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Science/Language Arts


A Keystone Species

     The heavy loss of oysters to disease and the dismantling of habitats through more than a century of harvesting and land borne pollution have also impacted water quality that depends, at least in part, on robust oyster populations and the bottom-dwelling communities that form around them.  Only in recent years have we begun to appreciate what the loss of oysters and their reef structures have meant to coastal sounds and estuaries from Maine to the Gulf of Mexico.

     Oysters are keystone species in a number of aquatic ecosystems, meaning that they play a significant role in converting organic matter, namely single-celled algae, to energy.  An adult oyster, for example, can filter 40 to 50 gallons of water daily in warm months – in so doing, they ingest algae, thus removing that living matter from the water.  Though algae form the base of the food chain and are critical for organisms higher up in the chain, too many algae can present a problem for ecosystems that cannot assimilate them.

     A major problem in many estuaries like the Chesapeake is two-fold: nutrients flooding in by land and air and a lack of assimilative organisms to handle them.  The result is excessive growth of algae.  Without enough filter feeders like oysters, the algae that go uneaten are left to decay.  The dead algae, when metabolized by microbes, contribute to oxygen depletion, a major cause of poor water quality, especially along the bottom, where many species live.  

     Clearly, more oysters and improved habitat in the Chesapeake could help remove algae and contribute to improved water quality; meanwhile, improved water quality could also lead to an invigorated oyster fishery, based on sustainable harvesting.
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