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Ask the lobster doc
by Diane Cowan, PhD
Senior Scientist, The Lobster Conservancy, <www.lobsters.org>
This column provides lobster health and handling information.
If you have questions or concerns, contact Cowan at
(207) 832-8224 or e-mail <dcowan@lobsters.org>.

This is the ﬁrst in a series of articles
about how lobsters guarantee the survival
of their offspring through multiple
breeding strategies.
The series will explore the following
questions:
● How do local vs. migratory lobsters
contribute to larval dispersal?
● What are the consequences of
overwintering in warm vs. cold waters?
● How is size related to sexual maturity
and the ability to produce large numbers
of offspring?
● How is size related to successful
mating?
● Is bigger better?
Having a good size range of
reproductively active lobsters affords
advantages to larval dispersal resulting in
a wider distribution of offspring over both
space and time.
Recent research sponsored by the
Northeast Consortium showed that a mix
of small and large broodstock lobsters that
spawned near Friendship, ME released
their larvae over a broad geographical
area (Maine through Massachusetts) and
throughout many months of the year (June
through November).
The results from The Lobster
Conservancy’s sonar-tagging project
reveal that large broodstock females
travel signiﬁcantly greater distances than
smaller egg-bearing lobsters. Temperature
data loggers attached to egg-bearing
lobsters allowed for comparisons of water
temperatures experienced during brooding.
Large lobsters (greater than one molt

Shrimp season
“There have been good shrimp up and
down the coast,” Fuller said
Peter Kendall, the owner and operator
of the Miss Alicia, ﬁnds himself the only
shrimp ﬁsherman working out of Rye,
NH. Kendall, who is also chairman of the
shrimp section’s industry advisers, wanted
a 64-day season.
He has found most of his neighboring
ﬁshermen (from Hampton, Portsmouth,
and Seabrook), “don’t want to waste the
resource for that price.”
Cozy Harbor (through the auction) has
been handling most of his catch. “The
season has been sad; but at least I’m
working,” Kendall said.

Quality

Lately the big Portland boats have been
landing between 7,000 to 8,000 pounds
per day, and the smaller boats 1,800 to
2,500 pounds.
Alexander said he has had many
1,000-pound-per-hour tows with his
54’ Dee-Dee-Mae II from this
general area.
The shrimp count has been running
46 to 51 per pound,” reported Fuller.
The 2001 year class, complemented by
probably the 2000 year class, have made
up much of the catches. Fuller added,

above minimum legal size) traveled
distances up to approximately
130 nautical miles (240 kilometers).
Long-distance travelers released their
larvae far from their spawning grounds.
Small lobsters (within one molt of
minimum legal size) stayed in the
immediate vicinity and hatched their
eggs locally. Hatching eggs locally
and regionally affords many potential
advantages to the lobster population.
Spreading offspring over a broad
spatial area increases genetic diversity.
Genetic diversity is known to strengthen
populations by producing individuals that
are more robust to environmental changes.
Dispersing larvae over great distances
may also be important for reseeding
areas where stocks have fallen off.
For example, if a local lobster stock
is decimated the area can be reseeded
naturally as long as large broodstock
lobsters are available and migratory routes
are not interfered with.
Lobsters that traveled experienced
signiﬁcantly higher temperatures than
those that remained within the bay. Those
that stayed spent the coldest winter
months in waters with temperatures
hovering around 32oF while those that
migrated were in 40°-45oF waters. This
resulted in larvae hatching over extended
periods of time because lobster embryos
inside the egg develop faster at higher
temperatures. Release of lobster larvae
over a prolonged period of time assures
greater potential survival opportunities for
offspring by increasing the probability of
Continued from previous page
“There are the usual amount of small
males, too.”
As of Feb. 20 in Ipswich Bay, Polisson
said, “The shrimp are getting better, now
around 40-count shrimp. They are still
chock-full of eggs, too.”
The shrimp ﬁsherman said he is taking
a wait and see attitude about the rest of the
season.
After catching shrimp that weren’t
supposed to be out there again, Polisson
and many of his peers don’t put much
credence into the summertime shrimp
stock survey, and as far as they are
concerned, any of the ﬁsheries surveys so
far, which determine future rules.
“I blame the US government – all the
people that make the rules,” Polisson
said. “They don’t understand the full
ramiﬁcations of their actions.”
He added a warning that the groundﬁsh
ﬁshery could go the same way as the
shrimp industry did this season.
“When they keep taking our
days-at-sea away, they lessen the
amount of ﬁsh coming ashore, and the
infrastructure slowly collapses,” Polisson
said. “When the ﬁsh come back, there
will be only a few dealers and markets
left to handle them, and they will be
worth 20 cents per pound.” ■

Sara Ellis photo

Broodstock lobster migrations

The lobster industry has long debated if it is important to have a
healthy size distribution — small, medium, and large lobsters out there
reproducing — to maintain a healthy lobster population. Here, a
14-pound male beside a 1.25-pound lobster.
ﬁnding good conditions for early juvenile
development.
These results add exciting insights into
lobster population dynamics and raise
important questions about how to maintain
strong stocks. What is the relative
contribution of local vs. long distance egg

production to local settlement? How will
this change if fewer lobsters grow to large
sizes?
The next article – Does Size Matter?
– discusses how size is related to sexual
maturity and lobster ability to produce
large numbers of offspring. ■

