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Early Records



• The inshore waters of Wales sustained a productive native oyster fishery.

• An early record of trade in Wales was a consignment of 20,000 oysters fromMilford in 1592.

• At the time, George Owen of Henllys,

a naturalist, described Milford

oysters as the

‘most delicate and of serverall sortes’

A Prolific Early Fishery

Owen, 1892; Welsh Port Books, E. A. Lewis, 1927



The Northern Historical Grounds of Wales 1600-mid 1800s

Anglesey & Menai Strait
•Rhoscolyn
•Llanddwyn Island
•Caernarfon
•Bangor 
•Puffin Island



The Western Historical Grounds of Wales 1600-mid 1800s

Llŷn Peninsula
•Porthdinllaen
•Bardsey Island 
•Saint Tudwal’s Islands



The Southwestern Historical Grounds of Wales 
1600-early 1800s

Milford & Tenby
•Angle
•Castle Pill
•Pennar
•Lawrenny
•Langwm
•St Govan’s Head
•Stackpole
•Caldey Island



The Southern Historical Grounds of Wales 1500-early 1900s

Swansea Bay
•Porthcrawl
•The Mumbles, Oystermouth



• Originally rowing boats were used to gather oysters operating a hand-dredge. 

• Owen, 1603, described the use of :

‘a kinde of Iron, made with barres, having a peece of horse or bullock skynne sowed to yt like a bagge, 
in such sort as that it being fastemed to a ropes end is cast into the bottome of Milford at viij or x 

fathome (15-18m) deeps, and is dragged at a boates ende by two rowers which rowe up and downe
the channel, and so the bagge of leather, being made apte to scrape up all manner of thinges, lyeing

in the bottome, gathereth up the oysters that breede there over certaine knowne beds’

Early Fishers Low Impact 



• Development and expansion of the rail network made it quicker and easier to transport live oysters 
throughout the UK into the major cities for market. Prior Tenby could only send fishing goods twice a week.

• However, accessibility to different markets meant that there was increased competition.

• Vessels operated powered oyster dredges to fish efficiently over a wider area for longer. 

Fishery More Efficient Post 1700s



Changes in Fishery Output & Target Customer



1791- an Act to regulate oyster fishing (Chitty, 1812)
Laws at the time ‘not sufficient effectually not maintain and preserve the said fisheries, and to prevent the 
destroying of the oyster brood within the same’. 
Anyone caught gathering or with gear without  ownership of an oyster fishery would be fined or imprisoned.

1850 - Translocation of stocks to East England  (Matheson, 1929; Lloyd, 1954) 
‘thousands of oysters were sent from the Welsh coast to restock beds on the east coast and elsewhere’ 

1864 - 700 million oysters sold in London (Philpots, 1890)

1871- Maximum no. of boats: 188 boats in Mumbles (Jenkins, 1991)

1874 - ↓ stocks + ↑ fishing effort= overexploitation 

Fishery in Trouble



1877- Ban sale of oysters in summer months; 14 May to 4 August (Edwards 1997) 
‘Sea Fisheries (Shellfish) Act of 1967’ to conserve breeding stocks and remains inforce.

1918/20 - Disease outbreaks (Jenkins, 1991)

1919 - MAFF attempt to restore fishery with hatchery trials 

(Utting and Spencer, 1992)

1937- Closure of last commercial fishery in Wales: Mumbles 

(MAFF, 1938)

1960 - MAFF experimental cultivation (Davidson, 1976) 
‘…oyster beds in Swansea Bay promise to become fruitful by the mid 1990’s.’ (Jenkins, 1991) 

1999 - MAFF trials unsuccessful on a commercial scale and the station was closed 
Cold winters, disease outbreaks and Bonamiasis the commercial oyster fisheries in Wales did 
not recover (Orton, 1923; Wright, 1923; House of Commons, 1999; Laing, 2005)

Attempts & Addressing the Collapse
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