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Executive Summary :
The following review is given in response to the recently-released report by the National Research

Council (NRC), Shellfish Mariculture in Drakes Estero, as a critical analysis of the history used to support
several of that report's conclusions.' This review does not claim to be an exhaustive history of oyster
mariculture, but is meant only to address the specific assertions made by the NRC report and to evaluate
their legitimacy in the context of west coast maricultural history. It also offers an assessment of the
historical methodology used by the NRC and suggests that a more rigorous interpretation of the historical
evidence might yield conclusions different from those currently made by the report. Hopefully, this
critique will contribute toward the improvement of the NRC report by establishing its findings on a firmer
and more responsible historical basis.

The NRC report was contracted by the National Park Service (NPS) in April 2008 for the purpose
of obtaining a non-biased evaluation of the science relating to oyster mariculture and its impact on the
natural environment of Drakes Estero within the Point Reyes National Seashore, California. The NRC's
professional third-party perspective was sought in order to help resolve key questions in what had become
an increasingly bitter conflict between interested parties with substantially disparate loyalties. After more
than a year in preparation, the NRC report was released in early May of this year (2009). Its authors
identified two points where their findings differed significantly from those of the National Park Service, the
government agency principally responsible for managing Drakes Estero. One of these—the point under
consideration here-is the assumption that native Olympia oysters (Ostrea lurida) once represented a
keystone component of Drakes Estero before allegedly being extirpated by over-harvesting in the late
nineteenth century.” (The other point concerns disturbance of harbor seal populations by maricultural
activities but is not the subject of the present review). As the NRC report noted, the Park Service does not
accept the claim that oysters (of any species) ever constituted a significant component of the prehistoric
natural environment of Drakes Estero, but the authors of the report assert that oysters once did. The
authors also conclude—based on the previous assertion—that the present maricultural industry (Drakes

Bay Oyster Company) contributes towards the restoration of natural processes, because the industry has

' Charles H. Peterson, et al., Shellfish Mariculture in Drakes Estero, Point Reyes National Seashore,
California (Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2009).

* The report refers to "... the changing ecological baseline of Drakes Estero, in which native Olympia
oysters probably played an important role in structuring the estuary's ecosystem for millennia until human
exploitation eliminated them in the period from the mid 1800s to the early 1900s." [Ibid., p. 2].

















































































