
The Narragansett Bay Research Reserve is funded by 
NOAA and RIDEM and works in close partnership with the 

Audubon Society of Rhode Island.
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Blount’s Oysters

by Kady Marino, Roger Williams University

Th e Eastern oyster (Crassostrea virginica) is usually 
2 to 6 inches long and lives along the Atlantic 
coast of North America from Labrador to Mexico.  
Th e two rough, sharp white shells hook together 
at one end and have strong muscles to hold the 
shell shut. Oyster shells are made of protective 
calcium carbonate (lime) that oysters draw from 
the water they live in. Oysters require fairly warm 
and clear water and only live in areas where salt 
and fresh water mix together, like the salt marshes 
fringing Prudence Island. Oysters are born as 
free-swimming plankton (fl oating microscopic 
organisms).  As young oysters grow larger and 
heavier they settle and attach to a substrate (pilings, 
rocks, debris or other oyster shells) where they will 
continue to grow. On a low tide you can often see 
oysters attached to pilings and rocks. Th eir shells 
will be closed tightly together to keep the animal 
inside from drying out before the next high tide.

Oysters are fi lter-feeders. Th ey suck in water and 
fi lter out planktonic animals and detritus to digest.  
Th ey also fi lter out and collect any toxins that 
might be in the water.  Th is process can clean the 
water, but is not healthy for the oysters or for the 
people eating them.  It is usually not safe to eat 
oysters in the summer months. 

 Th ese shellfi sh are important to fi sheries in the 
northeastern United States where oysters are raised 
for the restaurant half shell trade. Narragansett Bay 
experienced a booming oyster business in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries.  However, as modern 
industries moved into the area, oil and industrial 
pollution took its toll on the water quality in the 
Bay and oyster populations declined. Th e violent 
hurricane of 1938 ruined about three quarters of all 
the oyster beds in Narragansett Bay and damaged 
equipment and oyster culture operations.     

N
B

N
E

R
R

 N
E

W
S

V
o

lu
m

e
 6

.

Narragansett Bay 
Research ReserveSummer 2007

Newsletter

In the years following the hurricane sea stars preyed 
heavily upon the remaining oysters, and in the 
past two decades the migration of diseases such as 
Dermo, MSX, and Juvenile Oyster Disease into 
Narragansett Bay have greatly reduced the number 
of healthy oyster beds.          

In the 1990s, Eastern oyster cultivation and 
production began to increase steadily in New 
England after decades of being absent in our 
fi sheries.  A major factor in this comeback is the 
increase in ‘remote setting’ projects.  Remote 
setting is a practice in which oyster brood stock 
are maintained and spawned in a hatchery.  Th e 
small larvae are set on substrate in the hatchery 
and are then moved to a protected salt pond or cove 
until they are large enough to be planted out in 
Narragansett Bay.  

Luther H. Blount farmed oysters as a hobby starting 
in the 1970s.  For decades he preferred the string 
method of larval setting.  ‘Strings’ are a form of 
settlement platform for the young oysters made 
from sea scallop shells threaded onto thin steel wire 
about three feet long.  Th e strings of scallop shells 
hang down into the water from fl oating platforms in 
a salt pond or other protected fi eld site and juvenile 
oysters, called spat, cement themselves to the shells.  
Th e spat then grow to maturity when they can be 
harvested for consumption.

Roger Williams students hard at work in Jenny’s Creek Pond

                                                 Continued on Page 3.



Updates from the Coastal 
Training Program (CTP)
By Jennifer West

Several ‘Conservation Development’ workshops 
off ered by the CTP and DEM Offi  ce of 
Sustainable Watersheds this winter attracted 
audiences of developers, engineers, municipal 
boards and planners.  Th ey learned how to apply 
the conservation design process to an actual 
site through a hands-on group exercise.  Th ese 
workshops have benefi ted 28 targeted Rhode 
Island towns in various stages of adopting 
Conservation Development ordinances.  

Th e CTP co-sponsored the 2007 Land and 
Water Conservation Summit, held at URI on 
March 25 and hosted by the Rhode Island Land 
and Water Partnership.  Designed to meet the 
needs of land trusts, watershed organizations 
and municipal conservation commissions, the 
Summit off ered workshops to enhance technical 
and organizational skills.  Experts covered 
topics essential for watershed management, land 
conservation, and organizational development.

On March 29, CTP held a workshop for non-
profi ts and private landowners to learn about 
the State’s Riparian Buff er Restoration Fund, a 
portion of the Narragansett Bay and Watershed 
Restoration Bond voted on in 2004.  Riparian 
areas buff er wetlands and protect water quality 
and habitat.  Participants learned how to use state 
and federal grants to restore these vital buff ers.
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Reserve News    

Mark Your Calendars!
Prudence Island Groundwater Workshop - June 23, 2007

Summer Volunteers Needed!

The Reserve is looking for volunteers.  If 

any of the following job descriptions 

interest you please contact:  Robin Weber,                      

robin@nbnerr.org  or (401)683-7369

Non-native Plant Monitoring and Mapping

Collect data while driving or hiking Prudence 
Island roads and trails!  To better understand the 
spread of non-native invasive plants across the 
island, NBRR is expanding its eff orts to monitor 
and map selected species.  Assigned activities 
will vary depending on your level of interest. 
Most monitoring/mapping eff orts are seasonal 
and of short duration.

Butterfl y Gardening

Visit the South End Learning Center a few 
times each month during the summer to help 
maintain the butterfl y garden.  The work could 
include ordering and planting new butterfl y 
plants and trees, installing a solar pump for 
the pond, deadheading old fl owers, and of 
course...weeding.  Any help would be much 
appreciated!

Education Program Assistance

Volunteer with the Reserve’s education 
programs, especially on rainy days when visitors 
most frequently visit our learning center.  You 
can read stories to our young visitors, help with 
the summer’s Saturday Kids’ Nature Crafts, share 
your knowledge of the island with visitors, or 
assist with easy administrative tasks.

The Prudence Island Groundwater Task Force is organizing a public workshop for Prudence 
Islanders and other concerned citizens to learn about the basics of island hydrology and groundwater 
supply, along with issues specifi c to Prudence Island. 

Take advantage of the experience and expertise of the speakers and panelists who will share their 
time with us.  Participants will include representatives from the RI Department of Environmental 
Management, the Coalition for Water Security, the RI Water Resources Board, the University of Rhode 
Island, the RI Division of Planning, the RI Department of Health, and the United States Geologic Survey.   

To learn more, please contact Jennifer West, CTP Coordinator, at 401-222-4700, ext 7413,  or 
jennifer@nbnerr.org.   When: 12 – 3 pm on June 23, 2007   Where: PIA Hall
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Blount’s Oysters

Th e Blount family has been involved in oyster 
culture in Rhode Island since the early 1900s and 
established the Blount Marine Corp. in Warren, 
Rhode Island.  Luther Blount constructed Jenny’s 
Creek Pond at Potter’s Cove on Prudence Island 
as the site of his oyster culture experiments in the 
1970s.  Th e pond continually receives saltwater 
from the adjacent saltmarsh and is an ideal area 
for oyster culture due to its low predator rate, 
low pollution, high fl ow of water, and constant 
planktonic food supply coming from the highly 
productive saltmarsh.  

During the 1977-1978 growing season, 11 tons 
of cultured oysters were retrieved from Jenny’s 
Creek Pond.  Th e mature oysters in the pond 
continue to spawn annually, releasing larvae 
into Narragansett Bay and contributing to the 
creation of new oyster beds.  In recent years, with 
help from Roger Williams University students 
and faculty, Luther Blount established the Renew 
the Resources of the Bay Program in an eff ort 
to educate the public about oyster culture and 
conservation of Narragansett Bay.  Th e University 
has been granted the right to continue using 
Jenny’s Creek Pond for oyster culture, in an eff ort 
to carry out Blount’s dream of repopulating oyster 
beds throughout Narragansett Bay.

Above:  Adding eyed larval oysters to a settlement 
tank at Roger Williams University  
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Get Involved:   Restore Blount’s 
Oysters in Narragansett Bay

Come to the first ever ‘Oyster Field Day’ 
on Prudence Island.  Students from 
Roger Williams University will share 
their cutting-edge oyster cultivation 

research at the Narragansett Bay Research 
Reserve’s Lab & Learning Center on the 
south end of Prudence Island.  This will 
be followed by a light lunch and a trip 

to Jenny’s Creek Pond to lend a hand in 
culturing oysters.  (Ages 12+)

There may even be some half shell 
samples available!  

The workshop and volunteer project is 
Saturday, June 9 from 11 am to 3 pm.  

Please contact Kristin at the Reserve for 
more information about the Field Day! 
401-683-1478 or Kristin@nbnerr.org

Left:  A sea scallop 
string with oysters 
attached

Above:  Sea scallop and oyster string array in a 
settlement tank

Continued from Page 1.







What is Prescribed Fire?  Prescribed fi re is the use 
of fi re under particular weather and fuel conditions 
to achieve resource management goals.  Also called 
“controlled burns,” these fi res are essential to the 
preservation of certain forest types, such as the pine 
barrens on Prudence Island.

6

Using Fire to Manage Forests
by Kristin Van Wagner and Tom Kutcher

Two controlled burns took place on Prudence Island 
on March 30 and April 10, 2007, to help manage 
the pine barren habitat on the island’s south end.  
Th e following article describes what prescribed fi re 
is and how these fi res are conducted.  Th e Research 
Reserve thanks the Rhode Island Department of 
Environmental Management Divisions of Forest 
Environment and Fish and Wildlife, the Town of 
Portsmouth Fire Department, and the Prudence 
Island Volunteer Fire Department for all the support 
and hard work that made these fi res possible.  

Why Do We Burn?

•  To restore or preserve fi re-adapted communities

Until recently fi re had been an important factor in 
shaping North America’s ecosystems, but expanding 
development has led to the suppression of fi res 
within natural areas.  Th e Narragansett Bay Reserve 
is working with partners to bring regular burns back 
into our fi re-dependant pine barrens habitats.

•  To maximize biological diversity

Fire events in the past often swept over large areas 
of the landscape.  Historically, wildfi res were only 
stopped by wetlands and less fi re-prone ecosystems.  
Th is process led to a mosaic of ecosystems like a 
patchwork quilt of habitat diversity.  In the pine 
barrens on Prudence Island the frequency and 
timing of prescribed fi res can be staggered to 
maintain such a mosaic and high biodiversity.

•  To manage threatened and endangered species 

Certain plant species depend on fi re for their 
survival. For example, pine cones of the pitch pine 
(Pinus rigida) will not release seeds unless they are 
opened by the heat of a fi re.  Fire also opens up the 
understory, which helps important food sources, such 
as highbush blueberries (Vaccinium corymbosum) and 
black huckleberries (Gaylussacia baccata) grow.  Many 
animals have evolved within these fi re-dependent 
habitats and indirectly rely on fi re for their survival.  
On Prudence Island, these include various songbird 
species, such as pine and chestnut-sided warblers 
(Dendroica spp.) and several rare moths.

•   To reduce fi re hazards through fuel management

If several years pass between controlled burns, the 
amount of fuels available to a wildfi re can be high.  
Frequent controlled burns minimize the hazards of 
wildfi re by reducing the fuel load in the forest.  

•  To conduct safe prescribed fi res

When the Narragansett Bay Research Reserve and 
its partners plan for a prescribed fi re, the safety of 
the fi re crews and neighboring homes is of primary 
importance.  During the planning process, many 
safety factors have to be considered.  

•  To encourage cooperation between partners

Th e Narragansett Bay Research Reserve works with 
several agencies in Rhode Island to use prescribed 
fi re as a management tool.  Th is cooperation creates 
a team that works on prescribed burns.  Teamwork 
is important, as fi res do not recognize agency 
boundaries.        
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A State wildland fi re truck gets on the Prudence Island Ferry

Using a driptorch to light a backburn.  Backburns creep into 
the wind creating a black area to help contain the fi re.

Continued on Page 7.
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Reserve News    

Prudence Island Beaches 
Cleaned for Earth Day

Many thanks to all the volunteers who 

turned out on Saturday April 28th to clean 

up the island in honor of Earth Day.  This 

event was hosted by the Reserve with 

the RI Department of Environmental 

Management.  Volunteers enjoyed coff ee 

and donuts and then rallied to fi ll almost 

an entire  dumpster at the transfer station 

with trash washed up on our beaches. 

Some of the unusual items we recovered:

Half a windsurf board, camera, stuff ed 

Easter bunny toy, Barbie doll leg, half an 

O’Day sailboat, and a basketball.

                                                    Continued from Page 6.                 
How do we burn?

Step 1:  Assess the site.  Study aerial photographs, 
conduct wildlife surveys and investigate historic 
land use.  Visit the burn unit and surrounding area. 
Develop a plan that clearly states the goals of the 
prescribed fi re.  Goals dictate the burn prescription, 
and help to estimate the success of the fi re.

Step 2:  Collaborate on the controlled burn. Our 
partners provide crews and equipment that will 
ensure a safe fi re.  Th e Reserve assists and organizes.

Step 3:  Write the fi re prescription.  Th e fi re 
prescription is a detailed plan that addresses weather 
conditions and placement of crew and equipment for 
the fi re.  It strives to anticipate changes in wind and 
fi re behavior and is the “game plan” for burn crews.  

Step 4:  Alert the neighbors.  Th e team calls nearby 
fi re offi  cials and uses signs and email alerts to inform 
our neighbors of the fi re’s location, what to expect 
the day of the fi re, and whom to call for answers to 
any questions.

 Step 5:  Prepare the site. Th is involves physically 
inspecting the burn unit and clearing the fi rebreaks 
around the perimeter of the burn unit.   Th e Reserve 
documents changes in the forest over time by taking 
time-lapse photos before and after the fi re.

Step 6:  Monitor the weather. Th e team gathers 
weather information from many sources to ensure an 
accurate forecast for the day of the planned burn.

Step 7:  Plan around good weather. When the 
weather is right, all participants are contacted to 
arrange a place and time to meet on the morning of 
the fi re.

Step 8:  Conduct the prescribed fi re. At the day’s 
briefi ng the “burn boss” gives everyone assignments, 
information on the dangers and ‘safe zones’ of the 
site, and the goals of the burn. When all crews are in 
place around the burn site, the fi re begins.  Changes 
in wind direction, humidity and cloud cover can 
impact fi re behavior, so care is taken to monitor 
the weather all day.  At end of the burn crews “mop 
up” by dowsing any remaining fi res with water.  A 
local fi re department volunteer and/or Reserve staff  
member checks the site during the night to assure 
nothing has rekindled. 

Step 9:  Conduct a post-fi re evaluation.  Reserve 
staff  monitor parameters such as vegetation and bird 
communities to assess changes that have occurred 
after the fi re and evaluate if the fi re’s goals were met.

For more photos and a complete list of 
the unusual items found, please visit: 
www.nbnerr.org   

Thank you everyone!
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Join Audubon’s Annual Butterfl y Count 
on Prudence Island - June 23, 2007

By July Lewis, Policy Assistant, ASRI

Know a thing or two about butterfl ies or think you’d 
like to learn? If so, please join Audubon’s Butteryfl y 
Count.  Every year, Audubon, and the North American 
Butterfl y Association (www.naba.org), organize a 
statewide survey. For the fi rst time the survey will 
include Prudence Island! The event is open to the 
public, and amateurs are welcome. Count butterfl ies 
for a few hours, or the whole day—it’s up to you!

A Butterfl y Identifi cation 
Workshop at the 
Portsmouth Library is 
on Wed. June 20, from 
6 to 7:30 pm. There is a 
$5 participation fee for 
adults, and no charge 
for ages under 12.

To participe please 
contact July Lewis at 
jlewis@asri.org or       
401-949-5454 x 3044.

BE GREEN !
Please circulate this newsletter 
around your home and office.

The Reserve has a new website.  

Check it out:

www.nbnerr.org
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Reserve News    

North End Recreation Day 
August 12, 2007

Based on feedback from a telephone survey 

conducted by the Research Reserve of island 

property owners, the Reserve has picked 

a day to open the gate to the north end to 

allow vehicle access.  This Rec Day will allow 

islanders to drive in and take in the views 

from Providence Point, and to clam and berry 

around the northern tip of the island.  If the 

day goes well, the Reserve will off er another 

Rec Day in the fall.  (Please note if the road 

conditions are wet we will have to postpone 

opening the north end.)  Have fun!

The gate to the North End will be open on 

Sunday August 12, 2007 from 9 am to 5 pm. 
A painted lady ( Vanessa cardui) 
Photo credit:  David Cappaert                   
www.thebutterflysite.com


