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Native European Oyster (Ostrea edulis) reefs are a rare and critically endangered habitat in European marine waters.
Once widespread in the North Sea, on the Atlantic coast and in other European coastal waters including the
Mediterranean and Black Seas, native oysters became functionally extinct in wide areas mainly due to overfishing,
habitat loss, pollution and disease. Native oyster reefs are now one of the most threatened marine habitats in Europe, but are returning to European waters thanks to numerous restoration efforts. Over the past 5 years the number
of active restoration projects focused on the native oyster in Europe has increased 300% and will only continue to
grow in the coming decade thanks to the #GenerationRestoration. There are now more than 20 independent efforts
to restore native oysters to densities where they once again can form habitat. Restoration is occurring in nine European countries, on shorelines, in estuaries as well as off shore.

Importance of oyster reefs
European Oysters have a fascinating biology and ecology. A single oyster can filter up to 240 litres of water a day
(equivalent to 1 ½ full bathtubs) – resulting in increased water quality and clarity, which can benefit nearby habitats
such as seagrass. Young oysters prefer to settle on other oysters, which means that over time, they form biogenic
reefs. This living habitat supports a unique and highly diverse community of fish and invertebrate marine species,
providing food and shelter for fish nursery grounds. Oyster reefs benefit the environment as well as humans through
a suite of ecosystem services.

Ecosystem services provided by Ostrea edulis
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Key
Characteristics
of European
Oyster
Scientific name Ostrea edulis
Common name
Appearance
Age
Nutrition

Habitat

Mostly shallow subtidal predominantly at
< 30 metres depth, although can be found intertidally. Preferentially colonises substrate composed
of oyster shells, other shells and hard substrate
like rocks and stones.

Building reefs

Left undisturbed, oysters can form complex oyster
reef structures. These provide a habitat and refuge
for a highly biodiverse ecological community with
a variety of organisms, such as fish, crustaceans,
sea snails, sponges, ascidians and anemones.

Conservation
status

Included in the OSPAR List of Threatened and/or
Declining Species and Habitats for the North-East
Atlantic

Flat Oyster, European native oyster
bivalve mollusc, rounded to oval shape,
size up to ~ 15 cm
up to 30, but more commonly 8-10 years;
sexually fully mature at the age of ~ 3 years
As filter feeders, they pump water across hair like
structures on their gills to filter out microscopic
algae and small particles from the surrounding
water. A single oyster can filter up to 240 litres
per day.

Did you know?
Native oysters change their sex several times throughout their lives. The
larvae are brooded in the oyster itself for 8–10 days before being released
into the water column where they swim for up to 30 days before deciding where to settle. Native Oysters have a slow growth rate and sporadic
recruitment success making it a particularly vulnerable species, as the
number of oysters surviving to maturity can vary greatly from year to year.
Small oyster spat on oyster shell.

Why is active restoration necessary?
Native Oyster habitat has become so degraded in many locations that there is no longer sufficient shell for oyster larvae to settle onto. In many locations there are too few oysters to breed. Human intervention is therefore
necessary to overcome these obstacles and create a situation where oyster reefs can once again grow to be selfsustaining. The science and policy to achieve this is still being developed, and networks such as NORA and Native
Oyster Network UK-Ireland are critical in supporting knowledge exchange.

NORA the Native Oyster Restoration Alliance
NORA was initiated by the German Federal Agency for Nature Conservation
and the Alfred-Wegener-Institute Helmholtz-Centre for Polar and Marine
Research at an international meeting in 2017. Experts from across
Europe contribute to the NORA working groups on monitoring, biosecurity, site selection, production, historical ecology and outreach.
For more information visit:
noraeurope.eu
noraeurope.eu/restoration-projects

@NORA_Europe
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