Secrets of the Sea: 1. How quickly do lobsters grow?
The lobster is one of our most charismatic crustaceans, and this is
the first of several planned articles about the animal, its fisheries,
and about the seas around us. The writer is Dr Colin Bannister,
who is a member of our Scientific Committee at the Hatchery, an
Emeritus scientist at the CEFAS Laboratory at Lowestoft, and
Chairman of the Shellfish Association of Great Britain. For over 40
years Colin has studied the ups and downs of our fish and shellfish
stocks, and their management, and in the 1980s he took part in
the first large scale experiments on lobster restocking around the
UK.
When we put very young hatchery-reared lobsters out onto the
seabed, it is natural to ask how long they will take to reach
commercial size and contribute to fishery landings, and what
proportion will live long enough to do that? Here I discuss the question of lobster growth, and
next time I will discuss the thornier question of lobster survival.
The commercial catch of lobsters comes from seasonal potting using strings of baited traps set
over the seabed, and hauled after one or more fishing days (the ‘soak time’). To appear in a trap
a lobster must move out of the hidey-hole where it shelters for much of the time, then detect
and track the chemical odour of the bait, before clambering through the eye of the trap and into
the baited inner ‘parlour’ from which it is hard to escape, although we know that some do escape
(a story for another time).
A lobster is like a Victorian lady:
she does not speak about her
age! So let me first talk about
the sizes of lobster that you
might see if you spent a day on a
coastal potter. Typically, the
smallest lobster to be seen when
traps are hauled is usually no
smaller than 60 millimetres (2.25
inches) carapace length (CL). CL is
measured from the rear of the
eye socket to the rear of the rigid
thorax (front body of the
lobster). The total length is not
used because the abdomen and
tail fan are hard to measure,
being floppy and curved (which
the lobster uses to great effect
when it repeatedly ‘tail flips’ to
evade an enemy). BUT a lobster this small is ‘legally undersized’ and must be returned to the sea
to allow it time to reach maturity. In UK waters a lobster can only be landed legally if it reaches
the regulated minimum landing size (MLS) of 87mm CL (just below 3.5 inches) set by European
Union and UK fishery regulations. In waters managed locally out to six miles (by the Cornwall
Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Authority) however, a lobster must be 90mm CL (just over 3.5
inches) before it can be landed. Roughly half of the lobsters reaching 87-90 mm CL will be
mature, and capable of breeding. On a typical day your fisherman will usually put back a lot of

lobsters in the range 70-90mm, and his legal landings will mainly be lobsters in the range 90100mm (3.5 to almost 4 inches). Beyond that, the largest lobster seen on any day will be about
120mm CL (just over 4.5 inches), but especially on offshore grounds you may be lucky and see
the odd lobster of 130mm or more (5 inches or more), particularly if the fisherman is using large
traps with big entrances.
So how old is a lobster at these sizes? Unlike many common fish species, which scientists can age
by counting rings added each year to the ‘ear-stones’ (otoliths) that are the ‘spirit level’ of the
balancing organ in the ear, a lobster has no permanent growth rings to record the passage of time.
This is because, like all crustacea, it grows by moulting, usually during the summer months, when it
casts its old, chemically-weakened shell and then expands by taking up seawater before the soft
underlying new shell hardens. Lobsters naturally take shelter during this process, which involves a
complex sequence of chemical and physiological steps controlled by hormones.
Luckily, we do know a little about lobster growth because of UK re-stocking trials carried out in the
1980s. Then, each of the 90,000 baby lobsters reared in the hatchery and put into the sea at
regional sites around the UK from 1983 to 1990, were marked by a tiny magnetic micro-wire tag
inserted into one of the walking legs. So when my colleagues and I detected a micro-tag when
sampling lobster landings in later years, we knew the size at recapture, but also the release year
coded on the tag, and could therefore work out the age at recapture. The graph shows results for
570 hatchery lobsters recaptured in Bridlington Bay, East Yorkshire from 1983 to 1992. (These
results were first published in slightly different form in Bannister & Addison, 1998. Bulletin of
Marine Science, 62(2), pp 369-387. The data are the property of the Centre for Environment,
Fisheries and Aquaculture Science, Lowestoft).
The graph shows that the smallest recapture (50mm CL) was nearly 4 years old, and that sub-legal
lobsters of 65-80mm CL were caught 3-6 years after release. Lobsters of commercial size (87mm
or 90mm CL) were caught 4-8 years after release, and larger lobsters (100+ mm) were caught 5-8
years after release. The growth rate of lobsters is clearly very variable (depending on local
conditions and on the number of times a lobster moults), and whilst most lobsters seem unlikely
to reach commercial size (and contribute to egg production) until 4 years after release, a
significant fraction may require 5 or more years to reach that size. This is why lobster re-stocking is
unlikely to be a ‘quick-fix’. Similar results were obtained from other UK restocking sites at that
time. Next time, we will explore the fascinating question of survival.

