
Overwintering checklist  

In November, as the cold season approaches, oyster aquaculturists start 
preparing the cages for winter storage. Oysters lower their metabolism 
when the water temperature drops below 10°C. They stop filtering 
completely below 4°C. They do not feed at all during the winter. Below 
is a list of things to remember when getting ready to over- winter the 
oyster gardens. It is not difficult to secure the stock for a 5 month period 
of harshness.  

• Try to get the work done comfortably before it gets too cold out, and 
conditions become nasty and possibly dangerous. Shellfish will 
continue to grow through Thanksgiving and at that time, it is really 
getting late in the season. Water temperatures are reaching 10 
°Celsius and below.   

• When setting up the garden in an over-wintering configuration, keep 
some worst case scenarios in mind. Anticipate ice, wind, waves 
and extreme cold to be working against you. Don’t plan on fixing 
potential problems during the winter months.   

• Try to maintain all of the gear below the water’s surface. A depth of 2 
feet or greater below low tide is preferable. If this is not possible, 
keep in mind the potential problems that can arise from a thick 
layer of ice. While oysters can handle a great degree of cold, the 
gear often cannot withstand the weight and movement of ice as it 
shifts with the tides.   

• All gear should avoid coming directly in contact with the bottom. 
Some sort of base should be used to hold the gear slightly off the 
bottom. Even on a firm  bottom cages can create their own 
sediments- both from trapping particulates during storms and from 
the oyster waste products.  

• All rigging should pass through the meshes of the culture gear. Avoid 



pinning or  zip-tying any ropes to the cages (If you can’t tie a 
knot, tie a lot, or learn some of the more basic and useful knots. 
There is nothing worse than losing the garden to poor marlinspike 
seapersonship). Additional safety lines are never a bad thing.   

• It is fine to consolidate oysters into fewer bags for the winter. Stocking 
densities of 2-3 hundred are acceptable for first year oysters, 
depending how large they have gotten by the end of the season. 
Volume is often a better method than counts.   

• Try to maintain a horizontal position with all of the cages. The more 
evenly oysters are spread within the gear the better. Excessive 
bunching up can lead to serious problems in the late winter, early 
spring.   

• Now is a good time to take final seasons measurements. The more 
documentation you make of how you over-winter your stock, the 
more you can determine regarding future over-winter survival.   

• If you are planning on eating any stock in the winter, set it aside in a 
separate “lunchbox” so that you don’t have to mess with the over-
winter garden configuration. (A lunchbox is a separate piece of 
gear holding oysters to be used in the winter without disturbing the 
remainder of the stock).   

• If you are concerned about over-wintering at your location, you could 
consider moving the stock to the Marine center or other members’ 
docks. If you need help, please call for assistance.  Keep in mind 
that oysters like cold winters and can withstand a greater amount 
of punishment than the gear can .  

 


