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Regulating the Harvest 
Lesson by Katrina Ringrose, Seabeck, WA 

Key Concepts 
1.  In places where shellfish are harvested, 
regulations are often established limiting 
the quantity of shellfish people may take. 

2.  Regulations are used to protect the 
shellfish resource. 

 
 
Background 
 

State Departments of Fisheries or similar state agencies annually publish 
shellfish/sport fishing regulation booklets which inform the public regarding 
the “limits” or numbers of animals that can be taken and areas in which 
shellfish may be harvested.  Also included are regulations regarding lawful gear 
and practices.  Included in this information are things such as filling in clam 
holes and leaving oyster shells on the beach.   
 

It is important to have the most current booklet, because limits change from 
year to year, as do the areas open and closed for harvesting.  You can usually 
obtain one at any business that sells fishing licences or by contacting the 
Department of Fisheries directly. 
 

While regulations limiting shellfish harvesting were originally enacted 
because of concerns regarding observed declines in shellfish numbers, shellfish 
harvest today is limited for other reasons as well.  Some beaches are closed due 
to contamination from failing septic systems or industrial pollution. Other 
beaches are periodically closed because of outbreaks of the microscopic 
plankton which causes Paralytic Shellfish Poisoning (PSP). How do these 
plankton affect humans?  
 

Each PSP plankter contains a minute amount of a deadly nerve toxin. Even 
so, ingesting PSP plankton while swimming in PSP contaminated water poses 
little danger to humans. Rather, the danger comes from eating shellfish, 
especially clams and mussels, that have been living in PSP contaminated 
water. These animals filter huge quantities of water each day, concentrating 
PSP toxin in their tissues as they do so. Eating these clam-shaped packages of 
concentrated PSP toxin can cause tingling of the lips and extremities, difficulty 
in breathing and, even, death.  
 

PSP outbreaks seem to be occurring more frequently in many areas.  Some 
scientists think that increased runoff of fertilizers and sewage add the 
nutrients to coastal waters that enable rapid growth of PSP plankton.  
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Regardless of the cause of the PSP outbreaks, you should call your state 
department of health to learn about beach closures before you harvest 
shellfish. 

 
Materials 
 

For each student: 
 

•  “Regulating the Harvest” student reading 
 

•  “Razor Clam Maze” student activity page 
 

For the class: 
 

•  (OPTIONAL) an overhead or handouts of state regulations (While 
excerpts from the Washington State regulations are included here, use 
of regulation booklets from your local area is preferred.) 

 
Teaching Hints 
 

1. Have students complete the reading, “Regulating the Harvest.”   
 
2. Distribute the activity, “The Clam Maze.” Use the activity to reinforce the 

idea of a “limit.”   

 
3. Students may also be interested in more specifics about shellfish 

regulations. While it is best to locate and use local booklets, excerpts from 
the 1993 Washington State regulations are included for reference.  In your 
discussions, focus on limits and legal gear. 

 
Key Words 
 

limit - the greatest number allowed (as in harvesting shellfish) 
 

regulations - laws or rules designed to control or govern behavior 
 

shellfish - an invertebrate with a shell; an edible mollusk (i.e. clam)  or 
crustacean (i.e. crab) 

 
Extensions 
 

1. Use the regulation booklets to introduce the skill of scanning, and the use of 
headings as parts of good study skills. 

 
2. Use the regulations handbook for vocabulary skills “races.”  Have students 

find a word that starts with each letter of the alphabet and circle it.  Or have 
students look for specific words: clam, geoduck, limit, regulation, rake, etc.  
Design a scavenger hunt to find only tools (rake, shovel, clam gun) or only 
limits, etc. 
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3. Using the regulations book, have students figure out the total number of 
shellfish they would have if they took their legal limit for one day of each 
type of shellfish whose harvest is regulated.  

 
4. Using the regulations book, have students write informative/informational 

posters - ie. FILL YOUR HOLES, 18 IS THE LIMIT!  For real impact, display 
their work at beaches often used by shellfish gatherers. 

 
5. Investigate how native people historically harvested and preserved shellfish.  

Find out if shellfish are still an important part of the diet/economy of the 
native people. 

 
 

(Sing this round to Row, Row, Row Your Boat) 
 
Dig, dig, dig your hole deeper in the sands. 
Scurry!  Scurry!  Down you go.  Escape from human hands. 
 

 
Answer Key 
 

1. No, one may not take any number of clams desired.  There are limits set for 
different types of clams.  This question provides a good springboard for a 
discussion of the difference between “may” and “can” and an individual’s 
responsibilities in relation to shellfish and other wildlife harvesting. 

 

2. No, one may not use any gear desired. 
 

3. No, one may not use the same gear for all types of shellfish harvesting. 
 

4. This question calls for an opinion and should be used to initiate a discussion 
regarding harvesting regulations.  The use of specific types of gear for 
catching certain types of shellfish protects the shellfish that are not being 
taken.  Gear limitations also protect the habitat.  These rules are designed to 
help protect the resource. 

 

5. No, in Washington, razor clams are the only clam requiring a license to 
harvest recreationally.  Commercial harvesting of geoducks and other clams 
does require a license.  You may use this information to discuss the fact that 
commercial and recreational regulations often differ because of the different 
potential impacts of the two groups. 

 

6. Answers will vary but will likely include:  people might take all the shellfish, 
ruin the habitats, or get sick from taking shellfish from closed or polluted 
areas.
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Regulating the Harvest 

 
 

People all over the world eat shellfish.  Do you live near an ocean or 
waterway?  If so, you may have collected shellfish at the beach.  To do this you 
need the right tools.  Also you may only take a certain number of each kind of 
animal.  The number you can legally take is called a “limit.” 

  
1. May you go to a beach and take any number of clams you want?  

Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 

What kind of tools, or “gear” do you need when you collect shellfish?  In 
Washington State, for example, you may collect razor clams with a hand 
shovel.  You may also use a 4" diameter tube.  You may use a hand fork, pick 
or shovel to collect other types of clams. 
  
2. May you use any gear you want to collect shellfish? 
 
 
3. May you use the same gear for collecting all kinds of shellfish? 
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4. Why do you think there are these rules? 
 
 
 
 

You may also need a shellfish license to collect shellfish.  For example, in 
Washington State, to collect razor clams you need a special license.  For all 
other types of shellfish you do not need a license.  Every state has its own 
rules.  You must know the rules.  This isn’t hard.  Each state gives out free 
booklets.  You can find the booklets at stores that sell fishing licenses.  
 
5. Do you need to have a license to harvest geoduck clams in Washington 

State? 
 
 

Why have these rules?  They are made to help protect the shellfish.  They 
also help make sure people have shellfish to eat in the future.  What if everyone 
could take all they want?  They might take too many clams.  Or people might 
waste what they take.  Some might pick one size clam only.  They might kill the 
rest by throwing them back.  Some people might leave clams with cracked 
shells.  The rules try to make shellfish available for everyone! 

 
There are also rules that keep habitats healthy.  You must fill in the holes 

you dig when you collect clams.  You must leave oyster shells on the beach.  
These are habitat rules.   
 

There are rules about places you can and cannot collect shellfish.  It seems 
like a lot to learn, but it is important.  If you don’t read the rules, there might 
not be shellfish for anyone to collect! 
 
6. What do you think would happen if we didn’t have rules about taking 

shellfish? 
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Adapted from "The Clam Maze" by the Washington State Department of Fisheries 
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These pages are from the Washington state shellfish guidelines. 
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