
preserving an icon of carolina coastal culture: 
restoring carolina oyster reefs

Guests at a North Carolina oyster 
roast are more likely to enjoy this 
staple of Carolina cuisine and culture 
shipped in rather than caught from 
local waters. Carolina oysters are in 
decline. martin posey, professor and 
chair of the Department of Biology 
and Marine Biology and troy alphin 
research associate (pictured above), 
are part of a national group examin-
ing how to proceed with regional 
oyster restoration. Posey and Alphin 
examine past restoration eff orts along 

restoration eff orts are justifi ed by the 
animals’ positive impact on local wa-
ter quality, marsh erosion and habitat 
quality.
 In North Carolina over the past 
50 years, oyster populations have de-
clined to only 5 percent of past highs. 
Posey and Alphin’s research concen-
trates on understanding the biology 
of the oyster to better understand 
the causes of this decline – including 
aspects of disease, impacts of devel-
opment and predators, recruitment 
of small oysters and causes of death 
among large oysters. Th ey also study 
best approaches to oyster reef design 
and other restoration techniques to en-
hance oysters’ key ecological functions.
 Recent restoration eff orts by 
coastal conservation groups have 
incorporated Posey and Alphin’s re-
search in best-reef designs for varied 
coastal habitats. Th eir research has 

the Carolina coast and off er new 
strategies on how to direct regional 
restoration eff orts.
 Oysters are as essential to coastal 
ecosystems as bones and kidneys are 
to the human body. Oysters provide 
structure and protection to the estua-
rine bodies. When located against the 
shore, oysters disrupt waves, reducing 
marsh erosion. Recognized by most 
coastal states as a critical nursery 
habitat, oyster reefs furnish primary 
hiding places and feeding areas for 
small fi sh, crabs and shrimp. As natu-
ral fi lters, healthy oyster populations 
fi lter out material in overlying waters, 
contributing to improved water qual-
ity and nutrient fl ows.
 Still, many people think of 
oysters primarily a seafood resource, 
However, these “ecosystem engineers” 
are so important to the health and 
protection of the estuarine body that 
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As “ecosystem 

engineers” 

oysters protect 

the estuarine body 

and impact local 

water quality, 

marsh erosion and 

habitat health.
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