
How are oysters being restored? 
https://www.chesapeakebay.net/issues/oysters 

 
 Through the careful management of oyster harvests, the establishment of oyster sanctuaries 
and the restoration of oyster reefs, experts are working to support healthy, sustainable populations of 
the bivalve. 

Managing oyster harvest 

Managing oyster harvest can ensure the region’s oyster industry remains sustainable. This requires 
estimating the amount of oysters that can be taken from the Bay without compromising restoration 
efforts or population size. In Maryland, harvest is managed by the Oyster Advisory Commission; in 
Virginia, it is managed by the Marine Resources Commission. 

Establishing oyster sanctuaries 

Oyster sanctuaries are underwater reefs from which shellfish harvesting is prohibited. When a reef is 
designated a sanctuary, it is often improved by scientists who clean off excess sediment or add shells 
or other materials for new spat to settle on. Restoring reefs and protecting them from harvest has the 
potential to increase populations of spawning adult oysters and, in turn, larval production in the Bay. 
In the short term, the success of sanctuaries will be limited by disease and poor water quality. But 
sanctuaries will make important contributions to restoration if disease resistance evolves in wild 
oysters over time and is supported by management practices. 
 
Q1: What is an oyster sanctuary? How do scientists help improve 
oyster sanctuaries?  
 
 
 
Q2: What two problems continue to impede the success of the oyster 
sanctuaries?   
 
 

Overcoming disease 

Maryland and Virginia must confront different challenges when it comes to oyster disease. While the 
prevalence of disease in Maryland waters is dependent on weather conditions, oysters in the warmer, 
saltier waters of Virginia are faced with constant disease pressure. But research from the Virginia 
Institute of Marine Science (VIMS) has found that oysters subject to high disease pressure are 
developing disease resistance, and efforts are underway to breed greater resistance in native oyster 
strains. 
 
Q3: True/False: Through natural selection and with help from 
scientists, oysters are becoming more resistant to diseases. 



Current restoration goals 

In 2010, Bay Program partners embarked on a tributary-based restoration strategy that will build, 
seed and monitor reefs in several Maryland and Virginia waterways. By 2015, six tributaries had been 
selected for oyster restoration: Harris Creek and the Little Choptank and Tred Avon rivers in 
Maryland, and the Lafayette, Lynnhaven and Piankatank rivers in Virginia. Each tributary is at a 
different level of progress in a process that involves developing a tributary restoration plan, 
constructing and seeding reefs, and monitoring and evaluating restored reefs. 
 
 
Q4: Describe the tributary-based restoration strategy?   
 
 
 
 
 

Take Action 

 For Chesapeake Bay restoration to be a success, we all must do our part. By making simple 
changes in our lives, each one of us can take part in restoring the Bay and its rivers for future 
generations to enjoy. 
 To restore oysters in the Bay watershed, consider recycling oyster shell so it can be used to 
build new reefs. Homeowners with access to a pier or dock can also raise oyster larvae at home, 
through oyster gardening programs. As they grow, these oysters will filter local waters; once they are 
large enough, they will be used to restock reefs.   
 
In addition, homeowners can help restore the bay by controlling 
 - the amount of chemicals (fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides) used on their land  
 - erosion on property and 
 - dispose of waste properly 
 
 
Q5: What can you and I do to help ensure the success of the 
restoration processes? 
 
	


