
 

Hurricanes and water wars threaten the Gulf
Coast's new high-end oyster industry
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Gulf Coast oysters on the half shell at Wintzell’s, Mobile, Ala. Credit: 
donireewalker, CC BY

For Cainnon Gregg, 2018 started out as a great year. After leaving his
job as an installation artist to become a full-time oyster farmer in
Wakulla County, Florida in 2017, Gregg began raising small oysters in
baskets or bags suspended in the shallow, productive coastal waters of
Apalachicola Bay.

1/8

https://flic.kr/p/bofSen
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 

Raising oysters "off-bottom" this way takes a lot of time and money, but
has a big potential payoff. They are destined for the high-end raw bar
market, where offerings are denoted by specific appellations, like "Salty
Birds" (Cainnon's oysters), "Navy Coves" (from Alabama) and "Murder
Points" (also from Alabama), and can retail for twice the price of oysters
harvested from traditional on-bottom reefs.

When Hurricane Michael made landfall at Mexico Beach, Florida, on
Oct. 10, 2018, it dealt a devastating blow to this nascent industry.
Preliminary reports indicate significant damage and heavy crop losses.
Raising oysters by any method is not an easy job, but if off-bottom
farming can become established along the Gulf Coast, it could give the
industry a much-needed boost, give consumers more choices, and
provide a new stream of environmental benefits.

Premium products

The United States produces multiple species of oysters, but historically
the eastern oyster (Crassostrea virginica) has accounted for over 70
percent of total harvests. The Gulf Coast generally accounts for 80
percent of those, with production generating US$1 billion in annual
revenues.

Louisiana is the national leader in oyster production, with a handful of
other states vying for second place, including Washington, South
Carolina and Texas. However, when states are ranked by value per unit –
that is, total value over total landings – states like Massachusetts,
Maryland and Virginia dominate.
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Oysters are grown in cages at Island Creek Oyster Farm in Duxbury, Mass.
Credit: MA Office of Travel and Tourism/Hanks, CC BY-ND

This is partly due to regional differences in how oysters are grown and
marketed. Traditional harvesting of oyster reefs on the sea bottom still
dominates in the Gulf region. These oysters are generally sold as a
commodity, appearing on menus as simply "oysters" or "Gulf Coast
oysters."

Elsewhere, most oysters come from off-bottom farming and tend to be
marketed under the names of specific reefs, growers or appellations. Off-
bottom oyster farming has been a major driver in the growth of marine
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aquaculture production nationally.

The Gulf's first commercial off-bottom farms started up in Alabama and
Louisiana in 2010. Today more than 50 farms are operating in Florida,
Alabama and Louisiana, with permits pending for others in Mississippi.
Harvest data are limited, but in Alabama alone, eleven farms collectively
reported nearly $2 million in sales in 2016. In recent years Alabama has
ranked among the top five states in per-unit value.

Reasons to diversify

Raising off-bottom oysters is good for more than oystermen's bottom
lines. Oysters improve water clarity by filtering out phytoplankton,
thereby removing nitrogen from the water column. They also provide
forage grounds and habitat for fish and act as breakwaters, protecting
nearby shorelines.

Off-bottom farms deliver the same types of benefits as traditional on-
bottom reefs, although in slightly different ways and at different times,
depending on local conditions and farming methods. In our view, raising
oysters in multiple ways is beneficial because it avoids putting all of our
eggs in one basket, so to speak, and makes the industry more resilient.

We come at this topic from different perspectives. Daniel Petrolia
focuses on the economics of coastal resources and natural hazards. 
William Walton directs Auburn University's Marine Invertebrate
Fisheries, Restoration and Aquaculture Lab. We have worked together
since 2011 to better understand oyster habitats, evaluate market
opportunities and identify and tackle challenges for the new industry.
Disaster preparation and recovery clearly are top priorities.

We see off-bottom oyster farming as especially interesting economically,
given its novelty on the Gulf Coast, the new market opportunities it
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affords growers and the diversity it brings to the Gulf Coast's oyster
habitat "portfolio." It also offers new choices for people who like to eat
Gulf Coast oysters.

Natural and man-made disasters

Hurricanes and storms pose serious threats to the Gulf oyster industry.
They can harm reefs by burying them in sediments or drastically altering
water salinity.

Storm impacts tend to be highly localized. Prior to Hurricane Katrina in
2005, Mississippi was the fourth-largest oyster-producing state in the
nation. Katrina slashed the state's output by 80 percent that year, and
fishermen were unable to harvest oysters at all in 2006. Production
recovered somewhat over the next several years, but Mississippi harvests
have remained around one-tenth of pre-Katrina levels.

Louisiana, whose oyster reefs lie just west of where Katrina made
landfall, saw just a 6 percent drop in production following Katrina. The
impacts of the Deepwater Horizon disaster were shorter-lived, but
Louisiana's 2010 harvest was cut in half due to precautionary closures
during and after the spill. Oysters were also killed by releases of fresh
water from the Mississippi River, which were conducted in an effort to
keep oil out of coastal estuaries.
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Hurricane Michael failed to break up the red tide outbreak along Florida’s west
coast. Credit: Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission

Storms are not the only threat. Florida and Georgia have been fighting
for decades over allocating water from the Apalachicola River; when
Georgia draws a high level of water, it reduces freshwater flow to
Apalachicola Bay, which can lead to increases in oyster mortality from
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predation and disease. And harmful algal blooms, such as Florida's
massive 2018 red tide outbreak, can close waters to harvesting.

Beyond direct impacts on oyster farms, Hurricane Michael damaged
state laboratories that conduct water quality testing required to re-open
waters to harvesting. Testing delays could lead to prolonged closures and
even affect areas not hit by the storm. Michael also disrupted red tide
sampling in several Panhandle counties. In Gulf and Escambia counties,
red tide concentrations actually increased in late October.

Farmers will be looking for more oyster seed – the small oysters that
they need to restock their bags and baskets. This could drive up demand
and strain the industry's capacity. Unlike crop farmers on land, oyster
farmers cannot buy subsidized insurance to help them with losses of
oysters and gear, so those who suffered heavy damage will be challenged
to rebuild their operations.

Not an easy business

As we write, oyster farmers in the Panhandle are still inspecting their
farms for damage and seeing how their oysters fared. Some estimate that
they may have lost 60 to 90 percent of their crops.

Oystermen have strategies for dealing with hurricanes, such as sinking
baskets loaded with oysters to the bottom before the storm arrives. But
they can only reduce risk, not eliminate it. The threat of rising sea levels
and more intense storms will force them to continue adapting and
improving their strategies.

Earlier this year, Cainnon Gregg started selling "Salty Birds" to some of
the finest oyster bars in the South. Two days after Hurricane Michael
passed through, he was back on the water checking lines and making
repairs. "There's nothing easy about any of this, and all you can do is get
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back out here and get back to work," he said. He could have been
speaking for all Gulf oystermen.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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