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HOUSTON, TEXAS

T H O U G H M O S T D I N E R S D O N ’ T G I V E M U C H T H O U G H T to the shells
they shuck when eating out, innovative conservationists are turning that trash into treasure
in order to restore the Galveston Bay’s oyster reefs. The Galveston Bay Foundation’s (GBF)
Oyster Shell Recycling Program reclaims shucked oyster shells from local seafood restaurants
for reuse as reef material. These recycled shells create new homes for baby oysters. Freefloating oyster larvae need something hard to attach to in order to grow and they prefer other
oyster shells over any other material. As these new oysters develop into larger reef complexes,
they also provide homes for hundreds of species, filter water, and stabilize shorelines, providing
immense value to the communities nearby.
The removal of shells from Galveston Bay, due to extreme weather events and unsustainable
harvesting, has led to a shortage of hard surfaces for attachment, called substrate, a key
component of successful oyster development. In an effort to reestablish hard substrate in
Galveston Bay, GBF works with local restaurants to collect their shucked oyster shells in
recycling receptacles. The shells are transported weekly by GBF staff to upland storage sites
where they are stockpiled and sun-cured for minimum of six months. The recycled shells are
then returned to the bay via shoreline protection projects, reef creation projects, as well as reef
enhancement initiatives such as volunteer oyster gardening.
The oyster shells recycled by GBF are returned to the bay primarily through volunteer efforts.
The majority of the recycled shells are utilized in the creation of “oyster shell breakwaters,”
which are linear reef structures constructed with stacked mesh bags of oyster shell. Over time,
oyster larvae will set on the recycled shells in the oyster shell breakwater and grow into a sturdy
reef structure that will act as wave break and habitat for aquatic species. Thus, the oyster shell
breakwaters function as living shorelines by reducing erosion and providing protected areas for
marsh restoration.
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MISSION
The mission of GBF is to preserve and enhance Galveston Bay as
a healthy and productive place for generations to come, including
the five million residents in the four counties surrounding Galveston
Bay. These residents depend the bay for recreation, commercial
and industrial operations, food, and the general support of the local
economy. The Oyster Shell Recycling Program helps fulfill GBF’s
mission by engaging local communities and businesses, including
restaurants, in their reef restoration efforts which in turn support
a healthier and more sustainable bay. GBF hopes to enhance the
knowledge of the local citizens so they may become stewards of
Galveston Bay with an understanding of the benefits a healthy bay
system provides to the entire Houston-Galveston region.
IMPACT
GBF has managed the shell recycling program since 2011, collecting
over 945 tons (1.9 million pounds) of oyster shells to date. Oysters
are a key component of the Galveston Bay ecosystem, improving
water quality for the community’s enjoyment and supporting
recreational and commercial fish species that influence the local
economy. The restoration and enhancement of Galveston Bay oyster
reefs strengthens the local oyster populations in addition to reducing
coastal erosion, stabilizing sediment, and providing opportunities for
coastal wetland establishment and restoration. Furthermore, oyster
reefs provide shelter and food to a multitude of aquatic species,
such as crabs, shrimp, and, juvenile fish, as well as coastal shorebirds.
Multiple coastal ecosystems including oyster reefs, sea grass beds,
and coastal wetlands will be protected and/or restored as a result of
the Oyster Shell Recycling Program. Recycled oyster shells obtained
from this program will be properly quarantined and repurposed for
use in oyster reef restoration projects as they become available.
Texan by Nature is working with GBF to sustainably increase capacity
for the Oyster Shell Recycling Program, developing the premier
model for business and public engagement in shell recycling and reef
restoration projects. TxN assistance will help GBF recycle more oyster
shells from more restaurants more efficiently, ensuring the longevity of
healthy oyster populations in the bay for future generations.

PARTNERS
Tommy’s Restaurant and Oyster Bar, Tookie’s Seafood, Crazy Alan’s
Swamp Shack (Kemah), Swamp Shack (Baybrook), The Aquarium
(Kemah), Captain Benny’s Seafood, Topwater Grill, BLVD Seafood,
National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and the
TX General Land Office (GLO) via “Coastal Management Program”
funds, US Fish and Wildlife Services (USFWS) Coastal Program, TX
Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD), National Fish and Wildlife
Foundation (NFWF), Houston Wilderness, ERM Group Foundation,
Inc., Aramco Services, Del Papa Distributing Company, DOW
Chemical, I.H.S. Global Inc, Trull Foundation, Cheniere Energy,
Citgo, Restore America’s Estuaries, Wells Fargo Foundation, MS
Reliant Gives, Proud Pour, Toadfish LLC, BKD Foundation, EFTAustin Community Foundation, Port of Houston Authority (POHA),
Texas A&M University Galveston (TAMUG), University of Houston
(UH), Galveston Bay Estuary Program/TCEQ.

NEEDS
•
Increased funding from public and private partners
•
Increased restaurant participation in the Oyster Shell
Recycling Program
•
Additional storage sites (undeveloped property) suitable
for curing more shell
•
Additional fleet vehicles and equipment to facilitate
expansion of shell recycling operations
•
Greater public awareness of the Oyster Shell Recycling
Program as well as the importance of oyster habitat to the
Galveston Bay
•
More volunteers to help with returning shell to the Bay
through various established activities

For more information visit texanbynature.org or contact us at programs@texanbynature.org or 512-284-7482.

