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THREE-MILE TERRITORIAL LIMIT.
December 20, 1962

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives.

The Department of Natural Resources, in accord with the requirements of Chapter 68 of the Resolves of 1962, herewith presents
its findings relative to its investigations and study into the practices
undertaken by owners of commercial deep sea fishing boats, with
particular reference to the lobster fishery beyond the three-mile
territorial limit.
Accompanying this report is a draft of legislation considered desirable to carry into effect its recommendations.
Chapter 68 of the Resolves of 1962 reads as follows
Resolved , That the department of Natural Resources is hereby authorized
and directed to make an investigation and study of certain practices of owners
of commercial deep sea fishing boats, particularly in reference with the taking and
sale of lobsters and the removal of eggs from egg-bearing lobsters. Said department shall report to the general court the results of its investigation and study,
and its recommendations, if any, together with drafts of legislation necessary to
carry its recommendations into effect, by filing the same with the clerk of the house
of representatives on or before the fourth Wednesday of December in the current
“

year”.

This report will discuss and summarize the information gathered
in the course of this investigation and study.
Introduction

The offshore lobster fishery is commonly understood to be the
harvesting of lobsters by large fishing vessels using otter trawl nets
in waters down to 1,500 feet near the edge of and on the slope of the
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continental shelf. The area in which offshore lobsters have been
found is vast: it begins in the waters off the Carolina coast and continues northward to the coast of Nova Scotia. The larger populations are found in the deeper waters from 300 feet to 1,500 feet.
Hence, this is roughly a band on the edge of the continental shelf
from sto 20 miles wide and 350 miles long. However, it is only on
the northerly and easterly section of this strip of bottom that commercial quantities of lobsters are taken.
Early History

of

Deep

Sea Lobster Fishery.
4

A few of the deep sea lobsters have been taken each year since the
early 1900’s when the otter trawls were introduced for catching
groundfish, primarily flounders. However, it wasn’t until just after
the last war when small commercial quantities of lobsters were
taken by the nets of these medium size trawlers.
Shortly after World War 11, boats from Virginia, New Jersey and
New York usually stopped fishing for scup and butterfish during
the summer and concentrated on the lobster fishery in their offshore
areas from May to September. It was and still is the practice of
southern boats to break off the claws and tails of the lobsters during
the early part of the 6-day trip and refrigerate them on ice. The
lobsters caught during the last two days of the trip would be kept
in a small water-filled box or put on ice and brought in alive. (It is
against Massachusetts law to sell claws and tails from lobsters. All
lobsters landed in Massachusetts must be sold alive.) It is to be
noted that today the boats from the southern ports cannot get a
commercial catch of offshore lobsters in their areas but must go
further north into the waters east of Massachusetts. The fishermen
believe that the once lucrative lobster fishery in the southern part of
the lobster area was ruined because egg-bearing lobsters were illegally harvested. This was done by either removing claws and
tails or brushing off eggs from egg-bearing females.
In 1950 one of the New Bedford boats made the first known trip
to the offshore areas exclusively for lobsters. This boat captain
was discouraged with the low price of fish and believed he could
catch a valuable quantity of lobsters in the same area where he had
been catching flounder the month before. This first trip netted
5,000 pounds of lobsters in three days of fishing. As in most virgin
populations the lobsters caught were large and averaged about
eight pounds. Some of the lobsters weighed as much as 35 pounds.
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The lobsters were sold for 15 cents a pound. This same boat continued making trips to the offshore areas and was able to make
two trips a week and bring in 6,000 pounds of live lobsters each
trip.

The buyer of these lobsters had difficulty in selling the large
lobsters but he worked hard lit' orally peddling them to hotels and
restaurants and going from hous to house. As the supply steadied,
the buyer was able to interest a sea-food manufacturer into proces;
ing the meat from the large lobsters into lobster newburg and other
prepared foods. This added demand, along with increased sati
faction from the hotels and restaurants, increased the price of the
large offshore lobsters and drew more boats into the fishery.
Other
buyers became interested; they continued to work hard in marketing the lobsters and finally induced the sea-food establishments in
the larger cities to use these crustaceans. They also arranged for
local advertising campaigns and money-saving sales which helped
to interest the general public in eating the large lobsters. (These,
ic
tender as the smaller lobsters.)
incidentally, are just as sweet and
offshore
lobsters are landed in
if
pound
Today over 2,000,000
Massachusetts.
Keeping

Lobster

A.live

at

Sea.

One of the most difficult obstacl
to overcome was keeping the
lobsters alive. In the earlier years of the lobster fishery, the lobsters were kept alive by placing them on burlap bags over crushed
ice in the fish holds of the vessels. They also kept 600 pounds of
deck that was used to clean gutted fish.
lobsters in the v
be) had water supplied to it by the boat’s
This box (a 3-f
pumps. If the trip was of long duration, the lobsters in the bottom
of the wash box would die from lack of water circulation. As the
price of lobsters increased, the boats had large wooden tanks installed along tthe rail on the deck to carry more live lobsters. 1
feet wide and deep. Water was
tanks were up to 15 feet long and 3 feet
and
various methods were used to
supplied by the boat’s pumps
keep proper circulation throughout the tanks. Almost 2000 pounds
of lobsters could be safely carried in these tanl
The business appeared so promising that one boat had its entire
fish hold converted into a lobster holding tank. The forward and
aft bulkheads of the hold were reinforced and made watertight and
a valve was installed in the bottom of the hull to act as a sea cock.
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When the vessel was fishing, the sea cock was opened and the hold
flooded to a predetermined depth of about 5 feet. The water was
maintained at this depth by the use of the boat’s pumps and portable pumps. Needless to say, it was a very dangerous and precarious
operation. Yet, this boat was able to bring in over 15,000 pounds
of live lobsters on good trips.
Lately the boats that have converted and entered the lobster
fishery have had special 6-inch valves installed in the hull near the
keel. Long rods have been welded on the stem of the valves and
extend up through to the deck where they can be opened or
from above. These valves are located in the forward part of the
fish hold, and the water entering them passes into a manifold which
diverts the water athwart ship along the bottom of the hold to give
complete circulation throughout. In the after part of the hold there
is a similar manifold which gathers the water and allows it to be
pumped overboard. In this way, there is a great quantity of fresh
sea water supplied to the lobsters and then released over the side.
With this large quantity of water the hold is partitioned off into
sections to prevent the lobsters from smashing against the hull in
rough weather and also allows the crew to separate the catch into
size groups. (The fish hold of these vessels is about midships and
is as wide as the vessel and about 15 feet long. There is ample room
for a man to stand in it.) This method of keeping lobsters alive at
sea permits the vessel to carry over 20,000 pounds.
Deep

Sea Lobster Boats

The boats engaged in the fishery (called medium draggers) are
about 75 feet long with a beam of 20 feet and a draft up to 15 feet
of water. Their net tonnage is roughly 85 tons. They are constructed of wood and have diesel engines of up to 400 horsepower.
Their cruising speed is about 10 knots.
To build a vessel and outfit it for catching lobsters would cost
over $125,000. As yet no boat has been built exclusively for the
lobster fishery. However, one vessel originally built and
for the deep sea scallop fishery, converted her gear and hold to the
lobster fishery at a cost exceeding $20,000. Other vessels which
were already equipped to use otter trawls found it necessary to
spend over $lO,OOO to adjust their gear and make their holds suitable
to keep large numbers of lobsters alive. The vessels engaged in a
vear-round basis in the offshore lobster fishery number about five
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In the spring, summer and early fall, there are about eight boat
fishing exclusively for lobsters.
Lobster

v

Dragging

The lobsters are caught with a net which is towed behind the
vessel. This funnel-shaped net is called an otter trawl and, with
all accessories and wire, costs over 53,000. The otter trawl is about
125 feet long and has a 65-foot opening in front to allow the lobsters
or fish to be caught as it is dragged along the bottom.
In the winter months the lobster fishery takes place in waters
over 600 feet deep, whereas in the warmer months the lobsters seek
shallower water along the continental shelf and are caught in waters
as shallow as 150 feet. After the net is put overboard, it is towed for
a period of 1 to 3 hours. It is then hauled back aboard by means of
wire cables and winches. The amount of wire from the vessel to the
net on the bottom is three times the depth of the water. Hence,
when fishing in 1,200 feet of water, there must be two wires overboard, each 3,600 feet in length. This wire represents an investment
of $1,600. After the net is hauled back and the catch landed on
deck, the legal lobsters are placed into the wash box on deck and the
egg-bearing lobsters and weak lobsters are thrown overboard. The
marketable lobsters are kept in the wash box until the next tow and
then are placed below deck into the water-filled hold. While in the
wash box, the lobsters cleanse themselves of any mud and sand that
was gathered as they were towed along the bottom. This also
allows the crew to spot any weak lobsters that might not make the
trip to port and they are returned to the sea.
In a good haul (also called a tow or set) 800 pounds of lobsters
may be taken. It is interesting to note that very few of the lobsters
are mutilated and very few fish are caught. Not all of the lobsters
caught are of legal size; also egg-bearing lobsters are liberated. In
various areas at certain times of the year, the majority of the catch
will be egg-bearing lobsters. When most of the lobsters in the tow are
egg lobsters, it is difficult for some crews to throw hundreds of dollars
worth of lobsters back overboard. As previously mentioned, some
of these lobsters have their claws torn off and brought into port for
sale. It has been reported that other egg lobsters have their eggs
removed by brushing them off with stiff coca brushes or hosed off
with jets of water. It is believed that most of the boats engaged, in the
fishery live up to the laws and land, only legal lobsters.
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Lobster Marketing.
The lobsters are landed in three main ports in Massachusetts:
New Bedford, Sandwich and Plymouth. The vessel ties up alongside the buyer’s establishment and the lobsters are taken out of the
hold by means of wire baskets attached to a rope and pulley. As
the lobsters are landed on the dock, they are sorted according to
size and condition and then they are weighed just before being placed
into the buyer’s holding tanks. Lobsters weighing over 3 pounds are
considered “jumbos” and those under 3 pounds “selects”. The
jumbo lobsters are worth one half the price of the selects. The
selects are sold for the same price that the inshore lobsterpot fishermen get for their catch. In the summer the selects can sell for 80
cents a pound and the jumbos for 40 cents per pound. The lobsters
that are weak are bought for a lower price, and they are immediately cooked for lobster meat. The price of lobsters is high when the
inshore pot fishermen’s catch declines. Of course the dragger fishermen are primarily interested in catching small lobsters because of
the price differential, but the catch is usually made up of large or
jumbo lobsters.
The people that buy the offshore lobsters have spent several thousands of dollars on their establishments and in building up their
businesses. Their buildings are on the waterfront and contain
many large wooden or fiberglas tanks for holding live lobsters. They
have an elaborate sea water pumping system to pipe the water to
their holding tanks. Each dealer has several employees and vehicles to distribute his products, and every dealer can hold up to
50,000 pounds of live lobsters at one time. Yet, it is seldom that the
lobsters remain in the tanks several days. The dealer must sell
his lobsters soon because holding live lobsters in tanks is a highly
uncertain business. A dealer can be wiped out overnight if his
pumps fail to operate due to a blown fuse or some other malfunction.
Lobsters must have a continued supply of circulating salt water to
stay alive.
A dealer knows ahead of time when one of the draggers is due in
port with lobsters. The vessel radios into port as it is leaving the
fishing grounds and tells his estimated time of arrival and the pounds
of lobsters aboard (usually in a code understood by the buyer).
The time of arrival is usually in the early hours of the morning so
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that the lobsters will be taken out when the sun is not beating down
on them and also in order to allow the dealer to get some of the catch
directly to his customers.

Value

of the

Fishery.

The lobster draggers fishing out of Massachusetts ports land over
1,250,000 pounds of lobsters a year, valued close to $600,000. Added
to this is another 1,000,000 pounds of lobsters that are brought in by
the 90 boats fishing for fin fish and catch occasional lobsters in addition to their catch of fish. These 90 boats usually bring in their
lobsters alive in the wash boxes which can hold up to 800 pounds.
However, it is not uncommon for a boat to bring in over 1,000 pounds
of lobsters that were gathered while fishing for flounders. With 90
boats bringing in several hundred pounds of lobsters each trip (in the
warmer months) it does not take long to realize another $500,000
from the offshore lobster fishery. The money received for the lobsters is divided between the boat owners and the crew. After the
trip’s operating expenses are taken out of the gross stock, 40 per
cent goes to the owners and the remaining 60 per cent is divided
equally by the captain and crew. The captain receives additional
money from the owners at an agreed per cent of the boat share. A
trip of 12,000 pounds of lobsters worth $5,000 after expenses would
give each man of a six-man crew a $3OO share. The total value of
the offshore lobsters landed will conservatively add up to more than
annually.
$1,000,000.
One million dollars!
The five boats that fish most of the year for lobsters could not be
replaced for $700,000. The men fishing on these vessels number
about 30 and their take-home pay is approximately $200,000.
These boats land over $600,000 worth of lobsters a year. Each boat
spends several thousands of dollars on food, fuel, equipment, insurance, repairs and taxes. Added to this is the amount of money involved with the vessels that fish for lobsters during the warmer
months and the value of the lobsters landed by the 90 boats fishing
mainly for fin fish. Two million, five hundred thousand dollars is a
conservative figure for the money involved in catching lobsters
from the offshore areas with draggers using otter trawls. This does
not take into consideration the thousands of dollars invested by the
buyers and dealers nor does it consider the money spent by the
public for these lobsters in their favorite sea-food restaurants.
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of the Fishery.

The offshore lobster fishery has many problems and hazards.
The men engaged in the present-day lobster fishery report that
they must seek new grounds almost every trip. They say that the
spots they find lobsters in are relatively small in size and after a few
days of fishing the population is apparently depleted to the extent
that further fishing is not commercially feasible. Hence, the boats
are going further away from port and also are fishing in deeper
waters. The areas in deep water where lobsters are found can varyfc;
from a smooth sandy bottom with mud to a bottom that is similar
to the sides of the Grand Canyon with all its crevices, caves, boulders and jagged ridges. The latter is the type of bottom that is being
fished on the slope of the continental shelf. While towing a $3,000
otter trawl net along this type of bottom in 1,200 feet of water, the
boat is unable to turn or vary in course because the net might twist
and foul. It is not uncommon for the net to be torn or completely
ruined by this type of bottom. Several nets have been left on the
bottom because they caught under some huge obstacle and could
not be freed.
The fishermen must not only put up with nature’s obstacles and
storms but in addition there have been three reported instances
where submarines have torn the nets away from the vessels. The
latest incident involved the atomic-powered submarine “Nautilus”
which took the whole net and wire from a dragger involved in the
lobster fishery. Before the net was taken, the boat was towed backward and its stern drawn underwater. One lobster vessel was
rammed and sunk by a British freighter while its gear was on the
bottom fishing. These boats are also fouling their propellers in the
Russian drift nets . this costs hundreds of dollars in repairs and
lost fishing time.
Vessels from Massachusetts and the United States are not the
only ones taking the offshore lobsters. Russian vessels are fishing
in one area on the southeastern part of Georges Bank for fin fish
and are also found in the same area frequented by the offshore
lobster boats. One of our boats reported being close alongside a
large Russian vessel as their huge net was hauled on deck and one of
the foreign crewmen held up a large lobster in display. This past
year France had one of its ocean research vessels in the same area,
and they expressed interest in the lobster populations along our
.
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coasts in international waters. It is hoped that they practice good
conservation and return egg-bearing lobsters to the sea.
Ihe offshore lobster fishery is relatively new and the various
factions are concerned over its future. Hundred of thousands of
dollars are involved, and this causes much discussion and talk. The
inshore pot fishermen are particularly concerned as they feel that
the offshore lobster populations are responsible for the inshore
lobsters that they catch in their pots. The people engaged in the
trawl fishery believe it is the illegal harvesting of eggers or parts of
eggers by out-of-state boats that is ruining the fishery and causing
them to look for lobsters in distant and deep waters. However,
there is one thing that all Massachusetts fishermen agree upon:
there are some boats from Massachusetts that also bring in female
lobsters that were egg-bearing when caught, and that this practice
is spoiling the future of the fishery.
Reproduction and Egg Removing.

What is an egg-bearing lobster and how do lobsters reproduce
An egg-bearing lobster is a female lobster that is carrying eggs
that are attached to the swimmerettes and fine hairs under her tail.
Lobsters reproduce by actual physical contact. The only time
the female is receptive to the male is just after she has shed her shell.
At this time copulation takes place and sperm is transferred into
the female. Ten months later the eggs pass from the ovaries and
are placed under the female’s tail. These small BB size eggs are
cemented to the fine hairs growing from the swimmerettes and tail
of the mother. They will remain here for almost another year.
Hence the period from time of copulation until the eggs hatch is
about two years. A one-pound lobster can have as many as 40,000
eggs. The one-pound lobster is about five years old, and this is the
age at which it reaches sexual maturity.
The mother lobster protects her eggs with great care but the
eggs are removed by some of the commercial fishermen.
As yet
proving
way
eggs
of
that
a
lobster
had
its
removed
there is no known
bv man. Removing eggs has been done by placing the lobster on
the deck with the abdomen up and holding the claws with one foot
and stepping on the tail with the other foot, while high water pre
sure is introduced to blast off the eggs. The other method is to use
a stiff brush and scrub them off. It is not an easy job to get off all
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the eggs. Usually a few eggs are still left attached behind some
swimmerette or shell projection which must be removed by hand or
careful brushing. (Someone is always accusing another of removing
eggs from lobsters. This holds true for the inshore pot fishermen
too.) Boats that are fishing together in the same area believe that
the boat that leaves first and has a larger catch than the second boat
must have brushed off eggs from the females in order to get the larger
fare in the shorter time. There have been crew members that have
left a boat and transferred to another and related how the other
boat removed eggs. People have reported that they were offered,
egg-bearing lobsters for sale at a greatly reduced price. Dealers
have declared that the terriffic unexplained loss in their tanks was
due to someone selling them brushed egg lobsters. Without a doubt,
there are lobsters landed that were egg-bearing lobsters a few days
past.
ECOMMENDATION

What can be done about it? These boats are fishing beyond the
three-mile territorial limit of Massachusetts and the United State
They are in international waters. Our law enforcement agencies
cannot pursue them and board them at sea. Therefore the boats
and the lobsters must be examined when they land at the dock. It
would require examination of each female lobster to see if there
might be an egg still clinging to one of the hairs under her tail. This
would require considerable time and the presence of a law enforcement official at lobster landing ports continuously unless it be re-

quired by law that all vessels with lobsters must radio to the law
enforcement agency 24 hours before it plans to make port. (Na
turally bootlegging can still take place.) In Massachusetts we have
a law which prohibits selling dead lobsters or parts therefrom. The
lobsters must be alive. This eliminates the landing of claws and
tails which could have been taken from egg-bearing females. Yet,
some of the other sister states allow this to be done. It might be
wise to have federal legislation that would prohibit the taking of
egg-bearing lobsters and would also prohibit the landing of claws
and tails. Money should be appropriated to print the laws and
penalties dealing with the lobster fishery as well as a brief story of
the lobster’s life history and how important it is to return
bearing lobsters to the sea. This printed material should be made
available and posted in each pilot house of all vessels listed in the
federal register that might engage in the lobster fishery. The same

i
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material should be distributed to the buyers and dealers and to
business establishments that are known to buy large quantities of
lobsters. The penalty for having an egg-bearing lobster in possession

should be made severe and include the holding of the vessel until
the case is settled. The Massachusetts Division of Marine Fisheries
is cognizant of the problems involved in this fishery and also of the
possibility that the lobster populations are in jeopardy. In April
of 1962, this division requested funds from the federal government
under the Saltonstall-Kennedy bill to make a preliminary study of
the over-all fishery, and in particular what effects the destroying of
lobster eggs will have on the fishery.
Future

of

Fishery.

The commercial future of the offshore lobster fishery is not very
bright. The boats constantly must seek new areas to fish. The
areas that produced large quantities of lobsters a few years ago now
do not support enough lobsters to make a profitable trip. Unless
new methods are developed to fish in deeper water, the boats will
not even catch the 5000 pounds that they consider necessary to
break even.
This fishery has been good for Massachusetts
it has provided wages for many people, developed an unused natural resource, and injected over two and one half million dollars into her
economy. The men engaged in the fishery should realize that destroying the brood stock to make a dollar today will eliminate the
lobster population for tomorrow.
...

Recommendation

J

The Department recommends that, in view of the scope of the
problems encountered in the subject matter of the resolve and because of the extraterritorial effects, continued efforts bo exerted
with the United States and its agencies to make available sufficient
funds for a broad and conclusive investigation of the deep sea lobster fishery. Further, the Department of Natural Resources through
the Division of Marine Fisheries will undertake the responsibility
for the promotion of this proposal among the various related federal
agencies and offices.
Respectfully submitted
CHARLES H. W. FOSTER,
Commissioner.
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