
 

Lobster catch headed for decline, not crash,
scientists say
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In this Sept. 5, 2018 file photo, a lobster walks over the top of a lobster trap off
the coast of Biddeford, Maine. A pair of studies published in 2019 by University
of Maine scientists suggest the U.S. lobster industry is headed for a period of
decline, but likely not a crash. (AP Photo/Robert F. Bukaty, File)

A pair of studies by Maine-based scientists suggest the U.S. lobster
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industry is headed for a period of decline, but likely not a crash.

Lobster fishermen have brought in record hauls this decade, a period in
which Maine catches that previously rarely topped 70 million pounds (32
million kilograms) have routinely soared above 120 million pounds (54
million kilograms). The new studies, both published with University of
Maine scientists as lead authors, show a fishery in which warming waters
off Maine have changed the dynamics of the lobster population.

Noah Oppenheim, author of one of the studies, said his model projects
the lobster catch in the Gulf of Maine "will return to previous historical
levels." That means tens of millions fewer pounds of lobster per year,
but still enough lobsters to support a robust business and supply hungry
seafood lovers.

Oppenheim and colleagues base their opinion on a finding that
temperature and the number of young lobsters populating shallow coastal
areas allow scientists to predict what lobster catches will look like in four
to six years. They published their study in the scientific journal 
Ecological Applications.

Robert Bayer, former executive director of the Lobster Institute and a
scientist who was not involved in the study, said the findings square with
trends he has observed in the lobster population. Maine's commitment to
protecting the lobster population through conservative management has
helped, Bayer said.

"The sky isn't falling," Bayer said. "We're protecting the breeding stock."

The other article states that recent high catches have been aided by an
expanded area in the eastern Gulf of Maine that is especially suitable for
baby lobsters to grow. The article, authored by UMaine graduate student
Andrew Goode in the journal Global Change Biology, states that the cool
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deep-water habitat might have protected the baby crustaceans from the
negative impacts of a warming ocean.

Both studies rely on data from the American Lobster Settlement Index,
which was founded by UMaine professor Richard Wahle to get an idea
of where baby lobsters are growing.

Wahle, a co-author on both studies, said they "underscore the
importance of having a fine scale, local understanding of both
oceanography and organism biology" in the era of climate change.

Lobster fisherman Steve Train, of Long Island, Maine, said the local
approach would benefit fishermen, too.

"Because we have such a wide range of depths where the temperatures
change, we may be in a position to adapt the way we fish to meet the
location of the lobsters," he said.
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