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been caught skirting laws by 
sneaking harvests of imma-
ture oysters, vital to keeping 
reefs populated, according to 
Texas Park & Wildlife offi-
cials. 

The rule-breakers are only 
making the problem worse. 
This week, the Texas Parks & 
Wildlife Department has rec-
ommended an emergency clo-
sure of three major oystering 
areas in Galveston Bay because 
continued dredging would put 
the reefs in danger.  

“We’re in a perfect storm,” 
said Lance Robinson, who 
oversees the oyster industry for 
Texas Parks and Wildlife said. 
“The production is decreased, 
but the demand is high. So the 
incentive for taking in illegal 
undersized oysters is huge, but 
it means we have to shut down 
the reefs.” 

Robinson said the depart-
ment is preparing to close the 
three areas this weekend. 

Galveston Bay is still the 
largest source of the valuable 
mollusks in Texas and just 
about the last place where wild 
oysters are still dredged, but 
the bay has gone down from 
dredging 90 percent of the 
state’s oysters in 2000 to just 42 
percent last year. 

Some worry irresponsible 
oyster dredging may mean the 
end of Galveston oysters for 
good. 

Acts of desperation
It was a cold morning, hours 

before the sun came up. Game 
wardens reported two boats 
early on Nov. 30 slowly circling 
the waters at Dollar Reef near 
the Texas City dike. 

The wardens patrol in the 
middle of the night often to 
catch just what they reported 
seeing that morning — crews 

using the cover of darkness to 
break the dredging rules. 

Most of the lights were shut 
off and crew members were 
stationed with binoculars on 
the lookout for wardens, Mac 
Chambers, a game warden 
who spotted the fishermen 
said. 

The wardens caught crews 
from the two boats throwing 
sacks of oysters overboard as 
they approached and wardens 
suspect the boats had been car-

rying sacks full of small oysters 
— contraband in the trade. 

Sacks with more than 15 
percent oysters smaller than 2 
3/4 inches from the hinge are 
illegal, according to Texas Parks 
& Wildlife Department rules to 
protect the reefs. 

The wardens made six arrests 
of crew members on charges of 
oyster dredging at night. The 
law was enacted to prevent just 
this type of attempt to skirt 
oyster dredging rules under the 

cover of darkness. 
The small oysters the crew 

threw overboard likely died in 
the sacks, Chambers said. 

“It make no sense to me,” 
Chambers said as he drove 
the game warden boat at a clip 
through the bay a few days 
after the arrest. “It’s like they’re 
eating themselves. They won’t 
be able to come back next year 
if they keep it up.”

Game Warden Jennifer 
Provaznik said it falls on the 
wardens to keep these aggres-
sive crews from overfishing 
small oysters and moving into 
prohibited reefs. 

“They can actually wipe out 
an entire reef when they take 
the small oysters in no time,” 
Provaznik said. “They don’t 
worry about the future genera-
tions. They don’t think about 
next year. They just thinking 
about the paycheck. That is 
why we are out here every day. 
We are trying to protect that 
next year.” 

Chambers said one sack of 
oysters brings in double what 
is was just a few years ago at 
about $40 now — a payday 
many fishermen just can’t af-
ford to pass up. 

An endangered industry
Some fear Galveston Bay 

may face a similar fate to Ches-
apeake Bay, the once famed 
oyster hub that was destroyed 
by overfishing and bacteria. 

Hurricane Ike brought huge 
loses to the bay, including East 
Bay, which lost 80 percent of 
oyster habitats in the storm, 
according to Texas Parks and 
Wildlife. Galveston Bay lost a 
total or more than 6,000 acres 
of habitat, which would cost 
about $300 million to restore, 
the department estimates. 

After that devastation, 
competition only got stiffer 
for fishermen. Overfishing of 
small oysters has only slowed 
recovery. 

Increased regulation has 
come into effect in an attempt 
to limit the overfishing that will 
only slow recovery. 

No new oyster boat licenses 
are issued now and getting 
one often means having to pay 
$500 and convince a fisher-
men to sell. The cap for sacks 
harvested in a day by one boat 
has dropped from 150 to 50 in 
just the last few years. 

Areas are constantly on the 
brink of emergency closures. 

There are recovery projects 
in the works, however, includ-
ing an effort by the Galveston 
Bay Foundation to recycle oys-
ter shells from restaurants back 
into the bay to create oyster 
breeding reefs. 

The Texas Parks & Wildlife 
Department has also made 
efforts this summer to rebuild 
reefs by distributing more than 
79,000 cubic yards of reef build-
ing materials, known as cultch, 
at in Texas, including the public 
reefs in Galveston Bay. 

Even oyster industry rep-
resentatives are asking for 
increased restoration efforts. 

Lisa Halili, a vice president 
of Prestige Oysters, the largest 
oyster harvester in Galveston 
Bay, said the company would 
prefer reefs in the area be 
closed for a time so stocks can 
recover. 

Halili said fishermen resort-
ing to dredging undersized 
oysters is bad for the industry 
as well as the reefs because it 
hurts the numbers and intro-
duces an inferior product into 
the market. 

“You need oysters to make 
more oysters,” Halili said. “It is 
upsetting. I know that shutting 
down those areas will hit the 
fisherman hard, but you’ve got 
to do it. We’ve got to protect 
the resource.” 

Contact reporter Erin Heffernan 
at 409-683-5237 or erin.heffer-
nan@galvnews.com.
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Galveston Bay’s percentage of oyster harvest in Texas
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In 2000, Galveston Bay produced 97.1 percent of all the oysters 
harvested in Texas. That percentage declined since Hurricane Ike in 
2008 to a low of 25.8 percent in 2011.
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Commercial oyster landings for Galveston Bay compared to the 
statewide landings for the years 2000 – 2013. Landings are the 
total pounds of meat with the weight of shell is subtracted.
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Galveston Bay and Texas oyster harvest

NOTE: Galveston Bay includes upper and lower Galveston, Trinity, East and West Bays.
SOURCE: Texas Parks and Wildlife
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Open Enrollment For The

Health Insurance Marketplace
Is now open through February 15th

To make an appointment, call 409-938-2234
www.coastalhw.org

Questions about the Marketplace?
Coastal Health & Wellness Clinics Certifi ed Counselors Can help
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Serving, Healing, Caring


