
TT his edition of the State of the Coast 
Report can at least claim a distinguished 
pedigree. Among the few things to rival 
the decline in North Carolina’s oyster 

population during the last decade have been all 
the plans devised to do something about it.

We heard it as recently as last year when the 
state’s Division of Marine Fisheries released its 
oyster management plan, which contained 47 
recommendations to increase harvests and restore 
habitat. Few were actually implemented.

Then there was the higher-profile plan drawn 
up in 1995 by the grand-sounding Blue-Ribbon 
Advisory Council on Oysters that the NC General 
Assembly created. It, too, was chock-full of 
recommendations – 38 in all – and it, too, is 
collecting dust on a shelf in Raleigh.

Before that there was the NC Oyster Summit, 
a group made up of watermen, scientists, 
conservationists and regulators that held a public 
forum in 1994. From that came the general 
blueprint for resurrecting the state’s decimated 
oyster population. After the meeting, everybody 
went home, and oysters continued their 
downward slide.

So Charles “Pete” Peterson has heard it all 
before. He’s a researcher at the University of North 
Carolina’s Institute of Marine Sciences in 
Morehead City and a member of the state 
Environmental Management Commission. 
Peterson has spent much of his adult life studying 
oysters and the shallow coastal waters where they 
live. He has written about them, championed 
them, even eaten a few of them. He served on the
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ravage them along certain parts of our coast. 
Peterson’s research has shown that disease-
resistant oysters will gradually inhabit reefs that are 
protected. “So we have the very real potential of 
natural selection spreading resistance if we 
maintain these reefs,” he explained. “But we’re 
talking decades for that to take hold in the broader 
system and to rid us of the monkey of oyster 
disease.”

Until then, watermen need to make a living, 
Peterson said. To allow them to continue fishing 
while the oysters recover, fishermen should be 
allowed to raise disease-resistant foreign oysters, he 
said. Introducing non-native oysters into state 
waters is certainly the most controversial of 
Peterson’s recommendations. They would be 
strictly controlled by the state, which would also 
establish a hatchery to provide sterile oysters at 
cost to the fishermen, he said.

“It provides a vehicle to replace some of the 
economic losses that the loss of our native oyster 
represents these days and at the same time you get 
the water-quality benefits of all those oysters 
clearing the water of various types of particulate 
pollution,” he said.

Peterson’s plan has the endorsement of Marc 
Basnight, a Dare County Democrat who is 
president pro-tem of the NC Senate. Diseases that 
like the high salinity of the northern coast have 
ravaged oysters in Basnight’s home waters. 
Something must be done to help the fishermen 
there, Basnight said, including introducing exotic 
species.

“I’m torn between what’s right and what’s

blue-ribbon council and now has weighed in with 
his own restoration plan that has the support of 
one of the state’s most powerful politicians. This 
time, he says, things are different.

“I think we’re at the cusp of a major initiative 
that is going to positively change the estuaries of 
this state and bring us back to a brave new world 
of oysters and all the services they provide,” 
Peterson said. “The whole fate of studies that are 
commissioned legislatively or by the executive 
branch depends upon the vision, the energies, the 
foresight and initiative of some leaders who move 
those reports forward and their recommendations. 
It appears that there’s the will now in the 
legislative and executive branches in state 
government to actually take these 
recommendations and to do something effective 
and on a scale that will be meaningful.”

Peterson’s plan distills many of the 
recommendations endorsed by the other groups 
with an emphasis on restoring large expanses of 
oyster reefs and creating sanctuaries to protect 
them from over-fishing and destructive mechanical 
gear such as dredges and trawls. The goal, he said, 
would be similar to the one set in the Chesapeake 
Bay: Bring the oyster back to 10 percent of its 
historic numbers.

“I would say that the Chesapeake Bay target is 
a meaningful one,” Peterson said. “That is to say 
that if we retrieve 10 percent of what historically 
oysters have covered, if we protect those as habitat 
sanctuary … we enhance other fisheries.”

And we may also over time produce oysters 
that are naturally resistant to the diseases that now
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Bringing Back Oysters
A couple of plans have been devised since 

1995 to restore the state’s oyster populations. 
They contain many common elements:

Rebuild native oyster reefs.

Create sanctuaries to protect the reefs.

Improve water quality by controlling 
agricultural and urban runoff.

Create a new water classification – Use 
Restoration Water – for closed shellfish 
waters that allow special management to 
identify and clean up the sources of pollution 
and re-open the oyster beds.

Promote aquaculture of disease-resistant 
non-native oysters to provide a commercial 
crop.

Create a state hatchery to provide the sterile 
non-native oysters.

Fund research into non-natives, reef building 
techniques and materials and fisheries and 
water-quality benefits of oyster reefs.
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In their own words … 
When I was a child, my dad bought me an 

oyster dredge, and I caught oysters. I remember 
I had so many one time that I thought the little 
14-foot boat would sink. I loaded the boat with 
beautiful oysters. I remember old-timers bringing 
in oysters and giving them away. Oysters 
couldn’t bring much of a price then. These are 
fond memories.

The boats would come in from Chesapeake 
Bay to take our oysters and they took them for 
years and years. There were literally hundreds of 
shucking houses, and a lot of people were 
employed in those shucking operations. They put 
them in 5-gallon brass pails that were made for 
oysters. They iced them and put them 
on the rail and shipped them all 
over. Well, we lost all of that 
up here.

I blame all of us. 
People used to say, “It’s 
the hogs, the hogs, the 
hogs.” I used to say, 
“Look into the mirror. 
We are the hogs.” We 
contribute in our own 
fashion and in our own 
way.

Marc Basnight is the 
president pro tem of the NC 
Senate and a native of 
Dare County.

Shellfish Sanitation Section, which ensures that 
our coastal waters are safe enough to harvest 
oysters. He offers a sobering assessment of the 
protections we have put into place to preserve that 
water for the oysters and ourselves.

“I’ve worked here an awfully long time,” 
Gilbert said “We’ve had a Division of Water 
Quality by some name ever since I’ve been here. 
When it comes to looking at what they were 
supposed to be responsible for and what they were 
supposed to accomplish, I never saw anything to 
let me know that they even existed.

“There’s no question that certain levels of 
government have let us down. The system 
somehow or another has let us down. It is hard to 
really find the true cause of what happened. The 
rules are good. The rules will work if the rules 
were applied. And we’ve had good people in the 
system to use those rules. You can take the best of 
people with the best of intentions but you can only 
hit your head against the wall so many times.”

Basnight feels the same frustration. The system 
can be made to work, he said, and controlling 
stormwater could be made an integral part of an 
oyster-restoration plan. “People want clean water,” 
he said. “That’s going to be a part of the attraction 
in the future for North Carolina.”

Bringing oysters back to even a fraction of their 
former range will take decades and as much as 
$10 million a year, Peterson said. Oyster reefs, 
which cleanse water and are vital habitat for a 
variety of animals, could become as important as 
wetlands in the regulatory scheme, he explained. 
Cities that want to expand their sewage plants 
could be made to build and protect reefs as a way 
to lessen the effects of the additional pollution they 
generate, Peterson said.

“We make this a whole piece of the puzzle,” 
he said, “and the marketplace ends up paying for 
the restoration.”

The final price tag – whatever it is – will be 
worth it, Basnight said, even in these times of tight 
budgets. “It’s a small investment for the 
environment, “ he said. “Some will argue that you 
shouldn’t spend any money today on the 
environment. This is when you would spend 
money. You should accelerate your efforts.” n

wrong there,” he said. “I want to see our heritage 
continue, I will tell you that. I’m a strong advocate 
of these people’s heritage living on and not losing 
it. That’s important to me and, I think, it should be 
important to this state.”

The Pacific oyster, he noted, saved the French 
shellfish industry after a viral disease wiped out 
that country’s native stock in the early 1970s. 
Foreign oysters have also revived Connecticut and 
Louisiana’s shellfish industries.

Though the foreign oyster most suited for NC 
waters – the suminoe from Southeast Asia – tastes 
the same as natives and reaches market size in half 
the time, they come fraught with potential 
problems, Peterson noted. The kudzu-covered 
fields of the South are constant reminders of what 
can happen when an exotic species is let loose, 
and even sterile oysters can eventually re-attain 
their sexual capabilities in the wild.

“There is a lot of interest in truly introducing 
this oyster without restrictions,” Peterson said. 
“The question is how can it hurt. There are ways 
it can hurt, and science appropriately should 
address those before we engage in such an 
experiment with Mother Nature.”

This is a charged issue where it has cropped 
up. Along the Chesapeake Bay, for instance, 
environmental groups last summer turned on Jim 
Wesson, the head of Chesapeake Bay’s long effort 
to restore the bay’s oysters, after he endorsed 
introducing the suminoe because natives continue 
to die on the rebuilt reefs despite millions of 
dollars spent on the effort. The groups charged 
that Wesson was throwing in the towel. They may 
have missed the point, however.

Wesson’s experience on the Chesapeake 
should show that it will take more than rebuilding 
reefs and creating sanctuaries to save native 
oysters. A bolder program will ultimately be 
required, one that attempts to stanch the flow of 
polluted runoff that poisons oysters with bacteria 
and to fix a system of environmental protection 
that was supposed to keep us from reaching this 
point in the first place.

George Gilbert has been a part of that system 
for more than 30 years. He announced his 
retirement recently as the head of the state’s


