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nprelimin3.ry re..:Jort on mor'tali ty of oysters in Hill.s.\>or ough 
river and BrCickleYDay ana on tile problem of oyster 
diseCises generally.lt. 

h. w. ri. ~eeQler. 

A serious ~l, ort&,li ty 0 oysteI's has occurred. auring the past 
season ln Hillsborough river and in Brac-~ely bay. It beCahJ e 
a ) lJ&.rent during the 1936 f1sn1ng season ana tr1l8 .i;'reli lllnary re_Jort 
is intenaec to brlng together the rather i nadequate ~icture of the 
situ&,tion Wl11Ch is available and to suggest sOme iJosslUle 
exp],.rnatiol1s iilld IJlans.' It is .tJ1'e -ared llua:triedly and must not be 
considered. in any way a f1nlshed. re.l.1ort on the SUbject but only a 
very reliI!linary sUI'vey of tne 5i tuat1on. 

Mortali toY 1:.!! .liillso0.!:.2!l.KQ ttiver. In 1905 the Department of 
Fisheries dredged in tne aeep water' of H1llsool'ougtl river near 
:::>cotctlfort 454 barI'el.S of a ixeC1 sma.Ll oysters and. shell for sale 
to lessees of 0 ster areas i n neigtluouring north shore Days. 'rhe 
).._ ublic fisher'y in that year had an ,a f 'parently normal yield. No 
evidence of any abnorDlbl mortality WetS seen. 

In 1936 spat collecti.oll tr'1e.ls were conaucted at ocotchfort 
in the course of which ap a rently nor'mal s pawning of oysters on a 
shallow bed there was follo\ ;ed. A good "set" Vi&S obtained and up 
to late in November showed a. nOI'ulal sur-vival. .No abnorI.'lal lor'tali ty 
was in evidence in these o) erations. 

Repetition of t h e dredging of small oysters for sale to oyster 
growers was planned for 1936. Exploratory dI'edging, however 
failed to discover sufficient supplies v'i thout encroaching on the 
;:JUblic fishery, 1:.1though good Ciuanti ties of oysters .,ere available 
in the channel of iest river. This G::ceagiIl6 WaS conl'ined in East 
river to the rather limited area of channel. here confliction 'ith 
the ..:',ublic fisher'y woula be avaide<i - i.e., i t uia not include 
lJublic fisning g rounas OJ' any importance. W ile many emp ty shells 
were o-btained on tne area drec ged in 19;:'5 no aeb.d or dying oysters 
wi th the meats in the!,. and no oys-cers V[l th eviaence of disease 
wer'e found. .As tile proportlon of live oy s-cers in the ffiater-ia.l 
dredged was fall1ng -cowardS the end of the 1905 operationa and as 
the shells might hE.ve been stirred ulJ from 10'wer levels a heavy 
mortality was not in evidence. Although some of the oysters c.fieb.I'ed 
to have died recent.Ly, other explan&tions were sufiicient. 

At the oeg1nning 01' August SOll1e difficulty Vias encountereG. 
1n obtaining two or three Darrels of l.ive oysters in the i mmediate 
vicini tJ'- 01 Char lottetown for' trc.illsfer to Bracldey and Traca6.1e 
bays in experiments in iJuril'ication by tne health authorities. 
However, tides v'ere not favour'able and no aonorBUil oysters were 
I'ound. Vihen the oysters, after plant1.ng on i'lrm bottoms in 
Bra ckley and Tracadie bays, were eXamined again in the midDle of 

rsel)te!1lber it w s found that about a third ere dead (28 out of 87 
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in one lot vhich ha " been marked). While t i::; WeS suspe cted it 
Ii.light have occurred without disease and been due to rough han l ihg, 
w&..rm weather, etc. Oysters were examined onei kept in the air under 
observation. Ther'e were, however, no definite indiccitions ....J. 

ci.iseb.se, although the oysters were not in the best condition " and 
the oysters kept did not 0i)en unusually QUiCKly. 

The opening of the fishing see:.son e:.t the beginning of 
October, however, brought conclusive evidence that a heavy
ortality haa oceul'red. No oysters were obtained in .l:!:ast l'iver lrl 

cornm.ercial quanti ties excetlt for a very i"ew in the .pisquid vic~n~ ty. 
It was thougnt that as t.ne s eason advcmceo s.pplied 01 l.ive oysteroJ 
wight Ce located. 8.l'lCi. the losses be found ~10t; CiS heE_vy as at; first 
indicated. It has turned out, however, that, althoug fair 
qu~tilti ties have been rished. in est river, the fishel'~1 in Hills­
borough river has been practica..Lly wiped out. While no oead or 
dyine;. oysters v.-i til the meats sti.ll in theill were reported, practicall y 
nothing but empty shells was found in a l1Uillber of 'places where 
large quanti ties of small or poor Ciualit~7 oyster· ;:, were Known to be 
present at the close or the 1935 season. 

It must be conclucted that a heavy mortality occurred anCi. that 
tnis ' (fas ~r:incipally in the late ·summer of 1936. 

Brackley-Covehe&..d and other nortp shore bay.,.s. The oyster ::> 
frOla Hillsborough (East) river' sol6. to lessees in tllese ·uays in 
193 5 met with varying success. In Rustico bay }-oor· survival was 
re~)orted. In Br&..ckley bay ex&raination on .b.ugust Ie, 1936, of those 
.l.Jlanted by W. A. Searno.n sh'Owed only about lO;b dead of those which 
·~ere alive when }lIonted • Inspector Shaw reiJorted siiiiilar conai tions 
on the area. of J. P. k1.cIntyre in Ocl.v~ge harb ::Jurl In Tre:.cadie ba.y 
near Corranbann a mUch smaller percentabe was found alive on the 
area of messrs. Court but bottoru cona.i tions iEre the oysters were 
iJut out, WCiS sufficient ex~lanation. Another l>lantinb of large 
oysters in -chat vicinity IrJ.CiUe later in the season was a complete 
loss but the conedtions under which Lhe trans1·er was made were poor. 

The ma-cerial sold to the lessees included a larbe pro~ort~on 
of empty s:nells (apfJar'ently d.ue to over-cDowdlng) which made 
careful eXQlllination necessary to estimC<.te mortality after pli:..ntlng. 
The older empty shells coula be eliillinated by t:ne iires811ce of 
lim:pets,oarnacles, etc. on t he inside. Up to the beginning of 
August there is no .evidence of serlOUS rr..orta11ty in this material 
not attributable to careless :tJlanting on poor bottom, and no ejli­
d.emic was in evicience. On the other hElla the gr-owth hc..d been poor­
a common occurrence w5.th transf erred oysters in tie early .tJart 01' 
the next Je.Ul. 

Some losses of other oysters were re~orted in Hrackley b y 
wl1.ich might h&ve been due to snittinl;> bottom but no conclusive 
evidence of a gener&l mortality appearea until autmwn. Further 
information is yet to be .birocured Wlen returns are obtained frOID 
each grower but present indications are that thel'e has been a 
serious mortality of both ~lanted ana native oysters in Brackley
bay - probably &S complete as in Hill~borough river. Tner'e is no 
evidence 01' nat1i1ve oyster~ in .Hustico bay being affected and the 
conditions in ciavage harbour a.na. Tracadie bay ln this regard are 

doubtful - practically no native oysters being present in the latter. 
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Apparently ~ epidemic dise_aM. The ~ortali ty in Rilllborough 
river and BrackleJ Day h&s oeen too COlli lete to De explicable on 
the basis of over-fishing, sr~Iting 0 1 b' t tom, stari'ish or other 
comIllOn normal causes of a.eat:n aLlong oysters. An elJia.eulic ai.:,ease 
seems the probable eX£llanation ana. the only one in view ¥.hich 
appears acceptable. 

In viev~ 01 the lar'ge quanti ties of oysters transferred from 
hillsborough river to Brackley bay in recent years it seeLlS r--ighly 
probable that the s ame disease is res 'ponsible in the two inlets. 
The nMalpeque disease", which caused the almos t complete mor·tali ty 
in Mc.llJeque and Cc.scumpequebays anci their tributaries, caused 
oysters introduced in the autumn of 1929 to die in the late summer 
of 1930. If this is the same or a siw.ilar disease the introduction 
of the !luero-organism resi)onsible probably oceurr-ed in 1935 or 
earlier to allow for 5rowth of the e,Piu.emic to afi ect so large and 
area. The disease may, therefore, have 'been carried to the other 
north shore Days al thougn not yet epiaenac there. 

It seems probable that the e~iaemic will spread. ill the next 

year or two to west and Nortn rivers (the other twoiJranehes or 

Charlottetmvn harbour) and .eossibly also to 1"'0 mal bay and Vernon 

and Orwell rivers. 


f'erhaps the nMalpe..9.u~ Dis.e&..s~". In a repor·t in 192>1 it has been 
pOinted out that the disease was apparently still present in 
Malpeque bay as late as 1929 ana. tIle local oysters reSistant to it. 
Oysters in£rodueed from ~ast river, and fercival and Enmore rivers, 
in1928 and 19~9 practically all died late in the next summer 
while local alpeque oysters planted under the same conditions were 
not affected • 

• 
Supposing the micl o-orgmlislli responsible for the Malpeque 

disease to be present there, it may have been carried. to Hillsborough
river and tnence to B:a:'aekley bay. No oystels from the alpeque area 
are believed to have been deliberately ,t)lanted in those inlets and 
so far as isknown, ho gear u::>ed in the hlal,p84.ue bay &.rea was used 
in BrackleyuCi.Y other than s'pc:t collection materials used in 1936, 
but fishermen from Grand river have gone in 1934 and 1935 wlth their 
dories and tongs to East (Hillsborough) river. Their head~uarters 
were at Apple-tree wharf about midway Detween Charlottetown and 
6cotchfort and in the miadle of the affected area. 

Tills, which is the only source 01 such 0. disea.se def1.ni tely

in view, may well have been r·es i:.onsiDle for tile epidemic • 


. m2li cations g g is the "Malpeque disease". If the mortality
in H1.11sborough river wlU Brackley bay is due to a spread of the 
"Malpeque disease," wnich on admltt~dly dOUbtful grouna.s appears 
somewhat prObable, there are a number 01" iml)Ortant iillplications. 

1. The d.isease was slow in its action and illay, therefore, have 
been introduced into the other north shore bays without being yet
ap1demc. 

2. The "Malpeque dise&.se" spread, over a number of years, 
from southern Malpeque bay to Kildare river and the saine ciise6.se 
woulu be expecte~ to spread to the other Charlottetown inlets and 
probably to Pownal bay and Vernon anu Onvell rivers. 
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3. If it is the "Malpeque disease" i~ demonstrates the 
difficulty of preventl.ng its s!,read as it is highly improbable that 
any oysters were taken 1"rom the Malpeque area to Hillsboroug_l river 
deliberately as oysters are definitely of more v~lue in the 

alpeque a.rea than in Hillsborough river. This is a very iw1.ortant 
consideration as it IDeans th~t all other oyster ~reas in the ~rov­
ince are in danger (a~ well, perhaFs, as tfiose outside). In the 
case of small areas sticn as Wolt' Inlet it iilie;;ht be better .I!Dlicy 
to develo1J ti-lelli by introducing MalpeCiue stock than to slowly build 
up an industry Wl.th a limited local stock which woula be in consta.nt 
danger 01- the introduction of the disease. 

4. If it is the "Malpeque disease" the Malpeque industry is 
not in danger as the oysters there are apparently resistant. 

5. If it is the "Malpeque disease ll and iil~lpeCi.ue oysters are 
resistant the industry can be re-established wore quickly by using 
that stock thQn by awaiting natural recovery of the local stock. 
in the case of tne oyster farming in the north shore bays this 
might be fairly rapid by making it premissl.ble ror lessees to 
obtain seea stock rrom tne il/Ialpeque area . In the cawe of 
Hillsborough river it would be more difficult but still probably 
beneficial. 

perhaps_a different a.isease. If a different disease (or no 
d.isease) is responsible for the mortality in Hillsborough river and 
Brackley bay investi a tions are just as necessary and quarant~ne 
measures must be considered. In that case the industry in the 
Malpeque area would be in greater danger although the spread of 
the mortality from one area to another Viould not be illdicated. 

Need: for investi,g"ation. The "Malpeque ciisease" is known to 
us principally through the lIlortali ty which it caused, its spread,
the apparent resistance of local Malpeque oystersto a mortality 
a.ffecting introduced oysters etc. The micro-organism l-esilonsible 
is not known and. the symptoms are not su1"ficient to d.i agnose the 
disease definitely. It seems hl.gbly desirable that as much as 
possible be learnea of the prewent disease. 1'he SymptOfuS Should 
be closely stual.ed, an attempt made to find t.he lliicro-ortani$m 
and the progress of tile Qi.sease in the next few years closely
observed. 

The lack of' sufficiently aefinity symptoms and the sllldil number 
and' irregulb.r1ty of the Observations ma.l{e it imlJossible to give 
any opinion on this basis as to the identity 01' the '1lortali ty in 
Hillsborough river with the n i~alpe4.ue disease". This applies also 
to other areas. In ~lmore and Percival rivers, forexalliple, the 
presence of such b. disease WaS suspected in 19~3 but no definite 
evidence forthcoming. In that region, as in many others, the 
fishery has fluctuated so much in the past thourgh variations in the 
success of reproduction that the failure of the fishery in itself 
cannot be considered evidence in this regard. The close and con­
tinued observations at the right season necessary to discover the 
dying oysters have not been possible in any suspected case. 
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An attack on the who e ~roo~em i s needed ~d it would seem 
~hat investigations in the Charlottetown inlets and 1n Brackley
bay should be made next year. Without atteill~ting at this stage 
to outline a com) lete 'prb~ram. some lines of attack may be 
a.entioned. 

1. 'rhe spread of 'ene disease in the Char10ttetQwn inlets 
Should be followed closely by observing sa~ples of oysters at 
close intervals throughou~ the coming season~ 

. 2. Microscopic exalliina:tion of aff ected oysters and 
possibly atteillpts to inf ect oysters should be made to try to 
identify the micro-organism res~onsible ana. to establish definite 
symptmms. 

3. The introduction of Malpeque oysters into Brackely 
bay 01 ight be tried. If' they are unaffected ana. resistant it would 
provide a basis for re-establishing the affected areas. As the 
stocks are already largely desiroyed. and no oyster cultural 
e1'feots will be made bj privb.te 1nd.i viduals until inves tigations 
give favourable results, there is no add1tional a.anger involved, 
COIIlillensurate wi ttl the 'prospects for acivantages. 

4. Rear1ng of spat collected at S,cotcht'ort 1n mlas"""'b rough 
river in 1936 ana. further spat collection should be tried. It is 
reported that following the epidemic 1n .M.alpeG,ue bay IIsets ll 
occurred but that a high proportion of the spat died at an early 
age. The occurrence and survival of' Ifsets ll at such a time is an 
im.f.,iortant subject both as regards the re-establishment of the 
oyster population and as regards ' t !J.e recognition of the occurrence 
of the disease in other areas. 

Suwm~ary. A serious mortality in Hillsborough river and 
Brackley bay has destroyed the oyster industries there. It may 
well be due to an indroduction of the IfMalpeque di sease lf in w£.I.ich 
case there is li , tle danger to the Malpeque indmstry and some 
prospects of using r.1aipeque stock to a.u"\, c.ntage in re-establishing 
tne oyster industries in tne af1'ected areas. In any case the 
problem 0.:( oyster disease is brought to the front and investiga­
tions should be pressed next year. fhe whole ~olicy in regara to 
quarantine and transfers of oysters from one inlet to a£lOther 
must be reconsidered carefully. The SUbject is covered in only 
a sketchy manner in this huriedly compiled. preliminary survey 
of the situation. 

.l:!:11ers.l1e, P.g.I., 
Decem~er, 1936. 


