
A
N

R
-832

M
A

SG
P-02-012

R
ich

ard
 K

. W
allace,E

xten
sion

 M
a

rin
e

Specia
list, Professor, Fisheries and A

llied
A

quacultures, A
uburn U

niversity
A

u
b

u
rn

 U
n

iversity
 M

arin
e E

x
ten

sio
n

 an
d

R
esearch

 C
en

ter
4
1
7
0
 C

o
m

m
an

d
ers D

rive, M
o

b
ile, A

L 3
6
6
1
5

(251) 438-5690
C

o
o

p
eratin

g A
gen

cies
A

labam
a C

ooperative E
xtension System

A
labam

a Sea G
rant E

xtension Program
A

labam
a A

gricultural E
xperim

ent Station
A

uburn U
niversity C

ollege of A
griculture

D
epartm

ent of Fisheries and A
llied A

quacultures

T
his w

ork is partly a result of research sponsored by the M
ississippi-

A
labam

a Sea G
rant C

onsortium
 and N

O
A

A
, O

ffice of Sea G
rant,

D
epartm

ent of C
om

m
erce, under G

rant N
o. N

A
16R

G
2258.

F
o

r m
o

re in
fo

rm
atio

n
,call your county E

xtension office. L
ook in

your telephone directory under your county’s nam
e to find the num

ber.

Issued in furtherance of C
ooperative E

xtension w
ork in agriculture and

hom
e econom

ics, A
cts of M

ay 8 and June 30, 1914, and other related acts,
in cooperation w

ith the U
.S. D

epartm
ent of A

griculture. T
he A

labam
a

C
ooperative E

xtension System
 (A

labam
a A

&
M

 U
niversity and A

uburn
U

niversity) offers educational program
s, m

aterials, and equal opportunity
em

ploym
ent to all people w

ithout regard to race, color, national origin,
religion, sex, age, veteran status, or disability. 

U
PS, 3M

08, R
evised

 Jan
 2

0
0
3, A

N
R

-832

©
 2002 by A

labam
a C

ooperative E
xtension System

. A
ll rights reserved.

of volum
e rather than w

eight. O
yster har-

vesters catch tubs, sacks, and barrels of
oysters. O

yster shuckers are paid by the
gallon for m

eat shucked, and consum
ers

buy sacks of w
hole oysters and gallons,

half-gallons, or pints of oyster m
eat.

Follow
ing are the approxim

ate rela-
tionships am

ong the different m
easures.

• A
 bushel basket or a tub equals 

1 sack.
• Four sacks equal 1 barrel.
• A

n average sack yields about 
6 pints of oyster m

eat, depending 
on the tim

e of year.
• If oysters are packed 4 sacks to a 

barrel, a sack should w
eigh about 

60 pounds.

Ecological V
alue

O
yster reefs are becom

ing w
idely rec-

ognized for their ecological value as w
ell as

their econom
ic value. H

ealthy reefs filter
large am

ounts of w
ater, contribute to a re-

duction in excess nutrients, and provide
food and shelter for an estim

ated 360
species of m

arine organism
s. H

ighly val-
ued gam

e fish are also often associated w
ith

oyster reefs.

The Future
O

ysters are a valuable natural resource
in A

labam
a. T

he industry provides jobs
and a large econom

ic benefit to the state.

L
ike all m

arine resources, oysters depend
on good w

ater quality for continued use
by m

an. G
ood w

ater quality can be m
ain-

tained by preserving w
etlands, by careful

planning of dredging activities, and by con-
trolling pollution both in M

obile B
ay and

in the tributaries that feed the bay.
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O
ysters in A

labam
a

A
labam

a w
aters contain several of the

m
ore than 100 species of oysters found

throughout the w
orld. A

m
ong those in

A
labam

a, only the E
astern oyster

(C
ra

ssostrea
 virgin

ia
)

is com
m

ercially im
-

portant. O
ysters, along w

ith m
ussels and

scallops, are am
ong the invertebrates called

pelecypods (hatchet foot) that are included
in the phylum

 M
ollusca (clam

s, snails,
squids, and octopods).

A
nnual oyster landings in A

labam
a

vary greatly. In recent years, landings have
been as high as 1.5 m

illion pounds of m
eat

and as low
 as 9,500 pounds of m

eat. T
he

20-year average is about 644,000 pounds of
m

eat. Sim
ilarly, the value of landings

(am
ount paid to fisherm

en) has varied
from

 $2.1 m
illion to $24,000 w

ith a 20-
year average of about $900,000. T

he aver-
age contribution to the econom

y is esti-
m

ated to be $3 m
illion per year.

Biology
O

ysters spaw
n from

 A
pril through

O
ctober if the w

ater tem
perature is 72 de-

grees F or higher and salinity is above six
parts per thousand (ppt). E

ggs and sperm
are released into the w

ater for fertilization.
Fem

ales release from
 70 m

illion to 170 m
il-

lion eggs. T
he fertilized eggs develop into a

free-sw
im

m
ing larval stage in about 24

hours. A
fter several w

eeks, the developing
shell on larvae becom

es too heavy for
sw

im
m

ing, and the larvae settle to the bot-
tom

. L
arval oysters require a clean, hard

bottom
 for attachm

ent and can actually
m

ove about on the bottom
 seeking a good

substrate. If good bottom
 is found, larvae

secrete a fluid that cem
ents them

 perm
a-

nently to the bottom
. L

arvae settling out
in soft m

ud or other unsuitable areas usual-
ly do not survive. O

nce settled, the devel-
oping oysters can becom

e sexually m
ature

w
ithin a m

onth but usually take longer.
T

hey can then contribute to another gen-
eration of oysters in a very short tim

e.
Interestingly, oysters som

etim
es change

sex after spaw
ning. In particular, young

m
ales often becom

e egg-producing fem
ales.

O
ysters eat by filtering food from

 the
surrounding w

ater through their gills.
U

nder ideal conditions, an oyster can
pum

p 5 gallons of w
ater an hour through

its filtering apparatus. A
labam

a oysters
reach harvestable size (3 inches) in about
24 to 30 m

onths.

The Environm
ent

O
ysters are bound to one spot after

they settle and are at the m
ercy of the

w
ater brought to them

 by currents and
tides. W

hen the w
ater is too fresh (less

than 10 ppt salinity) for long periods, oys-
ters die. O

n the other hand, w
hen salinity

is high, oysters are likely to be devastated
by oyster drills (snails), crabs, and a tiny
parasite called a derm

o. O
yster drills alone

are capable of killing 85 percent of the
young oysters on a reef. Furtherm

ore, oys-
ters can be sm

othered by sand and silt
from

 dredging operations or extrem
ely

heavy storm
s.

M
anagem

ent
O

yster m
anagem

ent can be divided

into tw
o areas of concern—

public health
and conservation. T

he A
labam

a
D

epartm
ent of Public H

ealth and the
D

epartm
ent of C

onservation and N
atural

R
esources, M

arine R
esources D

ivision
m

onitor the w
aters around oyster reefs.

T
hey close the reefs to harvesting w

hen
bacterial counts indicate that disease-caus-
ing organism

s are above acceptable levels.
T

hese closures generally coincide w
ith

high river flow
 in w

inter and early spring,
w

hich carries increased pollution into the
low

er portion of M
obile B

ay. B
acteria and

other pollutants cause problem
s for oys-

ters because they are filter feeders and can
concentrate harm

ful substances in their
body tissues. G

enerally, these pollutants
do not harm

 the oysters but m
ake them

unfit to eat, especially raw
.

T
he M

arine R
esources D

ivision con-
serves oysters by requiring licenses, by en-
forcing a size lim

it of 3 inches, and by al-
low

ing only hand or oyster tong harvest
on public reefs. T

he M
arine R

esources
D

ivision also plants oyster shells or
clam

shells to provide new
 substrate for

oyster larvae to settle on and grow
. L

arge
am

ounts of clam
shells or other m

aterials
are often planted after natural disasters,
and oyster shells are regularly planted to
replace shells rem

oved in the harvesting
process. Significant opportunities rem

ain
for additional shell plantings if resources
becom

e available.

O
yster M

easures
U

nlike m
any other foods, oysters are

harvested, processed, and sold on the basis


