History of Marin County Aquaculture Industry

The Marin oyster industry is an interesting example of man’s adapting an otherwise
unproductive part of the landscape to his benefit. The efforts to raise exotic oyster species on
barren, tidal mud flats along a coast where there is no native oyster stock of commercial value
have met with both success and failure, and the industry has been marked by wide fluctuations in
activity over its one hundred year history. While oysters are the major aquaculture commodity
being produced, Tomales Bay growers also produce mussels, clams, and abalone commercially.

Tomales Bay is a 15 mile-long, mile-wide drowned rift valley on the San Andreas Fault, a
trough between the Point Reyes Peninsula and the undulating hills that are mostly used for grazing
dairy cattle to the east. Another major growing location is in Drakes Estero located on the west
side of Point Reyes Peninsula. This area is used for dairy cattle and sheep grazing and is part of
the Point Reyes National Seashore.

Oysters have been grown commercially on the Tomales Bay since late in the last century,
especially after pollution closed down shellfish harvesting in San Francisco Bay some fifty years
ago. Oysters were first planted in Tomales Bay in 1875, the year the Northwestern Pacific
Railroad linked it with Sausalito which had a good ferry service to San Francisco. Daily

communication was maintained between Tomales Bay and San Francisco from 1875 to 1930, the

period during which the railroad operated. Road development and the advancement of the
trucking industry opened up San Francisco as one of the biggest seafood markets in the United
States. '

Tomales Bay and Drakes Estero oyster companies sell directly to the consumer and to
various Bay area wholesale seafood dealers. The fresh packed oysters are trucked to San
Francisco by the producer and delivered to the wholesalers, who in turn distribute them to retail
dealers, and restaurants in the San Francisco Bay area. Restaurants’ demands for fresh local
foodstuffs have created a boom for the oyster grower. People from all parts of the Bay area drive
many miles over a narrow winding road to buy oysters from the beds. Weekend tourists and
sportsmen are also customers. The strong consumer desire for absolutely fresh shellfish is the
principal explanation for the success of this marketing arrangement.

Marin is the state’s second-largest shellfish producing area and growers are gearing up for
expansion to grow more oysters, clams, mussels and abalone. Tomales growers have managed to
carve out a niche for themselves, largely because the bay’s water is clean and its watershed is
being protected and restored. However, an isolated incident of water contamination caused by
domestic pollutants and fluctuation in bay salinity during heavy winter rainfall plagued growers
this past year. Only because local residents and officials have successfully worked to protect and

* restore their watershed is the Tomales Bay shellfish industry alive and well today. The 223 square

mile Tomales Bay watershed drains into one of the least despoiled major coastal bays in
California. Today, two-thirds of the Tomales Bay watershed remains in agricultural use.

Cover Photo: Maturing oysters in trays resting on mud flats awaiting the returning tides in Tomales Bay.
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In accordance with the provisions of Section 2279 of the California Food and Agricultural Code, I am
pleased to submit the Annual Crop Report for 1996. This report is a summary of counts, acreage, yields,
and gross value of agricultural production in Marin County. The report represents gross returns to the
producer and does not indicate actual net profit.

Marin County agriculture recovered nicely in spite of yet another year of harsh winter and spring storms.
The value of all agricultural production rose to a record $56,409,423. The increase is due to greater
production, new producers, and better market prices.

Milk was Marin’s number one product, with production increasing 5% and the value increasing an
impressive 18.9%. Fruit and vegetable production increased with the addition of a number of new small
growers of fruits and vegetables who sell their crops at local farmers markets. Livestock value was up by
$5.9 million due to increased production and market prices for cattle, sheep and poultry; poultry provided
the greatest boost in value. Nursery products increased over last year because some areas were able to
resume production. However, business remains tenuous due to high production costs, unreliable water
supplies, and poor market prices. A large value gain was seen again this year in silage production, due to
increases in crop acreage and in the value/price per ton.

Aquaculture value dropped due to problems in production and to a change in what products are included in
the definition. To be in line with the California Fish and Game definition of aquaculture, the herring
production value was removed and placed in a new category “Commercial Fishing.” Aquaculture’s oyster
values decreased due to continued problems with juvenile seed mortality and harvest closures of Tomales
Bay during the heavy storms.

I wish to thank all of the individuals and organizations for their cooperation in providing the information
required for this report.

Respectfully submitted,

Stacy K. Carlsen
Agricultural Commissioner
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FIELD, FRUIT, NUT & VEGETABLE CROPS
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YEAR | HARVESTED | TOTAL DOLLAR VALUE
ACREAGE UNITS | PER UNIT TOTAL

Hay 1995 3,396 7,187 57.71 | $414,811.00

1996 2,929 6,502 58.89 | $382,870.00
Silage 1995 3,067 32,820 15.16 | $497,787.00 |

1996 2,721 33,134 24.86 | $823,573.00 |
Pasture, 1995 820 110.0 |  $90,200.0
Irrigated

1996 820 110.0 |  $90,200.00
Pasture, Other 1995 154,000 20.00 | $4,466,000.00

1996 154,000 29.00 | $4,466,000.00
Fruits, Nuts & 1995 199 $1,090,080.00
Vegetables

1996 320 $1,334,013.00
TOTAL 1995 161,482 $6,558,878.00 |{

1996 160,790 $7,096,656.00 |
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