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MARYLAND OYSTER AQUACULTURE

INDUSTRY IN 2020 AT A GLANCE

While shellfish have been farmed in Maryland since 1830, highly restrictive laws hampered industry development for decades. In
2009, the state revised its shellfish lease laws and in 2011 streamlined their administration by consolidating multiple state agencies
into a “one-stop shop” within the Maryland Department of Natural Resources (MDNR) Aquaculture and Industry Enhancement
(AIE) unit. To assist shellfish growers, the MDNR AIE also coordinates the required federal permit from the Baltimore District of the
US Army Corps of Engineers, which must be renewed every five years.

Maryland Shellfish Aquaculture (MSA) leases are valid for 20 years, after which they can be renewed for an additional 20 years. In
2010, the Maryland Agricultural Resource-Based Industry Development Corporation launched the Shellfish Aquaculture Financing
Fund, resulting in nearly $5.3 million in shellfish aquaculture financing loans to date.! Since 2010, the MSA industry has grown by
over 400%,? contributing $9.7 million and $8.1 million in economic impact to Maryland in 2017 and 2018, respectively.®

Two Production Methods

Maryland Shellfish Aquaculture uses two production methods: submerged land and water column. On submerged land leases, spat-
on-shell oysters are grown and harvested directly from suitable bottom (Figure 1A). On water column leases, individual seed oysters
are grown in cages or floats suspended in the water column (Figure 1B). Farmers generally harvest oysters from submerged land
leases from March to October to avoid competition from the wild oyster harvest season, while oysters from water column leases are
generally harvested year-round.

A. Submerged land leases B. Water column leases

FIGURE 1. Lease types in Maryland. Submerged land leases (A) consist of areas where oysters are grown and harvested directly from suitable
bottom. Water column leases (B) consist of areas where oysters are placed in a variety of containers within the water column. SYMBOLS COURTESY OF
UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND CENTER FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE INTEGRATION AND APPLICATION NETWORK

Leasing in Maryland

As of December 2020, there were 468 shellfish leases using 7,593 acres of Maryland waters. Submerged land leases accounted for

7,019 acres with 366 leases, while water column leases totaled 574 acres with 102 leases (Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2. Number of leases (A) and acres under lease (B) for shellfish aquaculture activities in Maryland, 2010—2020. DATA COURTESY OF MDNR?
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Maryland Shellfish Aquaculture leases were located in 11 counties in 2020 (Figure 3).> Many leaseholders hold multiple leases. Leases
range in size from under an acre to hundreds of acres, and water-column leases are generally smaller than submerged land leases. The
average size of a water-column lease in Maryland is five acres and the average submerged-land lease is 20 acres.

/A,
TOTAL LEASES IN 2020
468 Leases (366 SLL 1102 WCL)

7,593 Acres (7,019 SLL | 574 WCL)

BY COUNTY
@ Anne Arundel 7 Talbot
27 Leases (24 SLL 13 WCL) 75 Leases (65 SLL 110 WCL)
379 Acres (370 SLL 19 WCL) 740 Acres (700 SLL 1 40 WCL)
Calvert Dorchester
19 Leases (13 SLL 16 WCL) 117 Leases (89 SLL | 28 WCL)
178 Acres (142 SLL 136 WCL) 2,871 Acres (2,672 SLL 1199 WCL)

® @

Charles Wicomico

6 Leases (5SLLITwWCL) 47 Leases (47SLL10WCL)
97 Acres (89 SLL I8 WCL) 1,127 Acres (1,127 SLL1 0 WCL)
St. Mary’s Worcester

111 Leases (80 SLL 1 31WCL) 15 Leases (2 SLLI13 wCL)
967 Acres (766 SLL 1 201 WCL) 68 Acres (15 SLL 153 WCL)

®@ ® ® ®

Kent @ Somerset
2 Leases (1SLLI1WCL) 43 Leases (38 SLL |5 WCL)
50 Acres (45 SLLI5WCL) 1,092 Acres (1,072 SLL 120 WCL)

@ Queen Anne’s
6 Leases (2 SLL14WCL)
24 Acres (20 SLLI4WCL)

FIGURE 3. Active submerged land leases (SLL) and water column leases (WCL) in Maryland counties in 2020. Totals for all leases in upper left
corner. DATA COURTESY OF MDNR?

Factors Affecting Annual Oyster Harvests from Maryland Aquaculture Operations

Opyster larvae availability in previous years, changing environmental conditions, and market competition from shellfish produced in
other areas may impact Maryland’s aquaculture harvest in any given year. In 2020, 47,081 bushels of oysters were harvested from
Maryland leases, with 28,277 bushels from submerged land leases and 18,804 bushels from water column leases (Figure 4). Note
that one Maryland (MD) bushel equals 2,800.5 cubic inches, or 1.3 times a standard US bushel of 2,150.4 cubic inches. The 2020
harvest is 14% lower than in 2019 and 22% lower than the previous five-year average (2015-2019) annual harvest (Figure 4)*
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FIGURE 4. Maryland oyster aquaculture annual harvest (in MD bushels) 2013—2020. DATA COURTESY OF MDNR*

An estimated 80% or more of US oyster production is sold through restaurants® COVID-19 pandemic-related restaurant closures
beginning in March 2020 contributed to reduced demand for mollusks, including oysters, in 2020° (Figures 5 and 6).

MARYLAND OYSTER AQUACULTURE INDUSTRY IN 2020 AT A GLANCE 2



WCL Monthly Harvests
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FIGURE 5. Maryland monthly oyster aquaculture harvest (in MD
bushels) from water column leases, 2015-2020. A five-year average
(2015-2019) is presented by the blue line (shaded area represents
standard error of the mean). The gray line shows data for 2020.
DATA COURTESY OF MDNR*
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FIGURE 6. Maryland monthly oyster aquaculture harvest (in MD
bushels) from submerged land leases, 2015-2020. The blue line
(shaded area represents standard error of the mean) indicates the
five-year average (2015—-2019). The gray line shows data for 2020.
DATA COURTESY OF MDNR*
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For more information about shellfish aquaculture in Maryland, including resources for current and

prospective growers, please visit extension.umd.edu/aquaculture
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