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ISSUE

An estimated sixty-five percent of
seafood consumption in the United
States, by expenditure, occurs in
restaurants (Love et al. 2020).
However, the restaurant sector has
been negatively impacted by the
C OVID-19 pandemic and the
associated public health and social
protections. By mid-March 2020 most
restaurants were closed to eat-in
dining. The loss of this sector therefore
has meant that seafood producers and
distributors across the country have
needed
to
identify
alternative
pathways to move product to
consumers. One way they are doing
this is by pivoting to local and direct
distribution models (Smith, et al. 2020,
Stoll et al. 2020).

INNOVATION
This brief focuses on local and statelevel Oyster Trails and the emergence of
Pick-Your-Own
and
U-Pick
opportunities at oyster farms during the
pandemic. Pick-Your-Own and U-Pick
farms have existed in the broader
agricultural
sector
for
decades.
However, COVID-19 has made them
particularly popular because they
provide a mode of outdoor recreation
and agritourism (Danovich 2020).

OUTCOME
Fishers and shellfish growers around
the country pivoted to local and directto-consumer sales during the early
months of the pandemic. The
emergence of U-Pick oyster farmers
represents a novel mode of direct-toconsumer sales and an opportunity to
strengthen the local food system
through a form of agritourism. We
provide an overview of the existing
Oyster Trails in the US and discuss
key considerations for farmers,
managers, and tourism groups who
may be interested in establishing and/
or further strengthening U-Pick
operations.

Oyster Trails
So...you think you want to establish an
Oyster Trail or a U-Pick?
There are a lot of different types of tourism “trails,”
from vineyards to bird watching hotspots. Oyster Trails
are an emerging concept that combine food, agritourism,
and shellfish farming. These trails have existed in the
United States since at least the early 2000s, but have
proliferated in recent years. Each Oyster Trail is unique,
but most can be distinguished by two common features.
First, does the Oyster Trail define routes or is it set up so
that people choose their own adventure? The former are
set up like a hike with designated points-of-interest along
a pre-determined route. These trails range in length,
taking from a couple hours to a week to complete. For
example, the Capital Region USA website includes an
itinerary for a 7-day trip that takes people around the
Chesapeake Bay sampling oysters.
In contrast, other Oyster Trails provide information
about oyster-related activities (including farmers,
restaurants that serve local oysters, and markets where the
public can buy oysters), but do not recommend the order
in which they should be visited. The second distinguishing
feature relates to the type of information that is included
on the trails. For example, some Oyster Trails focus
exclusively on restaurants where consumers can order local
oysters (e.g. Louisiana Oyster Trail), while others include
information about oyster farms (see: Table 1 for a list of
Oyster Trails). Both options support local and direct oyster
sales.
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Table 1. Oyster Trails of the United States

Oyster Trails & U-Pick Oysters:
A Maine Case Study
Part 1. Oyster Trail of Maine

Shellfish in southern Maine to Sloop Island Sea
Farm in Downeast Maine. As of November 2020,
over 80,000 people had visited the online Oyster
Trail.

Eastern oysters (Crassostrea virginica) have
been farmed in Maine since the late 1970s and
they are the second most valuable farm-raised
species in the state behind Atlantic salmon.
Oyster farming is most concentrated in the
Damariscotta River, but in the last decade
operations have started to expand to other parts
of the mid-coast region, including southern
and eastern Maine.
Recognizing the geographic expansion of
oyster farming, the Oyster Trail of Maine was
created as a collaboration between Maine Sea
Grant, Maine Aquaculture Association, Maine
Aquaculture Innovation Center, and the
University of Maine Cooperative Extension.
Established in 2017, the aim of the trail is to
increase the visibility of oyster farms in Maine.
The trail is publicly available on Google Maps
and provides information about where
consumers can go to buy local oysters. There is
also a printable version of the map (available
here). In addition to providing locations of
Maine-based oyster farms, the Oyster Trail of
Maine also provides information about local
restaurants and seafood markets that serve
Maine-raised oysters. In total, the map features
nearly 80 oyster farms from Spinney Creek

Figure 1. Number of small aquaculture farms in Maine has increased
rapidly in the past ten years.

Several oyster farms in Maine have
historically offered farm tours as a way to
diversify on-farm income. The Oyster Trail of
Maine aligns with these efforts and encourages
aqua-tourism activities. As Afton Hupper,
Outreach and Development Specialist for the
Maine Aquaculture Association
2

explains, “our goal is to attract visitors and
residents alike to have unique oyster experiences
along the coast of Maine.”

"Our goal is to attract
visitors and residents alike
to have unique oyster
experiences along the
coast of Maine."

Oyster Trail & Pick-Your-Own
Step 1. Welcome to the farm.

Afton Hupper, Outreach and
Development Specialist for the
Maine Aquaculture Association

Part 2. The emergence of U-Pick oyster farms
During the COVID-19 pandemic, oyster

farmers on the Oyster Trail of Maine have
gotten creative with the way they sell oysters.
One innovation allowing for safe distancing has
been the emergence of U-Pick oyster farms. The
basic concept follows that of traditional
agricultural U-Pick operations in that tourists
visit the farm and pick product to take home. In
the case of oyster U-Pick operations, tourists
who visit the farm aren’t able to go out on
the water, but instead have an opportunity to
select oysters from crates or bags that are on
the dock (Figure 3). These operations have
provided an opportunity for farms to earn
a little bit of money, while simultaneously
allowing tourists to have a safe and educational
experience.

Figure 2. Logo for the Oyster Trail of Maine.

Step 2. Select Your Oysters

Step 3. Clean, Eat, & Enjoy

Figure 3. An example of the U-Pick oyster
experience in photos.
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Building Better Beyond:
opportunities and considerations
The emergence of Oyster Trails and U-Pick
oyster farms during the pandemic highlights the
potential for local fisheries and aquaculture to be
part of the wider agritourism portfolio.
Facilitating direct product-to-consumer sales
promotes “fish as food” and turns seafood from a
commodity to an “experience good.”

Oyster Trails can be created by the private or
public sector or be a public-private partnership.
In Maine, the Oyster Trail of Maine was
established as a public-private partnership, but is
in the process of “graduating” and will become a
private endeavor.

State tourism offices represent an important
partner and can be a source of funding.
One reason U-Pick oyster farms are viable in
Maine is because the state had an amendable
regulatory structure prior to COVID-19.
Specifically, in order to sell seafood to the public,
harvesters are generally required to have a
seafood dealer’s license. These licenses require a
HACCP certified facility and monthly reporting,
which is often too costly for fishers and
farmers to pursue. However, by law, Maine
already allows farmers to sell product directly off
their farm or at their home residence.

States like Rhode Island established temporary
licenses to allow fishers and oyster growers to sell
their catch directly to consumers. Going forward,
institutionalizing these regulatory systems will
strengthen local and regional food systems,
agritourism, and aquaculture/fisheries.
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Thanks for reading!
For more information and resources on Local
and Regional Food Systems Response to COVID:
Building
Better
Beyond,
visit:
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/
where you can sign up for our project listserv,
read other innovation briefs, and check out
resources put forth by other sectors of the local
and regional food system.
Special thanks to the following network for
contributing to this innovation brief:
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For more information regarding oyster trails
and other seafood-related topics, visit:
https://localcatch.org/
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