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Natural Growth Fisheries

The American oyster has been harvested in New Engtarttuhdreds of years by Native
American and later by immigrant Europeans. The pracfiogsier culturing is an
ancient art which was utilized by the Romans and th@fagy Empires.

New England’s shellfish history is quiet varied. Eatdite has developed its own laws
and ordinances to control harvesting. Shellfish resowvees very important to early
New England settlers. They were an excellent sourémod and were gathered for
winter sustenance. As population increased, so did thendefoaoysters. Oystering was
no longer a small boat or hand digging operation. Saiksgels called “Skipjacks”
appeared on the lower eastern shore in the late 180@seHailing vessels dredged
oysters for consumption and seed. When oystering céasedprimarily an immediate
food production operation but evolved into transplantatioseed oysters to selected
areas for future growth, the aquaculture came into b&€agnecticut natural growth is
an example of the early form of shellfish aquacultéme examination of this industry
will provide background of more efficient culturing techniques.

Natural growth seed oyster production, once a large Caonemdustry, is today

making a comeback. The concept of spreading dry, cleaaraJstlls on river bottoms to
supplement natural production is an old one. It is a pettat has been going on in
Connecticut waters in varying degrees since 1881, making it Metaid’s old
aquaculture effort. Natural growth aquaculture is a thiege grocess, 1. planting oyster
shell, 2. harvesting newly set oysters as seed, 3pteantisng seed to grow out production
beds. The early Connecticut oyster industry relied oallsupplies from rivers and
creeks. As demand increased, these local inshore bedsjuekly depleted. Virginia
oysters were first brought to Fairhaven, Connectica8B0. By 1850, 250 schooners
were bringing to Fairhaven and City Point, New Havesx, million bushels of oysters
yearly. In 1855, Connecticut passed the two acre law, vgnafited after five years of
free use, two acres or less of sea bottom to individoalslanting and culturing oyster
(riparian rights). This encouraged private cultivatiothva state-town jurisdiction line
drawn in 1856. In 1874, Henry C. Rowe of New Haven, Connddirst tried cultivating
oysters in the outer New Haven harbor in 25-40 feetatér. His efforts were so
successful that by 1881, most of the available oyster geowere leased to oyster
companies. In 1895, Connecticut oystermen needed additiostal deds and began
leasing large tracts of Narragansett Bay under Rhode Isdgients’ names. New
England oyster production peaked in 1898 at a little over ll®mibushels from one
hundred thousand acres of leased state and granted townlmds. Connecticut was
known at this time as the seed oyster state and suppésdadhusetts, Rhode Island, and
New York oyster growers with seed. Oyster productiasiided upto 1910 when it
collapsed as a result of eight years with no nasgtlProduction continued to plummet
in the 1930’s and 1940’s because of poor sets and increasstrigdand domestic
pollution. After two major hurricanes and heavy bottom piedathe Connecticut
industry was almost wiped out in 1959. Rhode Island, New #odkMassachusetts
oyster industries, cut off from the supply of seed, pskal or were near collapse. During
the next seven years, Connecticut still had not expeed a good natural set, therefore,
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Connecticut qualified for resource disaster funds in 1967. By 19é&#,England oyster
production had fallen to two percent of the 1910 figure oRéhenillion pound which is a
little over half a million pounds. The resource disapteject cleaned fifteen natural
oyster bed of predators and reseeded them with four hundsbelb of mature adult
oysters at a total cost of two-hundred thousand dolldmes.n€xt year, the Connecticut
received its first light set in two decades.

The areas that were cleaned received good local setsutbess of the cleaned natural
beds prompted the state of Connecticut to reverse ltisreaethod of gathering seed
oysters from tongs to hand dredges. Independent oystermesstieal seeds from
outboard power skiffs and scows. The dredges were hhuladnd, and many oystermen
brought an extra man out to help sort and bag the oystergibushel measures. After
the changes over from tongs to hand dredges, productiofroosd,000 bushels to
120,000 bushels from the Housatonic river alone. The newlyifpedndredging had been
beneficial to river bottoms, freeing it of salt and dgbexposing clean oyster shell to
oyster spats, and in general, making it worthwhile to watk the river at all” according
to the shellfish commissioner, Edwin Forham. In 1973, Cdimgaeceived a wide-
spread and intense natural set. The Bridgeport naturaimbgch encompassed 5000
acres in 1887, picked up alight set for the first time in&&ry. Since then, two additional
rivers have been open to seed oyster production. The Haassett River was opened in
1978 and the East River in 1979. Connecticut now received argiocl set, and
additional rivers may go into production shortly.
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