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Maine Lobster Industry…. Billion + $ industry 

• Maine lobstermen live along 3,500+ mile 
coastline in small, rural communities  

• Lobster represents ~75% value of 
commercial fishing 

• Maine coast is dependent upon lobstering 



Record lobster landings and value 

Landings: 130,844,773 lbs  
Value: $533,094,366 
 



Maine Lobster Fishery at a Glance 
 

•Owner-operator; every boat is owned and run 
by the Captain; small boat day trip fishery 

•4,404 commercial licenses issued (2015) 
 ~70% are active (3,082) 

•Max limit of 800 traps (or less) 
~2.73 million trap tags issued 

•Limited entry program; last zone closed in 2016 
 Licenses down by 25% and tags by 24% since 2006 

Source: Maine DMR 



All ME lobstermen may fish in 
state waters (4,400 lobstermen) 

Only 20% hold permit to fish 
federal waters (~1,300) 
No new federal permits issued 
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Seasonal lobster landings 
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In 2016: 
• Year-round fishery, but season effort 
• 83% of catch July to Nov 
• Most inshore gear on shore by 

Thanksgiving 

~3,000 active  permits 

<1,300 active  permits 



The Whale Plan 



Lots of Unknowns 

Whales 

• How do whales become 
entangled? 

• When are whales most at 
risk? (feeding, diving, 
calving, transiting, etc) 

• Risk in portion of water 
column? (surface, middle, 
bottom) 

Fisheries 

• Canada does not participate 
in whale plan 

• Little known about role of 
different fisheries, gear 
types and origin of gear 

• Which component of gear 
poses greatest risk? (VL, 
groundline, surface system, 
rigging style, etc) 
 



Whale Rules 
• Reduce probability of encounter 

– No float line at surface 
– No wet storage 
– Sinking groundlines 
– Minimum traps on trawl 

• Most aggressive where whale density 
highest 

• Inshore: pairs; Nearshore: triples, then 5’s 
and 10’s; Offshore: 15’s and 20’s 

• Reduce entanglement risk 
– 600 lb weak link 
– 1 buoy line on trawls of 5 traps or less 
– Rope as knot-free as possible 

• Gear Marking 
– Three x 12” red marks on VL 
– Jeffreys, Jordans and Isles of Shoals 

extra marking 

• Maine exempt waters 
– Universal measures (no float rope at 

surface, no wet storage, knot-free rope) 
– 1 whale safe measure (sinking 

groundline or VL or weak link) 
 

25%  VL 

57%  

47%  

1.5 mil lbs 
Float rope  



Challenges of Whale Plan 

• Sinking 
groundlines on 
rocky bottom 

• Loss of productive bottom/loss of income 
• Gear loss from hang downs and chaffing 
• Cost and replacement (replace 4x more 

often than float rope; cost 50% more 
• Safety and operational concerns 



Challenges Sinking Groundline 

            Operational         Safety         Economic 



Underwater Video of Sink Rope 

Partner:  Bycatch Consortium/ New 
England Aquarium 



Document what has worked 



Excellent 
Compliance 

Maine DMR survey 
2009-2010 
• 243 lobstermen 
• 93% compliance sinking 

groundline & weak links 
 

NOAA OLE FY 15 
• 585 lobster vessels 

checked 
• 95% compliance 

 



Staying Engaged 
lots of meetings! 



Participate in the process 
• ALWTRT since 

inception 
• Partner with 

researchers 
• Outreach with 

lobstermen 
• Newsletter articles 



How do whales get entangled? 
Examine gear removed from whales 

• Visit warehouse of gear 
removed from whales 

• Brought gear removed 
from whales and case 
studies to Maine  

• Participated in reverse 
engineering workshop 



Lots of Collaborative Research 
• 1990’s 

– Worked with NMFS (gear profiles, weak links, exploring gear mods) 

• 2000’s 
– Establish methods for weak links (NMFS, DMR) 
– Buoy line marking methods (NMFS, DMR) 
– Lobstermen host ROV survey (DMR) 
– Test neutrally buoyant, low profile and sink ropes (DMR, BC) 
– Measure rope profiles with pressure sensors (DMR) 
– Test vertical line mods; glow and stiff rope, cutters (BC) 

• 2010’s 
– Map lobster industry (gear configurations) (BC) 
– Develop fishing gear/whale risk model (WHOI) 
– Document sink rope chafing and profiles (BC) 
– Explore ideas for best practices (BC) 
– Produce sink rope report (BC) 
– Exploring “weak” ropes 



Tools of the Fishery 



Understand the Lobster Fishery 
1. Produced a resource book: Lobster Pot Gear Configurations in the 

Gulf of Maine  
• Worked with lobstermen to describe Maine lobster fishery & gear 

2. Developed a risk model 
• Documented how, when and where we fish 

35 industry meetings 



Describe lobster fishery and gear 





Risk Model 
Document how, when and where we fish 





Gear Density by Month 



Whale Activity by Season 



Baseline: 
Expected 

Encounters 
per Year 

VL             3,679  
GL                 97  
total          3,776  



Looking for Whale Safe Ropes 
Vertical Lines 

– Avoidance 
• glow rope  
• Colored rope 

– Low entanglement risk 
• stiff rope  
• weak rope 
• time tension line cutter 

Groundlines 
– Chafe resistant  

• (barium sulfate sink, braided 
metallocene sink) 

– Profile of rope in water column  
• Develop low profile ropes 
• DST pressure sensors 



Look for Chafe resistant 
Groundlines 

• Barium sulfate line (‘05-’08) 
 

• Metallocene polyethelene 
(‘06-’07) 
 



Vertical Line Testing Glow rope (‘05) 

Weak rope (‘05) 

Stiff rope (‘06) 
Red rope (‘14) 

Time Tension Line Cutter (‘07) 

    



Develop Best Practices 

• Maximize traps/endline 
• Groundline 

– Use sink rope 
– Deploy with taut line 

• Surface system 
– Limit scope 
– Limit rope between 

buoys 
– Weaker rope on top 1/3 
– Least # of flotation 

devices 

• Reduce knots and coils 
in VL 
– Splice instead of knot 
– Lengthen rather than 

coil/shank 

• Reduce gear density 
through trap reductions 

• Keep lines as taut as 
possible 

• Reduce ghost gear 
– Improve deployment of 

groundlines 



Maine Derelict Gear Removal 

At-sea Cleanups 
• 2010-2013, & 2015 
• 239 boat days 
• 5,365 traps recovered 
• 74 tons of debris collected 

 

Lobstermen cleanup day 
• Provide dumpster for 

fishermen to dispose of gear 
• 3,258 traps collected 
• 63 tons of debris collected 

Community clean ups 
• 43 tons of debris collected 

The Gulf of Maine Lobster Foundation has removed 170 tons of debris 
and 2.3 million pounds of rope from the Gulf of Maine 



Sinking Groundline 
Federally funded rope buyback 
-trade in floating line, get voucher  
 towards purchase of sink line 
-sink rope wears out much faster 
-increase cost of business 



Looking Ahead 

• 2017 -- test more 
“whale safe” ropes with 
Bycatch Consortium 

• Continue with TRT 
process and NMFS 
monitoring plan 

• Educate the industry 
 

 

Pressing Needs 
• Canada needs to 

develop and implement 
a whale plan 

• Research to understand 
what is driving right 
whale decline (climate 
change, forage,etc) 

• How are whales getting 
entangled? 



Thank you! 
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