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One hundred yards from a horseshoe-shaped oyster reef in San Carlos Bay, the shallow water 

looked like gray milk. 

 

Walking toward the reef beside the Sanibel-Captiva Conservation Foundation Marine 

Laboratory's Carolina Skiff last week, Ray Grizzle commented on the bay's lack of clarity. 

 

"This water should be crystal clear if there's any truth to this filtration nonsense," said Grizzle, 

a research professor at the University of New Hampshire. 

 

"This filtration nonsense" is the well known fact that oysters improve water clarity by filtering 

out impurities, and, sure enough, the closer Grizzle, UNH technician Krystin Ward, marine lab 

director Eric Milbrandt and SCCF research assistant Mark Thompson got to the reef, the clearer 

the water got. 

 

Depending who's talking, a single adult oyster can filter 10 to 50 gallons a day (Grizzle, an 

expert in oyster ecology, puts the number at 20 gallons); last week, the SCCF and UNH 

researchers were out to determine how much water per square meter per day an oyster reef 

filters. 

 

Data from this project will be compared to data taken at a man-made oyster reef to be 

constructed in the same area this fall. 

 

"Historically, oysters were mainly known for their food value," Grizzle said. "Now, we're 

looking at them in terms of ecosystem services: What they do for the ecosystem that we as 

humans value. 

 

"They have many services: They're habitat for things like fish and crabs; they're food for 

many species; they stabilize sediments. That all sounds like seagrass. But oysters also filter 

water, and we're quantifying that water filtration." 

 

Oysters aren't the only animals involved in the study. 

 

"On a typical oyster reef, there are half a dozen other filter feeders," Grizzle said. "Our method 

quantifies whole-reef filtration." 

 

That method is simple enough: The researchers placed an instrument called a data sonde on 

the upstream side of the oyster reef and one on the downstream side. 

 

Among other things, a data sonde measures the amount of chlorophyll in the water. 

Chlorophyll is a green pigment found in phytoplankton, so measuring chlorophyll before and 

after it passes over an oyster reef with the incoming and outgoing tides shows how much 

water the reef is filtering. 
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Grizzle has done similar work in New Hampshire and Virginia, but study sites in those states 

were in deep water, which makes measuring the reduction of chlorophyll difficult. 

 

Southwest Florida's oyster reefs are in shallow water, often exposed at low tide, and the 

shallower the reef, the easier the chlorophyll reduction is to detect. 

 

If, for example, 100 gallons of water flow over a deep-water reef in an hour, and the filter 

feeders remove 1 gallon of phytoplankton, that reduction is difficult to document; but if 2 

gallons of water flow over a shallow reef, and the filter feeders get 1 gallon of phytoplankton, 

the reduction is more obvious. 

 

"I was down here 10 years ago and saw these shallow reefs and thought, whoa, we can do 

some stuff here," Grizzle said. 

 

Oyster reef restoration has become an important form of ecosystem enhancement. To restore 

a reef, bags of oyster shells are placed on a dead oyster reef; oyster larvae settle on the 

shells, and a new reef forms over the course of a few years. 

 

This fall, SCCF will restore an oyster reef near the horseshoe-shaped reef in San Carlos Bay, 

and data from the current filtering study on the natural reef will be compared to filtering data 

from the restored reef. 

 

"We've lost 90 to 95 percent of the oyster reefs in our area, and our goal is to build more 

reefs," Milbrandt said. "Restoration projects are not free. Comparing data will show how 

successful the restoration project is. We need to monitor the filtration to show that the 

restored reefs work. Otherwise, we're throwing our money away." 

 

Ecosystem services and oyster reef restoration are all part of the new way of looking at a very 

tasty mollusk. 

 

"Oysters are becoming a hot topic," said Grizzle, who owns a commercial oyster farm. 

"Everybody's eating oysters. Raw bars have gone through the roof. We can't keep them 

supplied. But oysters also do the environment good. It's neat to think you can eat them, and 

they do all these cool things." 


