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SEADRIFT - Estuaries damaged by hurricanes and drought are driving up the cost of oysters. 

On Tuesday, oyster boats pulled into Seadrift marina expecting to get $30 for a sack, or about 
260 market-sized oysters. But boats were bringing in less than half their daily limit. After nine 
hours of work, harvesters were lucky to have 25 sacks. 

Luis Jarramillo has worked the bays for 30 years. On Tuesday, he brought in 19 sacks. 

"Half the money goes to fuel, half for the boat," Jarramillo said. 

Oysters along the Texas Gulf Coast have been suffering from an ongoing drought, lack of 
freshwater inflow and added harvest pressure partially driven by the loss of production in other 
Gulf states, said Lance Robinson, upper coast regional director for the coastal fisheries division 
of Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. As a result, the shortage has driven prices up and made 
some oyster harvesters more desperate and willing to break the law. 

But the cost is getting too high for the bay and oyster consumers. 

"I've seen this happen before. When production gets so low and prices get so high, oysters - not 
being a staple food item like bread, milk and eggs - you just kind of price yourself out of the 
market," said Clifford Hillman, who owns Hillman Shrimp & Oyster Company in Port Lavaca 
and Dickinson. "We sell nationwide, and I'm seeing that in virtually every market we sell in." 

The price of harvesting is also costly to the bays. On Tuesday, three areas of Galveston Bay were 
shut down because more than 65 percent of the live oysters were undersized. After a commercial 
oyster season, biologists would expect to see the largest share of the remaining oyster population 
to be in the 2.5- to 3-inch range, Robinson said. 

"We've seen evidence in some areas that the largest proportion of the remaining population is 
moving closer to the 2-inch size," Robinson said. "It's because the 2 1/2 to 2 3/4 inch oysters are 
being illegally harvested." 

Oyster harvesters are given the leeway of 15 percent of their catch to be between three-quarters 
of an inch to just under 3 inches. But Ben Bailey, a game warden in Calhoun County, has caught 
boats with 50 percent of the catch undersized. 

"Every time we go out, we are writing undersized cases," Bailey said. 

The number of undersized oyster cases has continued to increase, Bailey said. Often it's the same 
boats and captains that are repeat offenders. Getting caught with undersized oysters is a Class C 



misdemeanor, which results in a $25 to $500 fine. But repeat offenders don't face added penalties 
beyond the fine. 

With few legal-sized oysters left in the bays, some harvesters consider the fine a cost of doing 
business. 

But catching undersized oysters comes at a cost to the ecology of the bays, too: Fewer 
undersized oysters today means fewer legal-sized oysters tomorrow. 

"Resources are taking it on the chin," Robinson said. 

Yet the oyster market will likely correct itself, Hillman said. 

As prices continue to increase, demand will eventually drop off, as will the boats who no longer 
find the job profitable - a scenario Hillman said is already starting to play out. 

"There are boats disheartened to the point they've tied the boat up," Hillman said. "If they can't 
pay their bills, they quit going out." 

The drop in harvesting could give the bays the time they need to grow larger oysters. But until 
the drought is over, the added predators that higher salinities bring, like the oyster drill - a type of 
snail that drills into the oyster's shell and sucks out its innards - will continue to wreak havoc on 
the oyster population, Hillman said. 

"Oysters will come back, but they have to have freshwater to survive." 
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