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A. Name of Disease and Etiological Agent 
 

Shell disease is caused by the fungus Ostracoblabe implexa and can thus be properly referred to as 
oyster ostracoblabiasis. The disease has also been referred to as "maladie du pied" and "maladie de la 
charniere" in reference to the effects of disease on the adductor muscle (incorrectly referred to as the 
foot) and the hinge ligament. 

 
 
B. Known Geographical Range and Host Species of the Disease 
 

The disease is well documented in the European flat oyster Ostrea edulis and the Portuguese oyster 
Crassostrea angulata in continental Europe (France and The Netherlands) and the United Kingdom and 
in Crassostrea gryphoides and C. cucullata in India. It has been reported in Atlantic Canada in Ostrea 
edulis and in the American oyster Crassostrea virginica on the Atlantic seaboard of the United States. 
The disease rarely progresses beyond the white spot stage in Crassostrea.  

 
 
C. Epizootiology 
 

Shell disease may have caused massive mortalities of Ostrea edulis in The Netherlands at various times 
and has also been claimed to be associated with severe oyster kills in France. Definitive proof that the 
disease is responsible for the oyster kills is lacking.  Oysters are infected above 20oC.  Infection can be 
transmitted by waterborne contact or by direct growth of the fungus from one oyster to adjacent oysters. 
Young oysters are reported to be more susceptible than older oysters. In The Netherlands, cockle shells, 
used as spat collectors, were suspected of containing the disease-causing fungus, ensuring that new 
oyster spat would become infected at an early age.   

 
 
D. Disease Signs 
 

White spots from 0.5 to 3.0 mm diameter underlying the subnacreous layer on the inner surface of the 
shell characterize early stages of the disease (Figure 1).  In those cases where the fungal hyphae 
penetrate into the mantle cavity from the shell matrix, the spots form a small slightly raised rough area 
with a dark central indentation.  These infected spots coalesce to form the typical "cloud," also with a 

February 1994 

mailto:aquatech@olypen.com


5.2.10 Shell Disease of Oysters - 2 

characteristic rough surface, as the infected area of the shell matrix enlarges.  The pallial surface of the 
shell may acquire a brownish tint in advanced infections. 
 
Formation of "warts" is common. These consist of small dark protrusions attached to the inner shell 
surface often in the area of adductor muscle attachment and the hinge region, but also at other sites on 
the inner shell surface (Figure 2). Excessive and abnormal hinge deposition may occur and result in a 
beaked appearance of the dorsal region and inability of the oyster to effect normal shell closure. 

 
 
E. Disease Diagnostic Procedures 
 

1. Presumptive Diagnosis 
A presumptive diagnosis can be made on the basis of observation of the clinical signs noted above.  
 

2. Confirmatory Diagnosis  
A confirmatory diagnosis consists of the observation of the clinical signs plus the microscopic 
observation of the fungal mycelia in wet mounts of crushed shell matrix or warts.  The mycelia are 
straight, non-septate hyphae, about 2 µm in diameter, that display rounded hyphal swellings 
(chlamydospore structures) 4 to 6 µm long.  Branches occur irregularly at oblique angles to the 
mycelial axis. 

 
 
F. Procedures for Detecting Subclinical Infections 
 

No procedures have been documented. 
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Figure 1. Internal shell surface of Ostrea edulis showing signs of shell disease.  Note the white 
spots indicative of the early stages of the disease adjacent to the more advanced 
lesion. Photography courtesy of David J. Alderman. 

Figure 2.  Shell of Ostrea edulis with “warts” or dark protrusions on the inner shell surface.  
Photograph courtesy of David J. Alderman. 
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