
To gain access to one of the richest oyster-producing areas 
along the Bay, it’s easiest to take a car.

The oyster hatchery at Horn Point Laboratory outside 
Cambridge, Maryland, produced 350 million oysters last year, 
grown in a series of 10,000-gallon tanks of water from the 
Choptank River.

Pointing to one of the tanks, the hatchery’s program direc-
tor Don “Mutt” Meritt notes, “There are 482.4 million oysters 
in that tank. We know how many there are; we’ve got to count 
them to make sure there aren’t so many that we lose them all.”

The Horn Point team grows, feeds, and spawns more oys-
ters than any other hatchery on the Chesapeake. They are ac-
tively looking for ways to address the declining oyster popula-
tion and to research the Bay oyster, Crassostrea virginica, and 
the Asian oyster, Crassostrea ariakensis.

Their work with oysters is one example of their Bay-wide 
research and its applications. Their science mixes the world of 
geeky clinicians in white lab coats with that of watermen in 
salt-stained slickers as they address issues vital to exploring 
and restoring the Bay.

One of three laboratories that comprise the University of 
Maryland Center for Environmental Science (UMCES), Horn 
Point’s faculty centers its research on nutrient cycles, ocean-
ography, and restoration ecology. There are 28 faculty mem-
bers, 154 total staff, and 24 graduate students working on an 
840-acre campus along the Choptank River. Along with oyster 

research, the blue crab, and the low oxygen in the Bay are 
other projects underway at Horn Point, which have garnered 
national attention.
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Horn Point Laboratory’s Mission on the Bay

(top) Oysters are grown by the millions at the Horn Point 
Laboratory. (above) Don “Mutt” Meritt oversees the 
culturing of oysters at the lab.



There aren’t many scientists named “Mutt.” But there 
aren’t many former Chesapeake Bay watermen who hold 
PhDs in marine estuarine environmental sciences. A St. Mi-
chaels native, Meritt began working at Horn Point in the 
1970s. Growing up, he worked on the water—and might still 
be there—were it not for St. Michaels High School teacher 
Dick Kleen, who inspired Meritt’s curiosity for observing the 
natural world. His background gives him a rapport and cred-
ibility with local watermen not afforded to many in the scien-
tific community.

As program director for Horn Point’s 5,500-square-foot 
oyster hatchery, Meritt oversees the growing of both the Bay 
and Asian oysters. The major question being asked by re-
source managers and stakeholders is whether or not to in-
troduce the Asian oysters to the Bay. Though he has grown, 
studied, and written about both varieties, it is not a scientist’s 
job to conjecture whether or not to introduce a foreign spe-
cies of oysters into the Bay. A scientist needs to talk about 
what he has observed. When asked what his observations 
have yielded, Meritt says, “I have not seen anything to date 
that is a deal breaker.”

He points out that when con-
templating this kind of ecological 
decision, there are easy answers 
and hard answers.

“The easy answer is if some-
body finds something that will 
bring a pox on the Bay, or you 
put non-native oysters in and all 
the blue crabs catch a disease. No 
one is going to do something like 
that,” he says.

The hard questions come 
when the research doesn’t give 
any indication that something bad 
will happen.

“Then the question is, did you 
not find it because you didn’t look 

for it in the right place, at the right time, in the right way, or is 
it that it just wasn’t there,” says Meritt. “People want a guar-
antee, but you’re not going to get it.”

Part of the research the hatchery has conducted on Asian 
oysters focuses on the behavior of the larvae. This research 
has helped Elizabeth North create a model for larval disper-
sal patterns.

Creating an accurate model to predict where Asian oyster 
larvae will go is an important factor in whether or not to intro-
duce non-native oysters into the Bay. A report North wrote is a 
part of the environmental impact study that is currently being 
conducted by the Maryland Department of Natural Resources.

North’s model looks at the dispersal patterns of Bay oysters 
and Asian oysters side-by-side to show how the larvae could 
be influenced by wind, tides, salinity, and other circulation pat-
terns. The kind of mathematical modeling program that she 
uses was developed at Horn Point, where scientists adapted an 
ocean modeling program to the grid of the Chesapeake Bay. 
This model simulated the water of the Bay, on top of which 
North put her model for oyster larvae behavior.

A debate as controversial as the introduction of Asian 
oysters to the Bay is not standard territory for a mathemati-
cal modeler.

“Ultimately, it is gratifying to work on something that so 
many people care about,” she says. “It is also challenging. A 

lot of the work we completed along 
the way didn’t even make it to the 
final report because we hold it to the 
highest standards.”

With her report on the Asian 
oyster in the hands of the DNR, 
North’s attention is now focused 
on the blue crab and how wind and 
flow patterns affect its population. 
North’s work on the blue crab is 
garnering attention and funding. 
The Sea Grant programs for Dela-
ware, Maryland, and Virginia are 
co-sponsoring the project. North 
sees the collaborative nature of 
the project, along with its ultimate 
practical applications to be a part of 
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The new Aquaculture and Restoration Ecology Laboratory 
at Horn Point is part of the University of Maryland.

Elizabeth North conducts cutting-edge research on 
oysters and blue crabs. Photo by Cheryl Nemazie



Horn Point’s charge.
“As a state university, we need to 

communicate scientific research in a way 
that can inform management decisions,” 
she says.

Horn Point’s work on oysters and blue 
crabs is finding a number of audiences 
around the Chesapeake watershed. The 
work they are conducting on the overall 
water quality and health of the Bay is re-
ceiving national attention and earning sci-
entists Bill Boicourt and Horn Point Director Mike Roman 
research trips to New Orleans.

Scientists at Horn Point have spent a number of years 
studying the low oxygen zone in the Chesapeake Bay.

“When Captain John Smith sailed up the Bay there was 
probably a low oxygen zone,” says Roman. “Every estuary, 
when you have fresh water going over salt, the bottom gets 
separated from the top.” 

He said nutrients are brought in from the rivers and sink 
to the bottom “like a giant compost heap and it uses up the 
oxygen. So our ‘dead zone,’ as they call it, has grown in size 
and it’s also grown in duration. About 7 to 10 percent of the 
Bay’s volume doesn’t have enough oxygen to support life.

The same thing is occurring in the Mississippi River 
and the northern Gulf of Mexico. It’s a big enough concern 
that the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) has awarded $2.25 million in multi-year grants to 
study the Gulf’s “dead zone.”

 Roman said the zone in the Gulf re-
gion is roughly the size of Rhode Island. It 
is large and relatively new, having formed 
within the last 50 years. So Horn Point’s 
scientists will be joining groups from 
Michigan, Ohio, and Florida, to study how 
the zone affects the distribution of marine 
life in the fisheries of the Gulf.

“We did a similar study on Chesapeake 
Bay,” Roman notes. 

In addition to bringing research and 
experience to New Orleans, the Horn 
Point scientists also brought the Scanfish. 
Resembling an airplane wing, the Scanfish 
travels up and down underwater with sen-
sors that measure the temperature, salin-
ity, oxygen, and the amount of plankton 
in the water.

“We were the first in the country to 
get the Scanfish and right away it revolu-
tionized our thinking about the Bay,” says 
Boicourt. “It’s like HDTV; there are a lot of things that have 
been there the whole time, but we have never been able to 
see them before.”

Boicourt and Roman loaded the Scanfish and took it to 
New Orleans at the end of last summer for a research cruise. 
They will meet with the same national group of scientists to 
review and discuss their findings later this year.

At home on the Bay, Boicourt finds ways to collaborate 

with other stakeholders to share data. In 
1991, he brought a group together to start 
the Chesapeake Bay Observing System 
(CBOS). It now gives real-time data on 
Bay tides, temperature, salinity, and other 
statistics at the website www.cbos.org.  
CBOS has become a Bay-wide collab-
orative that includes NOAA, the National 
Ocean Service, the National Weather Ser-
vice, and the U.S. Geological Survey.

“Resource managers need answers,” says 
Boicourt. “They need to make decisions very 
quickly and they will make it with or without 

the science if it is not there in a timely manner.”

  
Horn Point’s success in bridging the gap between the aca-

demic and the applicable has not been an accident. They are 
relevant by design.

Roman points out that when they evaluate their scientists 
every year, they look at a number of factors. They consider 
what they have done in the way of discovery. They look at 
how they have worked with state managers. They evaluate 
what faculty members have done for public outreach, and what 
they have done for education—teaching not only graduate stu-
dents, but interns, high school, and grade school students.

Roman also has high hopes for a new initiative at Horn 
Point: the Ecological Restoration Institute. The thinking be-
hind the institute is using what they know about the Bay and 
how to fix it in small sections.

“We know how to make things better,” Roman said. “You 
stop farm runoff, you upgrade sewage treatment plants, you 
put in buffer strips.

 “By taking a more holistic approach, it’s going to make 
a difference.” w

For more information about Horn Point Laboratory, visit 
its website at www.hpl.umces.edu.
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Horn Point scientist Bill Boicourt (left) and Horn Point Director Mike Roman 
(center) join a research team on the Gulf of Mexico. Photo courtesy of Horn Point.
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