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Oregon’s Shellfish Program 

The Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) protects and enhances Oregon’s shellfish 

and their habitats for present and future generations. The ODFW Shellfish Program meets this 

mission through research, monitoring, and management. Information about shellfish 

populations and commercial and recreational harvest enables the ODFW Shellfish Program to 

assess the status and sustainability of shellfish populations and their habitats.  

Both commercial and recreational clammers directly contribute to the management of the 

resources they use. Recreational shellfish license fees, commercial fish funds, and small grants 

for special projects fund the majority of shellfish program activities.  

ODFW works with several partners to co-manage fish and wildlife. 

The Oregon Department of Agriculture safeguards shellfish for 

consumption through shellfish testing and certifies areas for 

consumptive use. The Oregon State Police enforces and 

communicates fish and wildlife regulations. Collaborations with 

other state and federal agencies as well as academic institutions 

enhance our collective understanding of shellfish. 

Both recreational and commercial fisheries are regulated by 

Oregon Revised Statutes (laws) and Oregon Administrative Rules 

(rules).  Statutes are passed by the Legislature and rules are passed by the Oregon Fish and 

Wildlife Commission (OFWC). The governor appoints the 7 members of the OFWC to serve 

staggered 4 year terms, represent congressional districts, and hear proposed rules. ODFW staff, 

members of the public through a petition process, or the OFWC itself can propose rule changes. 

Find upcoming meeting agendas and materials on the OFWC website, 

https://www.dfw.state.or.us/agency/commission/.  Any member of the public is welcome to 

submit written testimony relating to scheduled exhibits or other topics to the commission via a 

public forum.  After considering all of the testimony provided, the commission may adopt a 

proposed rule, leave the rule as is (status quo), or adopt a modified version of a new rule. 

In 2019, Senate Bill 1025 directed ODFW to form a Tillamook Bay Clam Advisory Committee 

(TBCAC) that would consider issues and make recommendations pertaining to bay clam 

management. ODFW appointed members to represent commercial, recreational, and 

conservation interests. The ODFW Shellfish Program will facilitate the TBCAC meetings and help 

the Committee identify and articulate recommendations the Department will consider for 
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management of the commercial and recreational bay clam fisheries. ODFW will report back to 

the legislature in 2022. 

 

Tillamook Bay: An Estuary of National Significance 

Tillamook Bay is a drowned river 

mouth fed by five major rivers, is 

Oregon’s 3rd largest estuary, and 

encompasses a 597 sq mi watershed. 

Listed as one of 28 “estuaries of 

national significance,” Tillamook Bay is 

part of the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency’s National Estuary 

Program representing Pacific 

Northwest estuaries.  

The coastal communities inhabiting this watershed are engaged and invested in the perpetuity 

of healthy ecosystems and sustainable resources in Tillamook Bay. Historically, the network of 

waterways provided access to subsistence shellfish beds and salmon fishing areas for native 

peoples like the Killamook. Over the past century, these waterways supported timber, farming, 

and fishing as cities and ports grew. Development impacted water quality and the natural 

resources the estuary supported. Regulatory changes improved conditions and today, Tillamook 

Bay supports thriving estuarine and freshwater communities and habitats that are enjoyed by 

outdoors enthusiasts, recreational and commercial harvesters, and an active oyster aquaculture 

industry.  

  

Clamming in Tillamook Bay 

Tillamook Bay supports more than 70% of the state’s commercial bay clam harvest and has had 

an important recreational bay clam fishery for many decades. Commercial harvest in intertidal 

habitats by raking or digging has occurred since at least 1891. The commercial subtidal dive 

fishery was initially pursued in the early 1960’s and developed into a limited entry fishery  in 

2006.  

In efforts to spatially separate commercial clamming operations from recreational harvest, 

ODFW closed areas to commercial bay clam harvest (FIGURE 1) including the Ghost Hole closure 

area in 2006. This popular salmon fishing area with the northern limit marked by the 

recognizable “floating toilet”, prohibits all commercial harvest of bay clams. Despite this 

designated closure area, conflict persists among users during peak salmon fishing months. 

Additional closures during critical months for salmon fishing may curb this conflict and provide 

a safe environment for users.  

Tillamook Bay near the Port of Garibaldi 
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Commercial harvest is also prohibited in 

the popular recreational clamming 

“Garibaldi flat” located west of the Coast 

Guard station. Commercial raking in 

intertidal habitats occurs primarily in the 

Bay Ocean tideflat and Central Flats 

adjacent the main channel. Both of these 

areas are also open to recreational harvest 

and accessed by boat. Commercial dive 

operations occur in the main channel, as 

well as the channel adjacent Hobsonville 

Point, north of the Ghost Hole shellfish 

closure area, where divers target butter 

clams (Saxidomus gigantea).  

 

Bay Clam Biology Informs Management 

The primary species of bay clams harvested in Oregon are butter clams (Saxidomus gigantea), 

cockles (Clinocardium nuttallii), gaper clams (Tresus capax, T. nuttallii), littleneck clams (Leukoma 

staminea, Venerupis philippinarum ), purple varnish clams (Nuttallia obscurata), and softshell 

clams (Mya arenaria). The first four clams listed are the most common targets for clammers in 

Tillamook Bay. Each of these clams has a unique life history (TABLE 1) and biology that is used to 

inform management.  

Some attributes that are important when considering harvest regulations are age at maturity, 

patterns of reproduction, mobility, larval and recruitment dynamics, and lifespan. TABLE 1 

provides ranges for these attributes for the recreationally and commercially important bay clams 

in Tillamook Bay. However, all of these life history attributes vary depending on the substratum, 

food supply, temperature, competition, and many other environmental factors. Also, drifting 

planktonic larvae likely provide connectivity between populations that inhabit subtidal and 

intertidal habitats, between populations in the nearshore ocean and bays, and possibly between 

populations in neighboring bays (e.g. Tillamook and Netarts Bays). 

Recreational clammers at Garibaldi 
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Figure 1. Intertidal and subtidal areas for clamming in Tillamook Bay. Commercial harvest is prohibited 

in the Shellfish Closure Area commonly known as the “Ghost Hole” and north of the Buoy 13 Closure 

Line. 
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Table 1. Life history and habitat attributes for four Oregon bay clams. 

 

Cockle Clam             
Clinocardium 

nuttallii 

 

Gaper Clam            
Tresus capax 

 

 

Butter Clam     
Saxidomus gigantea 

 

 

Native Littleneck 
Clam    

Leukoma staminea 

 

Maximum Age 10 – 14 years 16 years 20+ years 6 – 10 years 

Age at Maturity 2 years 3 – 4 years 3 – 4 years 2 – 3 years 

Maximum Size 5” 10” 4 – 5” 3 – 4” 

Burial Depth 

Surface to 6”    

Can “walk” on surface 

with foot. 

1 – 3 feet 6” – 14” Surface to 10” 

Spawning Season 

in Oregon 

Hermaphroditic,  

June - October 
January – April April - July April - October 

Duration of Larval 

Stages 

No published larval 

duration 
24 – 34 days 28 – 36 days 3 weeks 

Geographical 

Range 
Japan, AK – San Diego 

Kodiak, AK – San 

Francisco, CA 

Aleutian Islands to 

Monterey, CA 

Aleutian Islands to 

Central Mexico 

Sediment 

Preferences 
Sand, muddy sand Sand, muddy sand Sand, gravel Sand, muddy sand 

 

Cockles are mobile and typically bury themselves just below the sediment surface. This clam 

typically matures in its second year, grows to a shell length of approximately 1½ - 2” after 2 

years, and reaches a maximum size of 5” after 10-12 yrs. Cockles are hermaphroditic and spawn 

mostly during the summer. Their lifespan is approximately 10-14 yrs.  

Oregon’s native littleneck clam (L. staminea) can also be found on or close to the surface in 

sandy or muddy sediments. Littleneck clams mostly spawn through the late spring and summer. 

They mature between 2-3 years, reach a maximum size of 3-4”, and live up to 10 years. 

Littleneck clams have declined along the Pacific Northwest over past decades and biologists 

have not yet identified the specific broad-scale causes for this decline.   

In contrast, gaper and butter clams mature later, occur deeper in the sediments and are chiefly 

stationary, especially as they grow larger. These larger clams are also less capable of re-burying 

after disturbance.  

Gaper clams generally occur at lower tidal elevations where they are submerged and able to 

feed longer than if they were higher in the intertidal. Unlike the other bay clams, spawning 

typically occurs during the winter to early spring. Recruitment can be sporadic and punctuated 

over longer time scales; this is often recognizable by finding cohorts of gaper clams that are all 

the same size at a particular location. They grow to a shell length of 2” after 2 yrs, mature at 3-4 
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yrs, and reach a maximum size of approximately 7” after 10-12 yrs. The estimated lifespan for 

gapers is up to 16 yrs.   

Butter clams can be found in gravel and cobble more often than other species, but they also 

occur in higher sandy “butter bars”.  Spawning occurs during the early spring and summer. They 

begin to reproduce after 3 or 4 yrs and can live over 20 yrs. 

 

Management strategies take into account the risk of overharvest using these life history 

characteristics, mortality rates, and stock estimates. Clams that reach maturity at later ages and 

larger sizes, have less predictable recruitment, or are more susceptible to disturbance may 

require more conservative management measures.   

Figure 2. Distribution 

map of A) butter 

clams (Saxidomus 

gigantea), B) cockles 

(Clinocardium 

nuttallii), C) gaper 

clams (Tresus capax), 

and D) native 

littleneck clams 

(Leukoma staminea) 

in Tillamook Bay. 

Areas are based on 

SEACOR clam 

abundance data 

(2010-12) and 

represent where most 

of the population 

occurred. 
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Estuary Assessments Inform Management 

The ODFW Shellfish Program assesses the status of shellfish populations through fishery-

independent surveys. Fishery-independent surveys directly sample resource populations, 

whereas fishery-dependent surveys through interviews with clammers provide information on 

what people target and keep. While there have been past fishery-independent studies in 1974-

1976, 1984-1985, and 1996, the Shellfish and Estuarine Assessment of Coastal Oregon Project 

(SEACOR) conducted the most recent and comprehensive estuary survey in 2010-2012. SEACOR 

returns to Tillamook in 2020-2021 to assess bay clam resources in both intertidal and subtidal 

habitats. The 2020 sampling season is currently delayed due to the coronavirus pandemic. 

SEACOR data provide distribution maps (FIGURE 2) of these clams and habitats as well as 

quantitative estimates of standing stock. The SEACOR assessment of Tillamook Bay focused on 

the marine dominated region of the bay and recreationally and commercially important bay 

clamming areas.  The most recent regulatory changes for commercial harvest were based in part 

on SEACOR’s stocks estimates from intertidal and subtidal habitats (OFWC 2015, TABLE 2). The 

SEACOR stock estimates for cockles supported an increase of the subtidal cockle quota from 

90,000 lbs to 185,000 lbs. This estimate, as well as the new quotas for butter and gaper clams 

established in 2016, were based on the lower 95% confidence interval, which is a conservative 

biomass estimate.  ODFW established the butter clam quota in anticipation of increased interest 

in harvest, though commercial harvest in the subtidal at the time was relatively low compared to 

gaper and cockle harvest. Since the butter clam biomass estimate was very large and butter 

clams were not the most targeted clam for the fishery, the established quota was 5% of the 

estimated biomass rather than a 10% estimate used for gaper clams and cockles. 

Table 2. SEACOR biomass estimates for intertidal and subtidal habitats surveyed (2010-12). Values are the 

lower 95% confidence interval, a conservative estimate. OFWC set subtidal quotas based on these estimates 

beginning in 2016. 

 

https://www.dfw.state.or.us/mrp/shellfish/seacor/


8 

 

Summary of Recreational and Commercial Harvest in Tillamook Bay (2008-

2019) 

 

Regulation and Monitoring of Commercial Harvests  

Of the many bay clam species found in Tillamook Bay, cockles, butter clams, and gaper clams 

are harvested for commercial purposes. ODFW regulations prohibit commercial harvest of native 

littleneck clams coast-wide (OAR 635-005-0290).  ODFW requires all commercial fishermen to 

hold a valid Commercial Fishing License (ORS 528.235) or Commercial Bait Fishing License 

(ORS 528.312). Clams harvested for commercial purposes may only be sold to a licensed 

wholesale dealer or buyer and there are requirements to submit commercial fishery logbooks 

(OAR 635-005-0375) and fish tickets to document harvest activities and landings.   

 

ODFW requires commercial fishery logbooks for all commercial harvest of bay clams.  

Logbooks provide information about the date and location of harvest, weight of clams collected, 

and time spent to collect the clams.  Additional information is obtained from fish tickets, or 

receipts, that are completed at the time of sale of the clams from the permitted harvester to a 

licensed wholesale dealer or clam buyer. These receipts constitute the landing records for the 

commercial fishery and indicate the name of the permitted harvester, date, location, weight sold, 

and identity of the dealer that purchased the clams. 

 

The Commercial Shellfish and Intertidal Animal Harvest Permit (OAR 635-005-0245) is 

required for the legal collection of bay clams from the intertidal zone for commercial purposes.  

This permit allows commercial harvesters to collect clams in multiple bays and estuaries.  This is 

an open access fishery with no current limits on the number of permits. Tillamook Bay does not 

currently have a landing cap on the intertidal commercial harvest of any bay clam species. The 

size limit for cockles in Tillamook Bay is 2¾“, and is 2¼” in all other bays where harvest is 

allowed. 

 

While the number of permitted intertidal commercial harvesters varies annually and between 

bays (TABLE 3), an average of 17 harvesters land more than 500 pounds/year in Tillamook Bay. 

Commercial harvesters are residents of Oregon or Washington.  

 

The Bay Clam Dive Permit (OAR 635-005-0310) is required for the legal harvest of bay clams 

from the subtidal zone throughout Oregon’s bays and estuaries.  ODFW issues a maximum of 10 

Bay Clam Dive Permits with coast-wide authorization for Oregon’s bays and estuaries. 

Additionally, there are 5 South Coast Bay Clam permits that restrict harvest to allowed estuaries 

south of Heceta Head.  Most years, all of the coast-wide permits are active in Tillamook Bay.  
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Table 3. Number of intertidal harvest permits in Coos, Netarts, and Tillamook Bays. 

 
 

Commercial regulations have changed through time in response to developments within the 

subtidal clam fishery (TABLE 4). In 2016, the OFWC adopted several new commercial clamming 

regulations. Currently, the minimum size of cockles taken in both the intertidal and dive fisheries 

in Tillamook Bay is 2¾” and 2¼“ in all other bays. There is no longer a size limit for gaper or 

butter clams. The landing caps for the bay clam dive fishery in Tillamook Bay are 185,000 

pounds for cockles, 235,000 pounds for gaper clams, and 225,000 pounds for butter clams. 

ODFW issues a closure for the rest of the calendar year when the quota is attained by the 

fishery.  

 

Commercial clamming is closed in a few areas in Tillamook Bay (OAR 635-005-0290). 

Regulations prohibit harvest east of the line connecting the Coast Guard tower on the north 

jetty, buoy marker 13, and Hobsonville Point. Harvest is also prohibited in the “Ghost Hole” area 

from the floating toilet site south to Sandstone Point and 500 feet westward from the shoreline 

(FIGURE 3).  
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Table 4. Summary of rules developed for commercial harvest of bay clams in Oregon. 

Year Action 

Prior to 

1948 
Each individual county managed estuarine shellfish resources  

1948 The state was granted jurisdiction over fishery; seasons and bag limits were established 

 
Prior to the 1960s, most clams were harvested intertidally by hand 

1963 
Permits required for mechanical harvest of subtidal clams and mechanical harvest of 
intertidal clams was disallowed 

Mid-1980s Mechanical gear harvest permits for subtidal harvest discontinued 

1985 
Shellfish harvest permit required for any commercial estuarine clam harvest  
(No limit on # of permits issued, “open access”) 

1986 Require dyeing of clams harvested for bait 

1996 
Developmental Fishery permit required.  20 permits issued; required landings for dive 
renewal, logbooks, and set quotas for Tillamook and Netarts subtidal 

1997 Number of permits reduced to 10 (vessel or individual) 

1999 5 “South Coast" permits added 

2002 Allowed subtidal mechanical gear (stingers) by permit 

2003 Out of season gaper by-catch allowed during dive butter harvest 

2006 

Fishery moved to limited entry.  10 Coastwide, 5 south coast permits; size limits on 

cockles and gapers; area restrictions      
(OFWC 11/4/05) 

2008 Tillamook and Netarts dive cockle quotas (90K and 8K, resp.) moved to permanent rule 

2016 

Prohibited littleneck harvest; increased cockle size limit to 2 ¾" for Tillamook only; 
removed gaper size limit; new quotas for Tillamook dive (cockles = 185K; butters = 225K; 

gapers = 235K); disallowed diving in Netarts; clarified closed area in Tillamook        
(OFWC 9/4/2015) 
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Historically, bay clams were sold as 

bait to support the ocean Dungeness 

crab and other fisheries. A growing 

market for bay clams for human 

consumption developed over the 

past few years. While there is 

continued interest in this market, the 

amount of clams going to the human 

consumption market is still very 

small. Clams caught as bait must be 

dyed prior to landing with a red dye 

(OAR635-005-0390). Catch destined 

for food markets are not dyed and 

must be caught within waters 

certified as “not restricted” for human 

consumption by the Oregon 

Department of Agriculture (ODA) 

(OAR 635-005-0290), which monitors 

water quality at several stations 

around Tillamook Bay (FIGURE 3). 

Harvesters, processors, and buyers of 

clams for human consumption must 

obtain a Shellfish Sanitation 

Certificate from ODA (OAR 635-005-

0255).   

Commercial harvest summary 

Total commercial bay clam harvest in Oregon from 2000 to 2019 represents a nearly 7-fold 

increase in landings (110K to 766K).  The increase in monetary value of commercial bay clams in 

recent years promotes continued effort and harvest of these resources. 2018 was the first year 

ever to attain an average sale price of more than $1.00/pound  (FIGURE 4).  

 

Most commercial harvest occurs in Tillamook Bay (FIGURE 5) with periods of activity in other 

bays. Commercial intertidal harvest occurs most years in Coos Bay, and occasionally in Netarts 

and Yaquina Bays. Intertidal harvest was restricted to a specific area with a quota in 2016 in 

Netarts Bay. Other estuaries such as the Siuslaw River and Alsea Bay occasionally have 

commercial intertidal harvest, but the total landings are small compared to other bays.  

Figure 3. Management areas for commercial bay clam harvest in Tillamook Bay. The Oregon 

Department of Agriculture (ODA) maintains water quality sampling stations to establish areas that 

prohibited for shellfish harvest for human consumption. ODFW established areas closed to 

commercial clamming east of the Coast Guard tower – Buoy 13 closure line and at the Ghost Hole.  
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Figure 4. Total pounds, dollars, and dollars per pound for commercial bay clams harvested in Tillamook 

Bay from 1998-2019. The value and harvest of bay clams increased in recent years. 

 
Figure 5. Total pounds of bay clams harvested commercially in 2008-2019 for Coos, Netarts, Tillamook, 

and Yaquina Bays. 

Cockles comprise most of the commercial intertidal landings in Tillamook Bay. Recent 

commercial harvest of cockles in the commercial intertidal fishery reached its greatest value in 

2019 when a total of 90,000 lbs of cockles were removed from the intertidal by 28 permitted 

harvesters (FIGURE 6). Intertidal gaper harvest also increased markedly in 2018-19. Butter clams 

remained the least harvested bay clam by this fishery in Tillamook Bay.  
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Landings for the commercial dive fishery over the past decade (FIGURE 7) prompted ODFW to 

recommend additional regulations for clam sizes and landing caps, passed by OFWC and made 

effective in 2016. Gaper clams surpassed cockles in poundage harvested by the subtidal dive 

fishery starting 2014 and the current quota is obtained within weeks of the July 1 opening. In 

2019, harvesters met and exceeded the quota in only 13 days. Butter clams remain open year-

round since the fishery has not obtained the quota established in 2016.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Landings in thousands of pounds from the commercial intertidal rake fishery from 

2008-2019 in Tillamook Bay 

Figure 7. Landings in thousands of pounds of bay clams harvested by the commercial dive fishery 

in Tillamook Bay from 2008-2019. Dashed lines show quotas established for each clam in 2016. 
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Regulation and Monitoring of Recreational Harvests 

ODFW sets annual sport fishing regulations to manage the recreational harvest of shellfish 

from Oregon’s marine zone, which includes the Pacific Ocean, coastal bays, estuaries, and 

beaches.  These regulations require individuals age 12 years and older to obtain a Recreational 

Shellfish License.  In addition, ODFW establishes daily catch limits for the recreational harvest 

of shellfish.   

 

Daily Catch Limits (DCL) are the maximum number of shellfish that may be legally caught in a 

single day.  “Bay Clams” is a multi-species category that includes butter clams (S. gigantea), 

cockles (C. nuttallii), gaper clams (T. capax/nuttallii), and littleneck clams (L. staminea, V. 

philippinarum).  The DCL for bay clams is 20 clams per person per day in aggregate, of which 

only 12 may be gaper clams. Clammers must keep the first 12 gaper clams they dig since 

survival is low after clams are removed from the sediment. While these bay clams are the most 

popular targets, recreational clammers also harvest softshell clams (Mya arenaria) in Tillamook 

Bay. Softshell clams fall in the “Other shellfish” category, which has a DCL of 36 clams in 

aggregate with other shellfish in this group. Purple varnish clams, which have a DCL of 72 clams, 

are also occasional targets by recreational clammers.  

 

Clamming occurs throughout Tillamook Bay by land and by boat. The most popular clamming 

flat is foot-accessible Garibaldi Flat, which is closed to harvest for commercial uses. Boaters 

access both the Bay Ocean tideflats and central island flats. A 2011 ODFW study mapped 

Figure 8. From Lewis (2011). A) Tillamook Bay recreational harvest distribution in 2011. 

Density reflects harvesters who collected bay clams and their estimated search areas. B) 

Overlap between commercial and recreational fisheries. Most overlap occurs along the 

shorelines of northern Bay Ocean near Crab Harbor or the central flats.  
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specific locations where recreational and commercial clammers were digging, and identified the 

clams retained. Most overlap between these fisheries occurred along the boat-accessed 

shoreline at the northern end of Bay Ocean adjacent Crab Harbor and the northern central flats 

(FIGURE 8).  

In contrast to fishery-independent studies, fishery-dependent data collected through interviews 

of harvesters provide information on what people target and keep. Named after the basket used 

to collect fish and shellfish, ODFW conducts seasonal “creel” surveys to assess clamming effort 

and harvest. Counts of clammers provide data to estimate harvest effort, and interviews of a 

subset of recreational clammers quantify catch. ODFW biologists collect information such as the 

locations in the bays where harvesting occurs, time spent, catch rates, species harvested, size 

and condition of shellfish, and other information relevant to management. This information is 

critical because recreational clammers in Oregon are not required to report their effort or 

landings (catch) in a manner that is comparable to the reporting for commercial clammers.  

ODFW’s current shellfish creel program began in 2008. ODFW has one seasonal staff position 

(usually April – September) based in Tillamook that covers Tillamook County.  

Recreational harvest summary 

ODFW generates estimates of Catch-Per-Unit-Effort (CPUE) for the recreational harvest of 

shellfish from data collected through creel surveys.  CPUE is a common numerical index in 

fishery management used as an indirect measure of the abundance of the target species.   

 

 

 

Changes in CPUE could indicate changes in the abundance of 

the target species.  Overexploitation is one possible cause of 

decreasing CPUE. A relatively constant CPUE generally indicates 

a sustainable harvest level, and an increasing CPUE could 

indicate an increase in relative abundance in the target 

populations.  

 

TABLE 5 presents a summary of CPUE for bay clams and 

diggers trips from Tillamook Bay over the period from 2008 to 

2019.  Recreational harvesters made an average of 16,372 

digger trips per sampling season (April – September) onto the 

tideflats of Tillamook Bay. The greatest activity occurred in 

2012 when recreational diggers made 25,345 trips.  The 

average CPUE did not change significantly and ranged between 

17 and 19 clams per person per day over the last eleven years, 

indicating that most people were able to collect about 90% of 

the allowable daily catch limit. More simply, the average clam 

digger in Tillamook Bay harvests between 17 and 19 bay clams 

per day, and their catch has remained relatively constant over the last twelve years (2008-19). 

Table 5. Summary of number of diggers and CPUE by recreational clammers in Tillamook Bay 

estimated for the sampling season (April – September) from 2008-2019. 
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These values represent the “average” digger, though most people obtain their full limit and 

some people obtain few clams. Lack of clamming experience and targeting specific clams like 

gapers with a lower DCL are some reasons for lower CPUE.  

 

Recreational harvest of bay clams varied substantially over 2008-2019 both in terms of number 

of clams taken and pounds landed. The overall recreational harvest of all bay clams combined 

varied between 111,000 and 270,000 clams taken, with an average harvest of 176,933 clams per 

season (April – September; FIGURE 9).  Peak harvests of bay clams occurred in 2008 and 2015, 

and the lowest number of clams harvested occurred in 2010-2011 and 2016. Cockles were the 

most harvested clam, followed by butter clams, gaper clams, and littleneck clams in all years. 

Garibaldi Flat has consistently been the most popular harvest area for recreational clammers 

(FIGURE 10), and commercial harvest of bay clams is prohibited from Garibaldi Flat.  By 

comparison, relatively little recreational clamming activity occurs in the Bay Ocean and Central 

Flats areas of Tillamook Bay (FIGURE 10). 

 

Recreational clammers harvested an overall annual average of 57,850 lbs of bay clams each year 

from all areas of Tillamook Bay (FIGURE 11). The greatest annual landings (pounds) of bay clams 

occurred in 2008 and 2015, and the overall pattern of total poundage tracks very closely with 

the annual harvest of cockles.  These observations indicate that the total annual recreational 

harvest of bay clams from Tillamook Bay is strongly attributed to the recreational take of cockles 

from the intertidal zone at Garibaldi Flat. 

 

 

Figure 9. The number of clams harvested by recreational clammers in Tillamook Bay. Cockles remain 

the most targeted clam. 
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Figure 10. Number of clams harvested by harvest area in Tillamook Bay. Most recreational harvest 

occurs at Garibaldi Flat (GF), and relatively little clamming activity occurs in Bay Ocean (BO) and 

Central Flats (CFT). 

Figure 11. Recreational harvest of bay clams in thousands of pounds harvested from Tillamook Bay 

during the sampling season (April-September) from 2008-2019. 
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Summary 

Oregonians benefit directly from commercial and recreational harvest of shellfish, but it is 

important to recognize that shellfish also provide indirect non-consumptive benefits and value.  

Shellfish populations play an important role in maintaining productive and healthy estuarine and 

coastal ecosystems. Coastal communities benefit from ecosystem services, tourism, education, 

and non-extractive outdoors activities associated with the diverse populations of bay clams and 

other shellfish that inhabit the intertidal and subtidal habitats of Tillamook Bay. Consequently, 

two members of TBCAC were selected to represent these broader community and conservation 

interests. 

As stated, commercial and recreational bay clam fisheries both provide direct and indirect 

benefits to Oregonians and coastal communities. The commercial dive fishery extracts the 

greatest annual landings of bay clams from Tillamook Bay (FIGURE 12). In contrast, annual 

harvests of bay clams from the intertidal zone are substantially lower for the commercial 

intertidal and recreational fisheries.  

 

Figure 12. Total landings in thousands of pounds of bay clams in Tillamook Bay for each fishery from 

2011-2019. The commercial subtidal (dive) and intertidal (rake) fishery totals are for the calendar year 

whereas the estimates for the recreational fishery are for the survey season (April – September).  

ODFW continues to collect information and actively manage the harvest of Oregon’s shellfish. 

Estuaries and the populations they support are dynamic systems that require monitoring and 

management to sustain the resources people use. Stakeholders have diverse viewpoints and 

experiences that contribute to the understanding and management of these resources.  
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Call to Action – Tillamook Bay Clam Advisory Committee 

ODFW and TBCAC share the common goal to ensure long-term sustainability of commercial and 

sport harvest of bay clams, and to maintain a healthy estuarine ecosystem in Tillamook Bay.  

TBCAC members represent a diverse group of stakeholders, including recreational clam diggers, 

commercial clam harvesters, and conservation interests. The purpose of TBCAC is to: 

• balance commercial and non-commercial take of bay clams; 

• identify possible ways to reduce conflicts among stakeholders; 

• explore the need for potential rules related to harvest of bay clams from 

Tillamook Bay; and 

• develop recommendations regarding management of bay clam fisheries. 

Staff from the ODFW Shellfish Program will work with the TBCAC from 2020 to 2022 to facilitate 

meetings, provide background information, answer questions, and help develop possible 

solutions to problematic issues.  TBCAC should present specific recommendations for the ODFW 

Shellfish Program to consider before ODFW reports to the legislature in 2022.   

TBCAC will address these and other issues:   

 Commercial harvest of bay clams 

Evaluate establishment of additional areas closed to commercial clamming 

and restrictions on annual take in intertidal and subtidal habitats. 

 

 Vessel conflicts in the vicinity of the Ghost Hole 
Evaluate physical boundaries or seasonal restrictions on commercial take of 

bay clams to reduce conflicts between users in the Ghost Hole area.  

 

 Frequency of ODFW bay clam stock assessment surveys  

Explore the need and ways to support increased frequency of ODFW 

quantitative stock assessment surveys for bay clam populations in Tillamook 

Bay 
 

 Long-term sustainability of commercial and sport harvests  
Explore ways to improve monitoring for the commercial and recreational  

harvest of bay clams, and to provide a better link between annual harvests, 

stock estimates, and management and regulations.  

 

The work ahead will be carried out to identify possible actions that reduce conflicts among 

stakeholders, balance the commercial and non-commercial take of bay clams, and improve 

management of the important bay clam fisheries in Tillamook Bay and other Oregon estuaries.  


