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Shellfish Harvesting  

 Areas  

The Shellfish Laboratory in Apalachicola analyses 

shellfish growing area water samples from 39 clas-

sified areas throughout Florida.  Samples are col-

lected by field staff located in five district offices. 

 

Western Gulf Coast SEAS 

4408 Dellwood Lane 

Panama City Beach, FL 32408 

(850) 236-2200 

Central Gulf Coast SEAS 

260 Dr. Frederick S. Humphries Street 

Apalachicola, FL 32320 

(850) 653-8317 

Big Bend Gulf Coast SEAS 

11350 Southwest 153rd Ct. 

Cedar Key, FL 32625 

(352) 543-5181 

Southern Gulf Coast SEAS 

Riverside Commercial Park 

25418 East Marion Avenue 

Unit #1, Space A 

Punta Gorda, FL 33950 

(941) 833-2552 

Atlantic Coast SEAS 

1378 Malabar Rd. S-1 

Palm Bay, FL 32909 

(321)984-4890 
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agricultural runoff, wildlife, industrial waste, boats and 

naturally occurring marine organisms. In addition to these 

pollution sources, high amounts of rainfall and increased 

river discharge can influence shellfish water quality by 

transporting pollution into harvesting areas. In order to 

determine if shellfish are safe to eat, SEAS staff routinely 

monitors the water for the presence of fecal coliform 

bacteria. This group of bacteria is found in the feces of 

warm-blooded animals, including humans. Most fecal 

coliform bacteria do not make people sick, however, the 

presence of fecal coliform may also indicate the presence 

of other more dangerous pathogens. The NSSP fecal 

coliform levels allowable in shellfish harvesting waters are 

extremely low, second only to drinking water levels.    

 In order to determine which areas are suitable 

for shellfish harvest, SEAS staff develop management 

plans based on several years of recent data. The data 

used for these management plans consists of water sam-

ples, water quality parameters, rainfall amounts, and river 

discharge. Water samples are taken from numerous sta-

tions located throughout the harvesting area. Each water 

sample is analyzed by the 

laboratory staff for the 

amount of fecal coliform 

bacteria present. At each 

station, water quality 

parameters such as salin-

ity, temperature, dis-

solved oxygen, and pH, 

are also recorded. Daily 

rainfall, river discharge 

levels and tidal stages are 

also recorded. Once the 

data has been collected and analyzed, management plans 

are written according to the NSSP guidelines. 

 Management plans serve two major purposes. 

First, the management plans classify harvesting areas into 

sub-areas based on the fecal coliform levels and any pol-

lution sources that may be located in the vicinity. Sub-

areas are classified as approved, conditionally approved, 

restricted, conditionally restricted or prohibited. Second, 

the management plans allow for the opening and closing 

of specific sub-areas based on events that elevate fecal 

coliform levels beyond safe levels, such as rainfall, in-

creased  river discharge, or emergency conditions such as 

hurricanes. Approved areas have the consistently lowest 

levels of fecal coliform and lowest levels of pollution. In 

some cases, these areas are open year round, but ap-

proved areas may be closed during part of the year for 

shellfish conservation purposes. Approved areas are not 

affected by rainfall or river discharge, and when open, 

close only during emergency conditions such as hurri-

 Shellfish are important aquatic species with 

great economic value. Shellfish is a word used to describe 

the group of mollusks 

of the class Pelecypoda. 

This group includes 

oysters, clams, and 

mussels. Shellfish grow 

along coastal areas 

with significant fresh-

water influence. These 

areas are termed 

estuaries. Within 

these estuaries, shell-

fish feed by filtering 

the water through their body. This feeding method allows 

shellfish to concentrate the amount of food and nutrients 

found in the water, but also causes them to concentrate 

bacteria and chemicals. Since shellfish are often eaten raw 

or slightly cooked, high concentrations of bacteria and 

chemicals may remain within the animal that can be harm-

ful to humans. As Public Health Specialists, it is our duty 

to monitor and manage the shellfish harvesting areas, and 

in doing so, protect public health by ensuring safe, whole-

some product is harvested at all times. 

 In order to evaluate, monitor, classify, and man-

age shellfish harvesting areas, the Shellfish Environmental 

Assessment Sec-

tion (SEAS) of the 

Division of Aqua-

culture, Florida 

Department of 

Agriculture and 

Consumers Ser-

vices, uses public 

health standards 

and guidelines set 

forth by the Na-

tional Shellfish 

Sanitation Program 

(NSSP). The NSSP 

was set up by the United States Food and Drug Admini-

stration (FDA) to regulate the safe harvesting and sale of 

shellfish from all coastal waters.  

 SEAS is responsible for evaluating factors that 

may influence the quality of water and hence the safety of 

shellfish.  These factors include pollution sources from 

wastewater treatment plants, domestic septic systems,  

What We Do and Why  

Eastern oyster.  

Water quality data.  

Harvesting oysters.  

canes, sewage spills or red tide events. Condition-

ally approved areas have consistently low levels of 

fecal coliform and low levels of pollution, but typi-

cally for only part of the year; therefore most con-

ditionally approved areas are closed during certain 

times of the year. Conditionally approved areas 

can be affected by rainfall and river discharge and 

may close with an increase in either factor. Re-

stricted and conditionally 

restricted areas have 

elevated fecal coliform 

and pollution levels, and 

are closed for the har-

vest of shellfish. How-

ever, these restricted 

and conditionally re-

stricted areas are some-

times used to relay shellfish into other areas where 

they can be harvested after filtering clean water 

over a set period of time. Prohibited areas have 

the highest fecal coliform and pollution levels and 

are closed for any type of shellfish harvesting or 

relaying. Typically these areas are located next to 

sources of pollution.  

 Once management plans have been set, 

SEAS continues to routinely monitor the areas by 

evaluating pollution sources, collecting samples and 

recording daily rainfall and river levels. SEAS staff 

also compiles and analyzes data, submits monthly 

and yearly reports for each area, and rewrites 

management plans when necessary. SEAS works in 

conjunction with other state agencies for certain 

permit applications and any new coastal construc-

tion activities that may affect shellfish areas.   

 Our goal in 

SEAS is to provide the 

most shellfish harvest-

ing area possible, while 

at the same time pro-

tecting the public 

health of the shellfish 

consumer. In order to 

do this, it is essential 

to educate the public 

on what we do and 

why we do it. The more people understand about 

how our program works, the more the shellfish, 

the shellfish industry, and the shellfish consumers 

will continue to prosper from our efforts.         
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