Fisherman uses aquaculture technique to grow oysters
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In a harbor better known for boating and cruises around Long Island Sound, a Cos Cob fish market owner is growing oysters.

"It's incredible how fast they grow," Jardar Nygaard, owner of Fjord Fisheries said of the oysters he has begun cultivating in Cos Cob harbor. "They're like popcorn, they grow like crazy."

Nygaard recently received a state aquaculture permit to grow oysters from seeds placed inside eight 55-gallon drums submerged in Cos Cob Harbor and attached to a boat dock in Beacon Point Marina. The setup is part of an "upweller" system that moves water through the drums and allows the oysters inside to feed off nutrients found in the harbor saltwater, such as algae. The drums also provide the growing oysters protection from predators, such as crabs and other threats.

With this summer's warm weather, the algae have been plentiful and the oysters have thrived. Since he began in June, Nygaard has been able to grow one crop of oyster seeds to an inch or more in diameter. When they reach that size, he transports them to shellfish beds he leases in the deeper waters of Long Island Sound near Westport. There, the oysters sit at the bottom of the Sound where they fend for themselves against predators, diseases and strong currents that can wash them far away from the boundaries of Nygaard's shellfishing beds.

If the oysters survive, grow to about 3 inches in diameter and Nygaard can still find them, they can be harvested and sold on the market. If everything succeeds, the oyster seeds he bought in June could be ready for the market in about a year, he said.

Nygaard is among 10 shellfishing businesses in the state that use upwellers, said David Carey, director of the state Bureau of Aquaculture and Laboratory in Milford. Though Connecticut has a history of harvesting oysters that date back to the 1800s, upwellers became more popular after 1997 when disease wiped out much of the native oyster crop.

The oyster population hasn't yet fully rebounded, so many shellfishing outfits, especially smaller ones that don't have the room to farm their own, are buying oyster seeds from hatcheries. In order to protect their investment, they grow the seeds in upwellers safe from predators and other threats, so that when the oysters are turned out into the Sound, they are bigger and stand a better chance of surviving, Carey said.

Because upwellers are typically located close to shore and susceptible to pollution, they can only be used to grow oysters to a certain size before the shellfish must be moved to the deeper waters in Long Island Sound where they spend the latter part of their lives, according to aquaculture regulations. By spending time in deeper and presumably cleaner waters of the Sound, the oysters become safe to eat, according to aquaculture officials, who also regularly test the shellfish for toxins.

While growing oysters in an upweller has proven to be relatively easy, getting them to mature into market-quality oysters in open waters is more difficult, experts said. Sometimes, shellfish beds that are good for clams, aren't ideal for oysters, said Ed Stillwagon, the owner of clam beds in Byram who used to cultivate oysters but then gave them up because they didn't do well.

"Oysters for us are not a profitable operation," Stillwagon said. "They don't grow well. The meat isn't great."

Clams are easier to grow because they can avoid predators by burying themselves in the bottom while oysters don't have a similar defense mechanism. Stillwagon said getting the oysters to grow in an upweller was easy, but once he planted the oysters in his beds, they either died or they didn't taste right.

"Once you plant them where they grow, that's a whole different ball game," Stillwagon said. "It's like a crap shoot."

The small batch of oysters that were able to withstand disease, predators and other threats had neither the right texture or taste, he said.

"A lot of them turned out watery and have a bitter taste to them," said Stillwagon, adding that the same batch might fare better in another part of the Sound.

So now, he sticks to just clams.

"I can catch 50 times more clams that I can oysters, so it doesn't make sense," Stillwagon said.

Nygaard said he knows the risk, but he has been waiting years for a chance at growing oysters. He found his opportunity last year when a lease for shellfish beds became available.

"I've know for the longest time, it's a good business," Nygaard said. "It's hard work and there's risk."

Once he got the lease to the beds, he struck a deal with Rick Kral, owner of nearby Beacon Point Marina, who allowed Nygaard to set up and maintain the upweller system on one end of a boat dock within walking distance from his fish market.

Kral, who also serves as a member of the Greenwich Shellfish Commission, said he wouldn't be surprised if Nygaard succeeds at commercially selling the oysters. The Sound has gotten cleaner and has always had a reputation for being fertile grounds for shellfish, said Kral, who remembers hearing Greenwich old timers talk about once being able to walk through Cos Cob Harbor and ripping an oyster from a dock pole and eating it.

"I'm not ready for that," Kral said. "I would like to try and get there." 
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