Early VIMS Work on Hard Clams Pays Off

By Thomas J. Murray

“Hard Clam Culture Method
Developed at VIMS.” So declared the
headline in 21970 news rel ease from
Gloucester Point, Virginia® The story
made alittle “splash” at the time, but
since then its significance has become
much clearer. The aguaculture meth-
ods developed by VIMS under the
leadership of Mike Castagnain the late
1960s have provided the technology
necessary for an aquaculture industry
that has evolved into amulti-million-
dollar economic engineon Virginia's
Eastern Shore. The hard clam
(Mercenaria mercenaria) is currently
considered the most val uable commod-
ity among the Eastern Shore's diverse
agricultural portfolio—worth over $20
million at the “farm gate” last year.

Early VIM S experiments with
spreading shell, gravel, or other materi-
als on submerged bottom led to the
first successful technology for protect-
ing hard clam seed from natural
enemies. Predators (primarily blue
crabs, but also cownose rays and
others) destroy nearly all unprotected
clams smaller than one inch, the most
common market size for hard clams.
Spreading aggregates over sand or
mud bottom before planting seed gave
the clams added protection, which

made |arge-scal e planting economically
feasible.

In addition to enhancing production
from commercial clam beds, associated
techniques developed by VIM S during
the late 1960s provided the methods
that emerging clam hatcheries needed
to produceavirtually limitless supply of
seeds from selected, fast-growing
parent stock. Further milestonesin
applied research by VIMS faculty also
provided the meansto hold millions of
young clamsin traysto avoid predation
before setting them out on newly
devel oped aggregates.

The growth of the aquaculture
clamindustry inVirginiahas added
immense value to the state’s seafood
marketplace. Today, watermen con-
tinue to harvest hard clams from the
state’s public resources, while
watermen-farmers provide vast
guantities of additional quality seafood
to consumers.

L ooking back to the seafood supply
situation at thetime of VIMS' ground-
breaking developments, Virginia swild
hard clam harvests fluctuated annually
between an estimated 1 million and 3
million clams. In 2001, the most recent
year for which VMRC has reported on
wild clam harvests, watermen har-
vested fewer than 5 million clams
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experimental crop
insurance program on the Eastern
Shore of Virginia, compared to 415.4
millionin 20012 . For the current (2002)
crop year, Virginia clam farmers have
purchased 74 policies on 191 leases
with atotal insuranceliability of $29.5
million, compared to 55 policieson 54
leaseswith atotal liability of $13.9 for
the 2000 crop year.? Knowledgeable
sources estimate that, with a 60%
overall survival rate representing 2.5
year classes, morethan 135 million
clams are now produced annually by
the Eastern Shore of Virginiaindustry
for a national seafood marketplace.
Industry representatives and
scientists further estimate that in order
to continue crop planting at the current
level, 350 million seed clamswill be
needed annually by Virginiaclam

farms. Thanks to hatchery and grow-
out techniquesfirst devel oped by
VIMSinthelate 1960s, the Virginia
aguaculture industry clearly has such a
capacity. The prospect for this com-
modity maintaining its pre-eminent
position among agricultural cropsin
Tidewater Virginiaisquite good.
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