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Background

Bay scallops (Argopecten irradians) were once an abundant species in the seaside 
bays of Virginia’s Eastern Shore. In the early 1900s, bay scallop populations were so 
robust in this coastal bay habitat that a profitable fishery existed for these animals. 

In the early 1930s, commercial scallop landings began to decline from overfishing 
and the loss of Zostera marina (eelgrass; critical scallops habitat) with the 1933 
hurricane. The state change resulting from the 1933 storm caused a local extinction 
of the bay scallop for ~80 years.  In 2009, following successful restoration of eelgrass 
to the southern bays, scallops were brought from NC to the Castagna Research 
Hatchery at VIMS ESL to begin producing scallops for restoration of the wild 
population. VIMS ESL also has a history of working with bay scallops for aquaculture 
potential going back to the 1960s.  Strategies for wild restoration and aquaculture 
will be different, but both are being pursued.

Objectives

To restore a sustainable wild population of bay scallops in the VA coastal bays from 
Fisherman’s Island to Chincoteague.

To develop the bay scallop as a viable aquaculture product for ESVA industry.

Raising Scallops
Initial broodstock were adults from natural A. irradians populations in Bogue and 
Core Sounds in North Carolina.  More recently scallops form Florida and New 
York as well as new stock from NC has been incorporated in to the program.  
Spawning and larval rearing occur in ESL’s Castagna Shellfish Research Hatchery. 
The offspring are reared in ESL’s nursery facility before being transported to the 
field at >3 mm size. 

Hatchery Phase: Cultured algae (top) and 
bay scallop larvae (bottom)

Nursery Phase: Juvenile scallops in a flowing 
raceway table

Scallops are maintained in cages in the grassbeds 
of South Bay to secure broodstock and also to 
provide for in-situ spawning until the wild 
population can reach a density to sustain 
spawning and recruitment.  For restoration work, 
scallops from other areas and our wild caught 
scallops during the annual survey are used as 
broodstock to maximize genetic diversity.  For 
aquaculture, caged broodstock are used to 
develop genetic lines selected for cage culture. 
Distinct lines are caged separately to have an 
accessible sourve of broodstock for aquaculture 
development.
Scallop population surveys of the grass beds in 
South, Spider and Cobb Bays are conducted on 
an annual basis with snorkeling crews.  

Grow-out and in-situ spawning: 
Scallops held in bottom cages in the 
grass beds.

Results
For this past season (2019), we estimated our 
costs of production to be $20 per 1000 from 
fertilized egg to >3 mm and $0.28/scallop from 
fertilized egg to market size. 

The annual population survey shows a fluctuating 
population density over time (below), but still 
about 10x below densities considered to be a 
sustainable population by Florida researchers. 
Numbers of live scallops and dead shells moving in 
opposite directions suggests predation is a factor, 
but we are also concerned with the genetics.  
Differences in the size structure of the population 
(right), indicates recruitment of smaller individuals 
in some years, a critical factor for sustainability.

Bay scallop, hard clam and oyster annual harvests in Virginia.  Dashed line is the timing of seagrass 
loss from VA coastal bays.  Red arrow indicates regulations established for scrape harvest.
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