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Eastern oysters –the Chesapeake’s “White Gold” 

What are they?  

Like clams and mussels, oysters are bivalves. Bivalves have two shells (Bi means “two” and 

valve refers to its shells.) Bivalves belong to the mollusk family of animals. Animals in this 

family have hard exterior shells that protect their soft inner bodies.  

What do they look like? 

http://www.chesapeakebay.net/american_oyster.htm  

Many people can recognize adult oysters. Dirty gray on the outside, oysters’ shells can grow 

as large as ten inches long. Their shells do differ in shape, though, depending on the kind of 

surface where they grow. If the surface is soft, the shells are longer and narrower. If the 

surface is hard, the shells are more rounded.  
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Oysters’ left shells, or valves, are always thicker and heavier than their right shells. The left 

valves are also shaped more like a cup. Their right shells are flatter. A special muscle holds 

the two shells tightly together.  

Very young oysters (larvae) float through the water until they are about two weeks old. Then, 

they fall to the bottom, use a special glue to attach to other oyster shells or hard objects and 

become spat. Spat look very much like adult oysters, although they are much smaller. Only 

one oyster spat in 1,145,000 actually becomes an adult oyster.  

Where can you find them? 

Oysters are found throughout the Bay, living together in areas called oyster beds or oyster 

reefs. These beds are generally in water between 8 and 25 feet deep.  

How do they behave? 

Once they have settled as spat, oysters live in the same place all of their lives. Their beds or 

reefs support quite a large community of other Bay creatures, including worms, snails, sea 

squirts, [link to sea squirt Fact Sheet 35], sponges, [link to red beard sponge Fact Sheet 29] 

small crabs, and fish. Because of the shape of the shells, it can provide about 50 times more 

surface area than a flat surface of the same dimensions.  

Oysters are filter feeders. They strain the food they need from the water, drawing in almost five 

liters (over a gallon) of water each hour. In order to eat, they relax the muscle that holds their 

shells together. Tiny hair-like cilia push the water inside the shell. Other cilia trap tiny food 

particles, such as algae, which the oysters eat. Waste materials are pushed out of the shell. In 

this way, oysters help keep Bay waters clean and clear. At one point, oysters were so plentiful 

that they could filter all the water in the Bay in three days. Now it can take over a year to do 

this, since there are so few oysters.  
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Oyster spat grow about one inch a year, usually in the spring. However, this rate can be 

affected by many things, including the temperature of the water and the amount of food 

available to them. 

What do they eat?  

Oyster larvae feed on plankton, small floating plants and animals. Adults have the same diet. 

However, they also eat bacteria and decaying plant and animal life (called detritus).  

What eats them?  

When they are very young, oyster larvae are preyed on by sea anemone, sea stars (starfish), 

and sea nettles [link to sea nettle Fact Sheet 33].  

Oyster drills [link to oyster drill Fact Sheet 26], whelks, starfish, birds called oyster catchers, 

and crabs [link to crab Fact Sheet 4] all eat adult oysters.  

Creature Feature 

Recently, scientists have found that American oysters have a unique friend—the oyster 

toadfish. [link to oyster toadfish Fact Sheet 41]. Oyster toadfish eat crabs—a major predator of 

young oysters. Cutting down on the number of crabs means that oysters have a better chance 

of surviving. 

 

 

 


