Secrets of the Sea 5. The state of lobster
stocks and their management
This article continues the series on aspects of lobsters and their fisheries by Dr Colin
Bannister, Emeritus fisheries scientist at CEFAS Lowestoft, and honorary advisor to the
Shellfish Association of Great Britain.
Recap These articles give readers a glimpse of the lobster biology, behaviour and
metrics behind the picturesque scenes that we love to see when visiting a working fishing harbour. The previous article
explained the basics of stock assessment, and this one describes the current status of English lobster stocks and their
management based on the latest assessments available at the time of writing.
The effects of fishing Increased fishing effort (more vessels, pots and fishing days) is expected to increase the harvest
rate and reduce the proportion of young lobsters surviving to the larger mature sizes. This narrows the size
composition, depletes the mature stock, and reduces egg production compared to the un-fished state. Assessments
therefore use lobster size compositions measured at sea or on the quayside to quantify those vital changes and
compare them to critical benchmarks.
Who does what? In England the Marine Management Organisation (MMO) records landings and fishing effort, and
the CEFAS1 Laboratory at Lowestoft undertakes the assessment programme used to advise DEFRA2, the government
body responsible for managing national shellfisheries out to the mid-line. Local data are also collected and assessed by
ten Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Authorities (IFCAs) that manage coastal fisheries out to 6 nautical miles,
including in Devon and Cornwall.
Benchmarks A sustainable fishery has a moderate harvest rate that delivers a maximum sustainable long term yield
(MSY) without endangering egg production. For lobster, scientists estimate that if the harvest rate and resulting stock
size sustain 35% of the egg production possible from an un-fished stock, the fishery is at MSY, and at the target harvest
rate and target stock size.
The tendency for unrestricted fishing to increase to a high level and reduce stocks to a low level is countered by setting
precautionary limits that should be avoided to prevent stock collapse. For lobster, these limits are the maximum harvest
rate and corresponding minimum stock size that sustain 15% of the egg production possible in the un-fished state.
Fisheries reaching these limits should trigger remedial action.
Stock status CEFAS has used accumulated sampling data to estimate the state of lobster stocks up to 2014 3 for 5 large
coastal areas, each containing a characteristic lobster fishery that could be managed individually in the future. The
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Southwest
benchmarks, and stock size is
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These results are derived from a narrow size distribution that
typically found on coastal grounds.
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The Southeast & South Coast fishery was not assessed due to data issues, but on past
evidence could be similar to the East coast.
In the Southwest, results are more favourable because medium to large lobsters are prevalent
in samples from Devon and Cornwall. Harvest rate is above MSY but comfortably below the
maximum benchmark, while stock size is between the minimum and MSY. The Southwest
fishery is fully exploited (colour code amber) and not far from MSY.
Managing lobster fisheries National lobster management measures include the shellfish
licensing scheme, a national minimum legal size, and a ban on landing any hen lobster with a
tail that was v-notched when previously carrying eggs. Some IFCAs have a higher landing size,
while some ban the landing of berried hens outright, and one IFCA restricts pot numbers per
boat. However, CEFAS assessments imply that, except for the Southwest, significant extra
measures are needed to achieve sustainability.
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Many potters admit that over the years more and more pots have been set on crowded
grounds, and for longer periods each year, thus intensifying fishing and raising concerns for
the future. This has been debated regularly by officials, scientists and the industry, but
without reaching consensus on what action to take. Several DEFRA consultations have
explored industry views on such measures as a higher landing size, elimination of unused
licences, and managing pot numbers, whilst consultation on a national berried lobster ban is
currently in progress. Unfortunately attempts to achieve more have been impeded by
industry dislike of stringent controls, and conflicts of view between inshore and offshore
fleets, and different regions. Internationally the UK is obliged to deliver sustainable fishing
and good environmental status sooner rather than later, so to make progress DEFRA shellfish
officials now advocate managing regional lobster fisheries individually, hoping that regionally
different combinations of measures selected from the management ‘tool box’ will be more
agreeable and successful than a ‘one size fits all’ approach.
Caveats Future discussions face several stumbling blocks. The first is industry wariness
about the assessments. Concern that stocks assessed as overfished could collapse without
stronger regulation is now being challenged by reports that in many areas undersized lobsters
are becoming increasingly prevalent, implying that with recruitment seemingly high, more
restrictive management is unnecessary. Of course, some of this could be due to factors
unrelated to lobster fishing, e.g. better juvenile survival and increased catchability as climate
change raises water temperature; reduced predation when cod stocks collapsed in the 2000’s;
or the more disturbing possibility that size distributions used in the assessments suffer from
sampling bias, or simply do not fully represent what happens on the seabed. These issues
require further research into the quality of the data, and more emphasis on integrating into
the assessments fishermen’s records from all parts of the fishery.
The most serious problem is that if a reduced harvest rate is needed, how can it be achieved?
Potters assert that lobster quotas are impractical, pot limits are unenforceable, and that days
at sea cannot be regulated because pots are left out at sea continuously. Such views presage a
continuing battle over how best to reduce effort in lobster fisheries. That is why the Shellfish
Association proposes that a simpler first step is to cap effort at the current level to at least
prevent the negative effects of further expansion. In the meantime, keep rearing and
releasing those baby lobsters!!

