
Shellfish Aquaculture on the Inland Bays
Good for the Economy—Good for the Bays

“�Delaware�waters�are�a�native�habitat�for�
oysters.�Despite�decades�of�decline,�oysters�
do�have�a�new�future�in�Delaware.�With�science�
and�good�management,�oyster�production�can�be�and�
should�be�encouraged�and�nurtured�to�resume�its�place�as�
an�important�food�crop,�much�the�same�as�peaches,�lima�
beans�and�chickens�are�now�identified�with�our�state.”�

—EdwinKee,DelawareSecretaryofAgriculture



The Delaware Center for the Inland Bays, in response to citizen interest, convened a 
diverse group of stakeholders to form a Shellfish Aquaculture Tiger Team to consider the 
opportunities and challenges of allowing commercial shellfish aquaculture in Delaware’s 
Inland Bays. Thissummaryusespublishedinformationtoestimatethebenefitsofshellfishaquacultureatascale
applicabletoIndianRiver,Rehoboth,andLittleAssawomanBays.Thefocusisonoysteraquaculture,asthereismore
dataavailableforoystersthanothershellfishoperations.Delawareistheonlycoastalstatewithnocommercialshellfish
aquaculture.Ourfindingssuggestthatshellfishaquaculturehasthepotentialtobeanewmulti-milliondollarindustryin
SussexCountywhileimprovingthewaterqualityandhabitatoftheBays.

Economic Benefits
• GiveDelawareashareofthelucrativeandexpandingEastCoast

shellfishaquaculturebusiness,currentlyvaluedat$119million.3,8

• IntheMid-Atlanticregion,itisdocumentedthatthevalueof
spin-offjobs,supportindustries,andemploymentrelatedbenefits
bringaddedeconomicvalueofabouttwoandahalftimesthe
grossincomeoftheaquacultureitself.8

• Asingleacreofoysteraquaculturehasbeenfoundtoprovide
anannualgrossincomerangingfrom$15,000–$70,000.Variables
suchasnumbersofoysters,marketprice,typesofharvesting
equipment,productmarketing,andeffortinfluencegrossincome.1

• AsingleacreofleasedoysteraquaculturebottominRhodeIsland
yieldsanaverageannualtax-reportedincomeof$17,445.1

• Thepreliminaryestimateofsuitableshellfishaquaculturelease
areainRehoboth,IndianRiver,andLittleAssawomanBaysis830
acreswhichrepresents2.7%ofthetotalacreageofthethree
InlandBays.

• Basedon160acres,thenumberofacrescurrentlyleasedinRhode
Island,grossincomefromshellfishaquacultureintheInlandBays
hasthepotentialtorangefrom$2.4–$11.2million.Totaleconomic
impacthasthepotentialtorangefrom$6–$28millionfromless
than1%ofthetotalsurfaceareaoftheInlandBays.



PercentageofShellfishAquacultureIndustryValuebyState
($119Million)

TheEastCoaststatesharvestabout$119millionworthofcultured
shellfish;38%oysters,61%clamsand1percentmussels.Coast-wide
productionisgrowingatabout10%ayear,withmostofthatincrease
comingfromoystersgrowninVirginiaandNewEngland.8
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RhodeIslandShellfishAquacultureLeaseAreaandNumber
ofFarmsoverTime

160acresofleasedaquaculturegroundestablished84fullandparttime
jobs,and$2.5millioningrossrevenueinRhodeIslandin2011.1
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Environmental Benefits
• ExcessnutrientshaveseverelypollutedtheInlandBays,degrading

fishandwildlifehabitatandcontributingtothelossofimportant
eelgrasshabitatbecauselightcannotpenetratethewatercolumn
duetoovergrowthofalgae.Oneadultoystercanfilter20–50
gallonsofwaterperday,helpingtoclearthewaterbyremoving
nutrientsthatfeedalgaebyconsumingthemordepositingthem
intotheBaybottom.2

• Oneacreofleasedbottomcanproduceapproximately750,000
oystersthatcanfilter15–40milliongallonsofwaterperday.
160acres,suchasthatcurrentlyleasedinRhodeIsland,couldfilter
9%–22.5%ofthetotalvolumeofwaterintheInlandBayseachday.

• Oneadultoystercontains0.5gramsofnitrogenand0.16gramsof
phosphorousinitstissueandshell.Whentheoysterisremoved
fromthewaterthroughharvest,thenutrientsintheirtissuego
withthem.5,9,10Somenutrientsfromoysterseateninthewatershed
mayre-entertheBaysinwastewater.

• Oneacreofleasedbottomisestimatedtoremove689poundsof
nitrogenand89poundsofphosphorusfromtheBaysperyear
(assumingathree-yearharvestcycle).Toputthisinperspective,
160acreswouldremove94%ofthemeasuredannualnitrogen
toHerringCreek(amajorBaytributary),andwouldremovethe
equivalentofthetotalannualloadofphosphorustoGuinea,Pepper,
andHerringCreekscombined.11

• Eachyear,anadultoystercanalsocause0.75gramsofnitrogen
tobeburiedandremovedfromthewaterthroughconversionto
nitrogengas.7,10

• Aquacultureimproveshabitatforaquaticlife.Arecentstudydone
intheInlandBaysdemonstratedthataquaculturegearprovided
habitatfor49speciesoffishandinvertebrates.4
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Want to know more?
Ifyouwouldliketoseethepresentationsandreadthe
minutesfrompastmeetingsgotoinlandbays.orgToget
ontheTigerTeammailinglist,sendyouremailaddressto:
restoration@inlandbays.org

“Mr.Clam”clamoperationnearMassey’sLandinginthe1980’s.
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We’re underway...TheTigerTeam(theInlandBays
Aquacultureplanninggroup)isworkingonthreefronts:

•the�Policy,�Permitting�and�Funding�Subcommitteeisreviewing
currentrulesandregulationsintheDelawareCodeandwillpropose
draftrevisionsandlegislationtopermitcommercialaquacultureon
theInlandBaysforconsiderationbytheStateLegislature.

•the�giS�Spatial�Planning�Subcommittee�ismappingexistinguses
andactivitiesontheBaystodeterminetheareasthatshellfish
aquaculturecanoccurinbalancewithotherBayusers.

•the�education�and�Outreach�Committeeisworkingtoinformthe
publicabouttheeconomicopportunitiesthatcommercialshellfish
aquaculturecanbringtoourcommunityandtheecologicalbenefits
itcouldbringtotheInlandBays;andbuildsupportforlegislation
permittingshellfishaquacultureontheInlandBays.

�as�with�all�new�initiatives,�the�benefits�need�to�be�weighed�
against�the�costs.Theteamismeetingmonthlytostudyevery
aspectoftheplan;toidentifyconflicts,andconsidertheneedsand
concernsofthosewholiveonandusetheBays.

Thereareregulatoryandenforcementsissuesandcoststoevaluate,
dataonnativepopulationsofclamsaswellastheexperienceof
commercialclammerstoassess,andnavigationandrecreationuses
toconsider.Theteamislisteningtolocalpeoplewhoareinterestedin
startinganaquaculturebusinessandinvitingspecialistsinfromour
neighboringstatestogettheirbestadvice.

Allthreecommitteesareworkingtobringtheexperienceand
concernsofallwhoareinterestedinthisinitiativetotheir
deliberations.Youarewelcometojoininthework.

Clamming on the Inland Bays


