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Responsibility

Can shell�sh growers cash in with nutrient
trading?

2 March 2020
By Jen A. Miller

Maryland and Virginia are exploring new ways to o�set pollution
from development, but not everyone is buying it

A natural oyster bed in Lynhaven Inlet, off of Chesapeake Bay in Virginia. A new
nutrient trading program for oyster farmers could bene�t growers and help
restore water-cleaning oyster beds. Shutterstock image.
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Like many folks new to aquaculture, Johnny Shockley is a former commercial �sherman who wanted to continue
working on the water. And, like many newcomers to oyster farming, he sees his new vocation not just as a job, but as
a way to keep the waters he works on healthy and clean.

Even if some of the oysters he grows aren’t intended for restaurants.

Shockley and his �lter-feeding bivalves are on the forefront of new nutrient-credit trading programs in Virginia and
Maryland that proponents say will clean up waterways, particularly the once-oyster-rich Chesapeake Bay. In short it
works like this: Property developers seeking a way to offset assumed runoffs from new projects pay oyster farmers
like Shockley to stock the waters with oysters that ful�ll the water-cleansing tasks. It’s an idea that’s worked in
wastewater management and energy.

Shockley is a founding partner at Hooper Island Oyster Co (https://hoopersisland.com/). and sees “nutrient credit
trading as a market-based approach to clean water and develop a scaled-up oyster industry that provides an
enormous amount of protein,” he said. “The model is intended to be able to satisfy everyone’s vision of what the
oyster is meant to be.”

(https://bspcerti�cation.org/)

Chesapeake Bay, where the company operates, was once akin to oyster heaven (Chesapeake means “great shell�sh
bay” in Algonquin (https://www.cbf.org/about-the-bay/more-than-just-the-bay/chesapeake-wildlife/eastern-oysters/)).
But the bay has lost more than 98 percent of its oysters, according to the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, and the
seafood industry in Maryland and Virginia has lost $4 billion in income in the last 30 years as a result.

Hoopers Island Oysters’ Hector Medina pulls an oyster cage from the farm to
harvest. Photo by Jay Fleming.

https://hoopersisland.com/
https://bspcertification.org/
https://www.cbf.org/about-the-bay/more-than-just-the-bay/chesapeake-wildlife/eastern-oysters/
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The decline of the oyster population has worsened the bay’s pollution problems. As the levels of phosphorous and
nitrogen from runoff and waste grew, algae blooms took over, sucking the oxygen out of the water. The Environmental
Protection Agency estimates that 15,000 bodies of water have been impacted in this way.

States like Virginia and Maryland have multiple ways to mitigate the damage, including new sewage treatment plants,
putting limits on waterfront development and paying farmers to leave �elds fallow.

They can also encourage the repopulation of oysters because oysters �lter particulates out of the water column, said
Jessica Moss Small, Ph.D., assistant director at the Virginia Institute of Marine Science. Oysters eat algae (and
phytoplankton) before they can bloom and kill the waterway.

“When you plant oysters in an area, the water quality often improves because of that �ltering capacity,” she said. It
lets light shine through the water, which brings back seagrass “that weren’t there before because the water was too
turbid.”

According to research from the Virginia Institute of Marine Science, an acre of restored oyster reef can remove nearly
500 pounds of nitrogen (http://www.int-res.com/articles/feature/m480p001.pdf) from the water a year. The Nature
Conservancy estimates that restoring 1,300 acres of oyster reef would have the same effect as building a new
wastewater treatment plant (https://blog.nature.org/science/2013/09/10/restoring-oyster-reefs/).

But who’s going to pay for it?

That’s where the Virginia and Maryland’s nutrient trading programs come in. Under laws passed in both states,
developers can buy credits from oyster farmers to offset their assumed environmental impact. For example, a
residential project developer puts in a lawn to be maintained with fertilizer. For every pound of nutrient they plan to
put into the lawn, they must buy two pounds of offsetting credit, according to the EPA
(https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/�les/2015-07/documents/va�nalreport.pdf). How many credits they get
depends on the size of the oysters harvested.

Shockley said that the credit trading company he also owns, Blue Oyster Environmental
(https://www.blueoysterenv.com), has started to aggregate credits produced by the existing aquaculture industry and
plans to act as a credit broker.

“We can use it as a municipal tool to turn the degradation of the bay around and use economic incentives to reverse
the environmental tragedy that we’ve experienced over the last 150 years and revitalize the communities up and down
the bay that were built upon the economy of the oyster,” said Shockley.

http://www.int-res.com/articles/feature/m480p001.pdf
https://blog.nature.org/science/2013/09/10/restoring-oyster-reefs/
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-07/documents/vafinalreport.pdf
https://www.blueoysterenv.com/
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture has reported that “interest in nutrient trading in Virginia indications that state
transportation agencies could be a signi�cant source of demand for water supply credits across the nation,” and that
both the Virginia Department of Transportation and Metropolitan Washington Airport Authority, along with small
individual residential projects are still in need of phosphorus credits.

Right now, the laws to create the programs have passed, but the programs themselves haven’t started yet, though
Maryland released General Guidance FAQs
(https://mde.maryland.gov/programs/Water/WQT/Documents/Guidance%20PDFs/General%20Questions%20WQT.pdf)
in January of this year. That’s why it’s still unknown whether they will work.

“From a conceptual basis it’s a sound idea,” said Kurt Stephenson, Ph.D., professor of environmental and natural
resource economics in the department of agricultural and applied economics at Virginia Tech. “I just don’t think that
people have a realistic expectation of how much from a �nancial perspective it can really help growers. That’s my
‘let’s tap the breaks on it’ idea. It’s not going to be the �nancial boon people hope that it’s going to be.”

He’s not as optimistic as proponents of the program that potential buyers are out there.

“The idea that a wastewater treatment plant buying a bunch of credits from an oyster grower and having their permit
compliance wrapped up in the behavior of a third-party grower 150 miles away – it opens them up to a lot of
regulatory risk and scrutiny,” he said.

Stephenson also said that he’s not sure oyster credit prices will be competitive with other kinds of offset credits
already available, when considering the cost of growing, harvesting, marketing and meeting regulatory requirements.

“Wastewater management plants in Virginia are selling credits for $5 per credit per year,” he said.

Follow the Advocate on Twitter @GAA_Advocate (https://twitter.com/GAA_Advocate)

Author

Floating long lines used to grow oysters in baskets at the surface of Chesapeake
Bay. Photo by Jay Fleming.
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