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OYsters in the Bras d'Or Ll1keli. cape Beton.
A. • H. Needler. I

At the ins t&.nce originally of the provinciHl uuthori ties a
brief visi twas ...ade to the Bras d' Or Lakes in ca"e Breton island
to obtain informution of the conditions there bear~ng on the
proper development of the oyster resources. The writer W6.S

accomt'anied on July ;<;"'nd. to :':'4th, 1964, by Dr. Y. CUlllllling of the
Nova Scotia Department of Agriculture ana by the local Inspectors
of Fisheries, Kessrs. P.W. clilith and J. O'Toole.

In the limited ti...e vailuble it 'If s ",o"sible to obtliin only
a generHl conception of the si tuation Cilld such of its et ils as
were ost obvious. Discussion with local interested "uties If..
used to sup"lement direct observation. Qnly the ",rinciplll oyster­
producing areas in the vicinity of St. p..trick cnannel &.nd Denys
basin were visited.

THe problems of tl e local industry are concerned with the
marketing as well as the production of the oysters, and the
i f1rovement of the quality of those m!irketed ust be kept in

nd as an im",ortant aim.

Distribution of the oysters.

A luge proportion of the oysters of the fir s d'Or lakes are
taken from the hi hly enclosed 'If ters 0 .. ::>t. P trick channel and
Denys basin. These areas lie in Victoria bUd Inverness counties
and only very small quantities are taken in the otner two, cape
Breton and Richmond, bordering on the "lake,,". Tne quanti ties
marketed in each of the four durill6 .. number of recent years are
given in Table 1.

Table 1. Oysters marketed from tne BrEoS d'Or Ll1kes (bbl.)
~9:;0 Ric~on. CaJe ~reton. Yictl~Ba. Inv~OOess.

1921 5 ...;,0 960
19",:':' 137 610
19:'3 44 ;,0 405 1657
1924 47 30 ,,01 991
19:':'5 4 27 378 986
1926 1:; 13 475 780
19:.7:::0 5 497 702

. 19,,8 17 20 511 697
19,9 8 450 ba

For mOl'e Cletailed distribution as indicated by discu sion
wi th the 10cHl fishery officers reference /;.y be aae to the
accompanyinll chart.

In st. p... trick channel the IIlost productive locality is "Oyste
Pond" at Little Nurrows (as .•any a" 500 bbl. in ayear). A few re
taken as far west as berdeen and Whycocomagh portube, while I
~~:Si~~~~b~~ ~~:n:;:~~u:er;~;n i~ ~en;~~~ou:~ts~~~::e~d
situations.



In lJenys basin section about 10 bbl. annaally are t en in I
the North Basin, 500 bolo annually in the rest of t e ba in 6l1d
200-300 bbl. in the inlets outside the basin ..bout Alba, ottawa
Brook tc.nd K cKinnon harbour.

Outside these two principal are..s only very small quantitles
are taken In Is01ated Shelter.ed s o:l:s - a few ..bout We t bay, I
about 20 btl. t he head of East bay and rew t.t Barachols and
George rlver on st. Andrew anannel.

·It should be note th t, ..lthout;h the hole "lLke::." e
connected wl th the open s a by two small channels so narrow that
the tidal range inslde Is much reduced, 1t 1s
only In tne more sheltered plirts of even these lWlCl-locked waters
that the ysters are found.

HYdrogratlhy.

It 1s, of course, 1m"oss1ble to obtain a thorough t.n re11 bl
plcture 01" the nydrot>raphic conditions in sucn snort visit a" they
are subject to a gre... t deal 01" vuri"tion in s ch heltered water:,.
It Is possible, however, to polnt out some of the general feutures
which are very important. I

For reference, the hydrogra.,hic observ tion ade during the
vlsit are summarL:.ed in T ble II.

Table l::. Hydrogra~hic observatiolls in the Br",s dlOr lakes, 1934
Surface Salinity (%)

1. Bridge over R.De ys near orangedE.l.e, ~ Botface Bottom I

2. Den~;3~h~i:·oitte~~dif:a;h 1:'1) 17.5
il:30 a.m., July ",..rd. (Depth 10 1 ) 17.9 18.7

3. S.side Denys basin near outh.
10:00 a.w., JUly", rd. (Depth 1:'1) 21.5 1 .7 19.1

4. Ottawa Brook neur shore,
6,30 p.Ll., July :::;:'rd. (Depth io l ) ",0.1 20.,:, --- I

5. Oy~ter ponu, Little Nl:.rrows, near snore,
il:OO a•• , JUly ;;:4th (De~th 1:;1) ..0.6 Iv.8 ----

The first four pl<.ce" in tne taole givt: a "eries in the River
Denys basin section froJl about t ,e u,",per lim t 0 1;ne oyster::. (11).
to one of tne areas outsiCle tne 1II0utn 0, the basin (,,4), mo::.t of tne
oysters bein taken at or above #3.

Salinities. lIrom the above observations which ere I
not mude following unusually wet weather it i::. evident tn&t the
sUinities prevailing on the oyster groun are low. They ~ay be
compared with a 10 er li t for survival in the neighbourhood of 15
per mille and i th sUinities of ",5 to 80 per ille prevailing thoU6h­
out the inlets of the north shore of Prince Edward bland with which t
writer is illOst familiar.

Higher salinities are, of course, to be met with towa ds the I
open from the oyster areas of the Bras dlOr lakes. But it i::; quite
evident that the oysters disa"pear before tne salinity becomes too
high to be favoura le and app&rently Just bout when 1 t re ches the



optimum r8.D6e. It is obvious th t in these aters the salinity does
not limit the sehwlird distribution of the oysters.

On the other hand it does ap;lArently limit the istribution
of the oysters up the estuaries lind the freshness of the ater is
doubtless responsible for the &.bsenne of oysters from the
uppermost parts of ::;t. Pb.trick channel lind from River De. ys wuch
above the bridge.

sign1fic&nz:mUrif:~r:~deT~~~~~~~~~:l~b~:~;6.:i~~~5r~:r~~1~e~~r~~~ited
and the data avUl ble ?n the temperatures in the Br&s d'Or LWl:es
oyster areas is very ~.eagre indeed. It ap»eGrs, however, fro the
oyster rOQuction that temper&.tures sufficiently hi !l for Sjl wning
are of fairly regular occurrence in the more lleltered ters.

~~et~:c~;~e~J~dJ.~i~:e~~e~a~~Jr~~~~;e~~:to~e~~:r~;~:r;sto
the bays, the water in the more eAjlo:>eu plhces not etting
warm enough in summer to ~ ..vour the spliwning of oysterli. In
limiting the oysters to the sheltered waters it li.its the", at
the s e ti e to low salinities.

We see, then, the oyster" occllI'ring in a zon between
water which is too fresh (Uj,l the estu ies) b.nQ water whicn is
too cold (tow",rds the o;Jen) - a zone which i develope only in
the more sheltered situ&.tions.

Quality.

The writer cannot speak with much assurl1nce regarding the
qUality 01' the oysters of the Br"s d'Or lakes on tue basis of his
small experience of them. But it is orth while to .ention certain
aspects fro... the point of view of makini; the quality li good as
ossible.

~. In this regard the Br..s 'Or Lakes co pare favourably
with ost other oyster-producing areas. There L" 01" course, the
u ual variety of shapes present cmd the usual jloorly sh&.ped oysters
from uddy bottoms especially towarus the heads of tne inlets.
But there is a great dehl of rirm gr&.vel or sl1ndy pottom hich
is suitable for t e »roduction of a round shape. The .srowth on
the lower areas is fairly slow favouring ncupping" ( number
exaJl1.ned at tt3 in table 2 "ere apparently four yei..l'S old with an
average length of just over 3n). On these ..rells, too, there is
little or no clustering. Tue shape on the fir bott.o s t01Ji'ar s
the open is good and the production of ood-shape oysters is
not the most serious problem altnou h the usu methods snould be
rollowed to maintain and improve the hape. These include
separation of clusters when the oysters are st.l small (libout 2")
or less when possible without dCJllage), trs.nsfer of oysters rom
soft to hard bottolJls <.nd from the upper arett-s down the inlets.

Flarorr. It appears inevitable that with such low SalinitieS

I

the oysters w 1 t&.ste relatively "freshn• This will v'ry from
sea.on to season under the influence of the rainfall but tue
average quality in this respect will be relatively low - i.e. the
flavour will be less slity than tne resent taste prefers espec-
ially in canada where a saltier flavour is .,referred tllan i. the
United states. The saltiness of the oysters 1:8 influenced



uickly by the saUnity of the w ter and the uali ty in this
respect c.;)uld be greatly i proved by trc:.nsfer to rei tively
saltier water before arketing. The development of such a
procedure is strongly recommended. Firm bottom "nould be
selected either neur the present loweri.lost oyster-producing
"rounds or even further still and the oy ters illanted there
for a month or so before marketing. The etails would req,uire I
further considerat.on in tJ e light of special local conditions
but the transzlluntinl; offer" a solution of the }lro 1 of
freshne"" of flavour.

com oJ;a;kv~ryt~:rkdf~~~nT(~b~~~~"r~~b~~~st~~S~~~l~:d a
datil: staln on the shell i that nei hbour hood. To a l\reat many I
tile a }learWlCe of the oyster is ilJ}lroved but it is complain d
that the Lll<rketing is made more diflicult.

The cause of the dark colour is not yet uefinitely knOWll.
M1crosco.,ic examination of fre h material inaics-ves that the
dark parts have numerous small particle on the su. face - not
imbedded in the surface. A series of sections are under
preparation for better xamin tion, but the eb.se with wnich the
dark colour is rubbed off confirms the appearance of fresh materiaJ.1
under the a1croscope.

Although ost or the oysters eXAl.L:;ined during the visit
had a very dark edge to ther antle, there w.. considerable
variation from almost jet blac.lt to a brown very nearly normal.
There is some evidence that the blac.mess is less pronounced in

;; :~~~~:;~~E:~;;~:i[i~~:E1:;:~~~~~~:"1
as unlikely, improvement could be only throu"h t e inu-oduction
of new oyster stock from out ice l<reas. But the I'isk or the
introduction of new enemies or G.iseases, esp ciaJ.ly in t.he case
of such an isolt,'ed area, would fb.r outweigh the chance of
benefits and the tb.sk or replacing the native stock with a new
one would be almost a practical impossibilit,. If the I
phenomenon is due to some peculiaritie.., of tne environment the
introduction of new stock would offer no l:iolution. Transfer to
Saltier aters 19ht Ieduce tne intensity of the dark colour
through the dilution of whatever factors are res>,onsible in
the water. Such an im"rovement would go hana .in hand
"i t" the increase in the saltiness.

Production.

There appe rs to be at }lresent very little effort made to
increase the »roduction. This lack of b.ctivity on tEle part of
t e lessees is probably due larl\ely t the relatively poor
de_land Wld to lack of knowledge regarding the, ossibilities
of oyster c101ture. The le&.sing of oyster round aJ.ready
provides machinery for the transfer of oysters which is
recommended above in order to improve the Q.uality. It alBO
provides the opportunity for orK to increuse the production



spat collection. There is no reason to believe that spat
production could not be increased by some illodif1cll.tion of the
usual methods of eX90sing clellll materil11s at the time the spat
are settlin. The details of the pro~er procedure under the
local conaitions would h ve t) be developed by investi ation
of the distribution of the nsettingn &na by experience.
It is evident, however, tho t naturll.l I:lettling of sp t
occur in many .,laces i th fair regulb.ri ty 6Jld it seems nil!ohly
probable that spat collection would be successful in the e p+aces.

Ene;nies. Nei&her ~tarfish or drills av ear to be present
in any serious numbers, bein kept in check prob bly by low
sal'nities.

Ex..!loitation of natural "roduction. In &ddition to the
actual collectIon of "pat. the »roper e ploitll.tion of the
existin.. natural nsetn w;>ul • it is believed. increase the
production. In this rebion, as in others. there £ore situations
in which the :u.turll.l pro uction or spat is 00" lUlu the survival
voor. T"i~ is especially true of;:ih ow areC'.s where wave
action keeps the botto clean ill.vouriIl6 the settling 01 the
larvae, but where tne oysters are exposed to dam e or I emov&.l
by ice in winter. Such conaitions see~ to obtain at the shAllow
entrances to numerous ponds and it is recommended that the
.,icking of small oysters in these itul1tions for "luntinu oil
leased grounds be permitted under proper supervision. In t e
past fishing of unculled oysters from the pUblic 1'i hini!> grounds
for "lanting has been permitted and hhs been discontinued. The
renewal of this practice is not recommended as it results in
little or no increase in production. But, in special situations
such as are described above, many small oysters are produced,
a large proportion of which never reach marketable size and in
these inst nces the picking and ,)luntinb in deeper water saves
them u.nd increases the production.

General Discussion d Recommendations.

In the Bras d'Or Lakes the low temperature of the water in
the open limits the e roduction of oysters LO sheltered
waters where the salinities are relatively low. In these
situations there is nov. 6. considerable proauction of oysters
hich are of ood hverage s pe but are somer/hat fresher than the

tra e prefers. Oyster groun s have been leased by the .,rovincial
gover=ent but 01llinl: probably to tne oor de tilld a"c. to lac!!: of
kno ledge regarding oystp.r culture rel<..tively litt e e:fort hc.s
been ma~e to increase tile production. The proper exploi,tation of
the oyster resources of ti.e area involve.. the improve ent of the
uality and the demand, ana the increL1se of the roduc ion to

satisfy a growing market.

The improve:I.ent or the qua i ty is a 10e.ical early ld.m.

A. It is recol!llllende that, to improve their qUality, the
trunsfer of oysters to saltier water for a Short "eriod befor
arketing be tried. A suall scale Aperi ent w"uld indicate

the degree of improvement to be expected by transfer fo the
lowermost oyster-producing areas or futher. I succ"';:isful
the transfer could be uno.ertaken by individuals or anybody
interested in the arketing, reas be~ng leusea for these



interested in the marketing, areas being leased for the
jJur.;ose. The full benefits would be had only after the
improved oysters were thoroughly placed on the market. It is
believed that in addition to making the flavour of the oysters
saltier the transfer ight possibly reduce the intensity of
the dark mantle ed e which is regarded as a nindrance to
the illarketing.

As " first step in increbsing the production the proper
exploitation of the natural repl1Dduction is reco=ended.

B. It is recommended that the picking of oyster" for planting
be permitted on shallo~v areas at the ouths of ,Jonds. In a
lumber of these areas it appears that the production of spat is
Good and the survival rell:.tively .,oor. It is believed that the
super 'ision of the pic ing could be handled oy the local
Ins;.>ectors of Fisheries. The areas would be selected and
issued to lessees to iJick oysters for .,lanting.

As the demand increases and even "ith the present dem nd
fbI! collect on of spat should be developed. It is believed that
the rearing of the spat w'uld be rel<.tively easy as re&llrds the
losses from starfish which are so iu.jJortant in lIIIiIly other areas.
The lessees should be provided w1 th informb.tion regarding oyster
cultural methods and should be enoouraged to try the usual methods
of spat collection.

C. It is eecollwended that literature reb"rding oyster culture
be distributed to the lessees, and that they be encouraged
to attempt the collection of spat in e.reas known to nave a
600d natural "settl •

In the event of the demand increasing further investigation
the conditions in the Bras d'Q:r lakes oyster areas fro.u the
point 0;: view of develo.,ine, the best local procedures for
producing and rearing spat may be required. It would atlk'ear,
hOlYev~r, that the most pressing immediate needs are for
improvElillent of the quall ty as recorxnended in A. und that the
expihoitation of the n"tur6.l production and the a.,plication of the
usual SPb.t collection LJethods b J the lessees may suflice to meet
the demand for the present.

Decemter, 1934.
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