMOCS will be supporting for raising oyster spat have been successful in commercial farming operations in Southern Maryland for at least 10 years,” said Zuza. “Raising spat in the upper sections of the water column increases the amount of oxygen they receive and the containers in which they are kept protect spat from predators in their first, most vulnerable, year.  We don’t have to speculate whether this technique will work... we know it does. 

“We’ve had extensive conversations with two local oyster growers who can supply material to our ‘farmers’ with the proper equipment. Richard Pelz, a 15-year veteran operator of The Circle C Oyster Ranchers Association in St Mary’s County, and Jon Farrington, proprietor of the Wells Cove Shellfish Nursery, right here in Calvert. Both these growers utilize off-the-bottom techniques.” 

Farrington, a Broomes Island resident was direct in his comments, “I started raising oysters as a hobby seven or eight years ago, and after years of researching the plight of the native oyster as well as Maryland’s policies regarding management and restoration, I figured there must be a better way to approach the problem.” 

Calling on his background in engineering, Farrington took the exploratory rather than the traditional approach to the problem. “It occurred to me that the solution lay in private enterprise and the profit motive... Unlike a lot of other U.S. states, Maryland has never had any significant presence in the aquaculture of shellfish.”

Farrington paused, and added, “But in order to succeed, the movement would need to have a source for the millions of oyster spat that would ultimately be grown into adult oysters. 

“Much like the agricultural industry, there would need to be companies to supply the farmers with the seed necessary for their plantings,” he explained. “So I decided I would become the seed company, and develop the technology needed to produce seed oysters for the ‘farmers’ to use for their plantings.

“If Maryland could nurture an industry modeled on the big Gulf Coast oyster producing states,” Farrington added, “then private enterprise could become the ‘engine’ for generating the additional oyster stocks so desperately needed for bay restoration. 

“I somewhat jokingly call the idea ‘eco-capitalism’ – private enterprise that generates an environmental benefit as a by-product of the production cycle,” he said with a grin. In that same entrepreneurial spirit, Farrington has developed and manufactured his own system of off-the-bottom oyster nurserying.

According to Zuza, “The moderate salinity of the Patuxent means that oysters in these waters are somewhat less vulnerable to MSX and Dermo.  These oysters, therefore, have improved chances of surviving long enough to reproduce for one or two seasons.

“If SMOCS is successful in encouraging a large number of local residents and businesses to grow spat using off-bottom techniques, the resulting improvement in local water quality would reduce stress on oysters deposited on creek bottoms.  

“If enough oysters can be encouraged to grow for three years or more, when they start to reproduce,” Zuza stated, “they could become the basis for establishing wild populations of oysters.  

“Over time, if enough oysters can start to live to three and four years, natural selection would allow those oysters that are somewhat resistant to disease to produce future generations that may be somewhat less vulnerable to viral disease – the chief villain preventing the reestablishment of oysters in the bay.”

SMOCS is pledged to work with organizations, such as the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, the Chesapeake Bay Trust, and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation to promote oyster cultivation programs throughout Southern Maryland.

The SMOCS organization is applying for non-profit [501 (c)(3)] status. You can find out more about their efforts at www.smocs.org. On the supply side, Farrington’s web site can be viewed at http://theoysterguy.googlepages.com/.  Pelz’s site is http://www.oysterranching.com/.  Both vendors offer free oysters with the purchase of their floats.
Note that SMOSC is promoting oyster farming to cleanse the bay waters, not to grace your table. The Maryland Department of Environment (MDE) recommends against consuming oysters grown from private piers in untested waters.
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