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IImODUCTIOJ: Records of the actuel  numbers of lobs te rs  caugh t in  I r i s h  

waters pr ior  t o  1887, are  d f f f i c u l t  t o  obtain, Hovrever, during the l a s g  

th i r teen  years of the  19 th  century, the  f ishery had assmed such iiiportance 

as  ts be included with the other major ones of the  period i ,e .  salmon, 

herring, mackerel and cod. I n  1891, the Inspector of I r i s h  Fisheries,  

W.S. Green, commented t h a t  "the lobs t e r  f ishery had reached such proportions 

as  t o  deserve separate reporting". The help of the Coast Guard of f icers  

was sought f o r  the task 03 compiling catch s t a t i s t i c s ,  with the r e su l t  

t h a t ,  from 1892 u n t i l  the outbreak of the 1914-18 war, excellent reool-ds 

of the catch i n  the  f ishery are available. Since then the system of 

s t a t i s t i c s  collection has changed and now both catch and e f f o r t  in the 

lobs te r  f ishery are  assessed. 
: I  

This paper deals mainly with the period 1900 ts 1967. The catch of 8 
, . 

lobsters  from 1887 to 1899 are  however, given below, to  i l l u s t r a t e  t h a t  

from the time when catch assessment iias f'-kst undertaken on a regular bas i s  

the yield  of lobs te rs  was high. 

Tabie I. Catch of lobs te rs  from 1887 t o  1899, f o r  the whole 
coast of Ireland. 

Year - 
1887 
1888 

1869 

1890 

1891 

1892 

1893 
1894 

1895 

No. of lobszers caught 

618,186 

304,433 

lt14,88O 

237,890 

211,900 

222,000 

247,697 

231,081 

275,759 

8 , -  FISFEX: By the end of the 19th aentury, the lobs te r  f ishery had 

at ta ined importance and the catch *om it had reached the miil ion mark, 

The f ishery was a t  t ha t  time and fo r  the f i r s t  30 years sf the 20"& 

century essen t ia l ly  a part-time one, pursued by farmer/fisheraen using 

currachs a id  other small boats. Hwuever, these fishermen used lobs te r  

t raps ,  dexigned and f ished spec i f ica l ly  f o r  the capture of lot'ster-s. The 

French crawfish t r ap  was not introduced t o  Ireland mt i l  1927 and had l i t t l e  
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or  no popular it:^ rmt i l  1947, a f t e r  which it b e c a ~ e  the commonest type of 

B gear i n  use and renains so up t o  the present time. 

During the earljj p a ~ t  of t h i s  century the a c t i v i t i e s  of theCongested 

Dis t r ic t s  E ~ a r d  encouraged the trapping of lobs te rs ,  par t icu la r ly  i n  the 

remoter pa r t s  o f  the coast, Thus it was tha t  for many years the catches 

of lobsters  recorded f h m  "addit ional plaoes", t o  quote the o f f i c i a l  repopts 

of the time, always exceeded by f a r  the catches from regular f i sh ing  ports, 

often by a s  much a s  half ,  The maintenance of the catch l eve l  depended, 

therefore, on a large coastal  r u r a l  population f ishing in to  small harbours 

and anchorages with ourrachs and hookers. However, by the mid-1930's 

power driven boats were beirg used and a t  the present time there i s  a 

l a rge  number 09 specially designed lobs te r  boats in use with a consequent 

reduction :.n the  nuinbar of smaller and un-engined boats. 

E F~om 1900 t o  1947 nearly a l l  the t raps  used f o r  the capture of 

lobs te rs  were made by the f ishemen themselves from materials produced 

local ly ,  The French cramfish c ree l  mas f i r s t  used on a large scale i n  

1947 and thereaf te r  was supplied in ever increasing numbers t o  I r i s h  

fishermen so tha t  by the 1960s only a few areas o@he coast s t i l l  used 

lobs te r  ti-aps f o r  lobs te r  f i s h i ~ z ,  The l a t t e r  areas were nainly located 

on the ea s t  and south eas t  coasts, and i n  County Donegal where cra?,.fish 

are scai-ce or  absent. Accounts of the use of d i f fe ren t  gears have already 

been published by Gibson and Heffernea (1967) and Gibson (1967)~ 

LIFE I-IISTORJ: The lobs te r  (-) has a s ide  diatribu-cion 

par t icu la r ly  near the coasts. It i s  found from Northern Norway, *e l l  

&side the Az-ctic c i rc le ,  i n  the Skaggerak almost t o  the Bal t ic  Sea, around 

the coasts of Ireland, Great Britain,  Belgium, Holland, France and the 

Atlant ic  coastl ines of Spain znd Portugal, i n  the  Mediterranean Sea 

par t icu la r ly  around I t a l y  and the Adriatic ooqst of Yugoslavia as f a r  as  

Greece and along the North African coast from Norooco to  Tunisia, I n  

Enropean and African maters it a t t a in s  a maximum Aknorm length of about 

30 inohes(9 - 10 ibs ,  rareLy heavier) but averages about 10 inches i n  

length (1.3 lbs) .  It has been caught i n  depths ranging from 2 t o  

fathoms (12 t o  240 f ee t ) .  

0 
Lobsters ao not th r ive  i n  tdmperatures of l e s s  than 5 C and a re  

0 
l i ke ly  to  die  when temperatures exceed 22 C. They appear t o  be m - s t  

active and therefore most commonly caught a t  a temperature of about 1 5 ~ : ~  
which i s  reached in I r i s h  vraters during l a t e  July a d  usually continues 

t o  ear ly  October. Each mature female iohs te r  cerl-ies from 5,OOCl to  40,000 

f e r t i l i s e d  eggs depending upon her  s ize  6nd age, the  oldest  females 

carrying the most. However, older females a r e  the l e a s t  numerous, so 

t h a t  tne  stock probably depends much mora on the medium sized female f o r  

progeny than cn the  large ones. The eggs are  carr ied by the female on 

I the under side of the abdomen vvhere they develop over a period varying 



h-' 
1 from 8 t o  10 months befcre h ~ t o h i n g  as  larvae 7:htch bear l i t t l e  resenblznce 

to  the adult,  These larvae vise  to  the s u e a c e  of the sea where they spend 

the nexz fesi weeks being carpied about by the vvhd and currents, feeding, 

growing and changing u n t i l  -they reach a stage a t  which they look more l i k e  

lobsters.  They then drop to  the sea f l oo r  rhere they remain, The t ine  

spent i n  the "pelagic phase" i s  thus of v i t a l  i qo r t a f ioe  t o  tlie stocks, 

First'Ly t h i s  i s  the  young lobs t e r ' s  most vulnerable period because it i s  

eqosed  to  predation by maw sor t s  of animal l i f e .  Secondly, a t  the mercy 

of tlie currents, larvae are  transported great  distances from t h e i r  places 

of b i r t h  md  so it i s  ghat some of the stocking tekes place by l a rva l  d r i f t  
I 
I Prom one area t o  another. It nay be t h a t  t h i s  i s  a2 important means by 

which areas a r e  stocked naturally.  the  pelagic stage the larvae are 

about 3/5th of an inch i n  length. Gibson (1967) has reported t h a t  lobsters  

develop rapidly and. en te r  the commercial catch a f t e r  f i v e  years but they 

are  not of l ega l  s ize  (83 mm carapace length o r  about 9-2 inches overall  

length) u n t i l  t he  s ix th  year of l i f e .  It i s ,  therefore, important f o r  the 

vvell being of lobs te r  stocks, t h a t  fishernen make cer ta in  tr! return t o  the 

sea, a l l  unriersized lobsters  nhich coiae iiito t h e i r  traps.  They grow by 

complete shedding of the she l l  and t:?e emergence of a s o f t  shelled but  

l a rge r  lobster .  Ju s t  before moulting te,kes place, the old she l l  softens 

and the ~-dntiow l i k e  membrane bekeen  t!~e head m d  the t a i l  s p l i t s  open, 

The so f t  lobs te r  draws out i t s  head region thi-ough t h i s s p l i t  and the old 

s h e l l  f a l l s  away- Eext by a s e r i e s  of short struggles the s o f t  t a i l  i s  

ha- led out of the old hard casing. Fin6l ly  and m i t i  considerable e f fo r t  

the sof t  neyr clzvvs and legs  are  dragged free ,  At t h i s  stage the so f t  

lobs te r  i s  shiny, c1ea.u and dark blue and also helpless so the process of 

moulting i n  nature i s  carried out i n  a place of sanctuai-y. There the 

unprotected s o f t  lobs te r  stands the best  chance of a v o i d i .  enemies, the  

smallest of which can make undefended attacks upon it. The time taken : 

t o  complete a moult i s  f r o m  30 t o  L& minutes and the  nenly emerged so f t  

l aps te r  quickly absorbs a considerable mount of water, swelling t o  i t s  

new s ize  i n  about 6 hours, One of the  first undertakings by the so f t  

lobs te r  i s  the preservation of i t s  old shel l ,  This may be used f o r  

protection hut it i s  also eaten by the lobs t e r  which may oe a .&ray by which 

the hardening of Me new she l l  i s  accelerated. 

Moulting i s  very frequent i n  ear ly  l i f e  and gradually decreases i n  

frequency with age. Thus i n  t he  f i r s t  year of l i f e  moulting occurs on 

average six times. By L5e time the lobs te r  i s  9 t 3  10 Lnohes i n  l e n ~ t h  

it may take place once o r  tmice a year. Thereafter lobsters '  nay only 

moult every second year o r  a t  longer in te rva ls  as  they grow older, It has 

been said  t ha t  female lobsters  only moult every second year. Evidence fmm 

I r i s h  lobs te r  tagging from 1965. t o  1967 suggests t ha t  a very considerable 

proportion o f  them have s imilar  moulting habits to  males, i.e. even when 



-k they are  aature  they may moult every year o r  even twice 5.n the one year. 

Pemale lobsters  ere f e r t i l i s e d  i n  the  so f t  shelled s ta te ,  A t  t h i s  

time the male deposits s p s m  i n  the spem sacs of the female, located between 

the bases of  the l a s t  two legs. The sperms remain a l i ve  i n  the sacs u n t i l  

I they are  required, The females extrucle t h e i r  r ipe  eggs from openkgs a t  

: the bases of the second p a i r  o f  vialking legs. As the eggs emerge, they 

: pass the sperm sac from which sperms a m  released and the eggs a r e  thus 

I f e r t i l i s ed .  The eggs are  passed back down the abdomen where due t o  t h e i r  

I s t icky surface they cl ing t o  the "hairs" of the swimerets and to  each 

I o ther i n  clusters.  Eggs are  ent.sudea by f e d o s  a t  various- times of +Be 

year but p a ~ ~ t i c ~ a r l y  from August t o  ear ly  October. Hatching occurs from 

April  t o  October with peaks i n  Ivlay and August. The newly hatched surface 

swimming l a r r a e  probably suf fe r  a 9% mortali ty bu.t it i s  believed tha t  

when the  survivors reach the seclusion of the  sea-bed tha t  mortali ty amongst 

them a s  they grow t o  maturity i s  low. Many attempts by f i s h b g  and slrin- 

diving have f a i l e d  t o  locate  adolescent lobs te rs  ( 2  - 4 inches long) i n  I r i s h  

waters. This suggests a highly developed a b i l i t y  a t  conoea3lment. 

Lobsters are  not gregarious and might be described as  being peculiarly 

anti-social. Normally they l i v e  i n  l a i r s  o r  orevices i n  the  rocks from 

which they w i l l  only emerge when they a-e short  of food. That they can 

obtain food in o r  near t h e i r  l a i r s  i s  evidenoed by %he presence of skeleta l  

remains of varioux animals nearby, especially a t  the entrmce. Lobsters 

crave cover, a ~ y  sui table  rock crevice, boulder gomation o r  sheltered 

ledge i s  u t i l i s e d  by them, They are  not generally active whilst  l i g h t  

penetrates the water layers ,  preferring to  feed during the twil ight  hours 

before and a f t e r  davm or  dusk and possibG a t n i g h t  time also. Thus the 

t r ad i t i ona l  method f o r  the capture of lobs te rs  was re la ted  closely t o  t h e i r  

habi ts  i n  t h a t  t raps  were s e t  individually as close t o  rocks as  possible 

an6 were only f ished in the l a t e  eveniag and very ear ly  morning, 

The tagging work carr ied out from 1957 to  1965 ( ~ 2 b s o n  1967) showed 

a b s o l u t e l ~  no evidence of large scale movements by lobsters.  Distances 

from point of release to point of recapture have ra re ly  exceeded one :to 

two miles. Thus the lobs te r  population i s  r e l a t i ve ly  s t a t i c  with no 

novement of adul ts  from one f ishing area t o  mother.  It i s  f o r  t h i s  

reason t h a t  l oca l  populations of lobs te rs  are very susoeotible t o  over--fishing. 

So it can happen t h a t  lobs te r  stocks in a pa r t i cu l a r  area may become so 

depleted as  to  gi're the impression of being f ished out. Houvever, these 

areas usually have an adequate stock of young naturiag lobs te rs  which m i l l  

replenish the overfished area given time and thus in the overal l  sense the  

stocks can remain strong. 

HISTORIC-4L NOTES: Up to  1913, de ta i led  records of the catch of lobs te rs  

and the nm3er of  men and boats engaged i n  t h e i r  capture, were reoorded by 

the former coast  guard service. From 1914 t o  1921 these records became 



scanty but estimates of the numbers of lobs te r  h a t s  have been made, 

Prom 1922 t o  1967, each Annual Report of the  Saa and k l a n d  Fisheries 

records abstracts  of the  number of boats, 3y length and tonnage and the 

men engaged i n  a l l  classes of sea fishing. Thesedata  are  based on 

recoyas contained in cer ta in  fo~ms ,  one of rvhioh wzs re la ted to  she l l  

f i she r i e s  specif ical ly ,  The l a t t e r  records the actual  number of boats 

engaged i n  lobs te r  f i sh ing  a t  eaoh port. Although these are not available 

f o r  a l l  years, it has been possible t o  estimate with considerable accuracy 

the nymber of lobs te r  f ishing boa's from 1900 t o  1967, with +he exception, 

of the periods 1918 t o  1921 and 1940 t o  1945 when very l i t t l e  information 

Tias available about the f i sh ing  f l ee t .  These f igures  have been s e t  out 

in Table 2 and the s t r ik ing  feature  of t h i s  i s  t ha t  the  number of lobs te r  

boats ha.s reduced from a maximum of 1225 i n  1912/13 to  a  minimum of 565 i n  

1966/67, 

Table 2. Numbers of boats f ishing f o r  lobs te rs  i n  2-year 
averages from 1900 t o  1967. 

Period 

l900/01 

02/03 

04/05 

06/07 
08/09 

10/11 

12/13 
14/15 

16/17 

18/19 
20/21 

22/23 

24/25 

26/27 

28/29 

30/31 

32/33 

No. of boats 

1,100 

1,050 

950 

1,020 

1,050 

1,175 
1,225 

1,000 

825 

Period 

19 34/35 

36/37 

38/39 

w/41 
@/43 

wii-5 
46/47 
48/49 
50/51 

52/53 
54/55 
56/57 

58/59 

60/61 

62/63 

6$'65 

66/67 

No. of boats 

760 

740 

750 

Figure I show the catch of I r i s h  lobs te rs  (excludtng the catch frcm 

Counties Derry, Antrim end Dam) from 1900 t o  1967, i~ two year averages 

and the f ishing e f f o r t  i n  terns  of boat numbers. These data are m 

in te res t ing  re f lec t ion  of the  s t a t e  of f ishing throughout the period. 

(1) The average catch from 1900 t o  1919 YES 996,000 lo5sters  per &mum. 

(2) From 1920 t~ 1939, the catch f e l l  to 734,003 per mnum on average. 

(3) Prom 19w t o  1967, the average annual catch has been 365,000 lobs te rs  
per  annum. 



(4) Reductions o r  incl-eases i n  the numbers of' boats from 1900 t o  1937 
mere ref lected by oorresponding decreases or  increeses i n  the czkch of 
lobsters.  However, from 1946 t o  1967, whlle e f fo r t  i n  terms of boats 
continued t o  <ecrease, catches (though not t o  t h e i r  former 
peaks), especially f m n  1952 t o  1959- From 194.7 onwerds greater  use 
was maae of French crawfish creels  =id there was a nnslcing efcect  
caused by the catches of crawfish and the development of a nixed 
lobster/cramfish fishing. 

The general picture which emerges i s  one in d i i ch  the catch of lobs te rs  

i n  the 1960s has f a l l en  by 4% comparea rrith t h a t  i n  the  1900s, and the 

number of boats reduced i n  the sane period by approximately 5% These 

catch f i g m e s  pose the problem vihether the stocks today are so reduced tha t  

i f  the same e f fo r t  iiere exerted as  in the l9OOs, the catches would s t i l l  

be a t  the present l eve l  o r  whether they would be as  high a s  in the ear ly  

pa r t  of the century? Fig, 2 shons the catches f r o m  1949 t o  1961 when 

data was available of the time spent f i sh ing  f o r  lobsters  each year. The 

catch i s  plot ted against  the f ishing time ( i n  months) i r respect ive of the 

year, It i s  c l ea r  t ha t  there i s  a l i n e a r  relationship betireen f i sh ing  

time an2 the s ize  of the catch, i , e ,  the  longer the f i sh ing  season the 

greater  the  oatch. Unforixnately tliese &?ta have not been available since 

1961, but it i s  a character is t ic  of a strong stock t h a t  a s  e f f o r t  increases 

so does catch. 

Table 3 ,  Average gross earnings by boat from selected ports 
on each coast ,  from 1952 to  1967. 

The average earnings in four ports,  each regarded as  one' of the  bes t  

f o r  the pa r t i cu l r r  coast, a r e  given i n  Table 3,  The fishermen of the east  

coast port  i n  question f i s h  only f o r  lobs te r  and use lobs te r  t raps  i n  small 

nunbers from outboard powered punts. The fishermen i n  t..e south coast port  

use 8@ lobs te r  gear and 2@ French cFamfish gear, from various sized power 



Criven boats. The f ishemen from the nest  coast por t  use French o ra~ i f i sh  

gear and catoh equal numbers of lobs te rs  and crav#fish using a -variety of 

boat s izes ,  The fishermen in the north c o a t  port  use mainly lobs te r  gear 

rrith a very small amount of cravfish gear, and a considerable var ie ty  of 

boat sizes. The s t r ik ing  feature  of t h i s  Table i s  t h a t  it reveals t h a t  

vzhere lobs te r  f i sh ing  i s  pursued with lobs te r  gear the value of the catch 

per boat i s  be t t e r  than in the case where crawfish gear mainly i s  used f o r  

catching both lobsters  and craxfish. 

DISCUSSION: The nost obvious fea ture  of the lobs te r  f ishery i n  the l a s t  67 

years has been the decline of the catch. It i s  the purpose of this paper to  

explore the  possible causes rn-hich have led  t o  the catch retucucing to  about 

one-third o f  what it was i n  the ear ly  p a r t  of t h i s  century. 

One poss ib i l i ty  which must be examined i s  t ha t  of over f ishing. 

Gibson (1967) calculated tha t  lobs te rs  enter the comerc ia l  f i shery  a t  the 

end of t h e i r  f i f t h  and during t h e i r  s ix th  year of l i f e .  A t  t h i s  age they 

are very close t o  but have not quite reached the s ize  of the present l ega l  

s ize  l i m i t ,  i.e. 83 imn Larapace length b r  about 9.2 inches overall  length, 

T i i s  s ize  l i m i t  was introduced i n  1963. From 1952 to 1962 the s ize  l i m i t  

had been 9 inches t o t a l  length and from 1900 t o  1951 i t  had been 8 inches 

t o t a l  length, It i s  well knov.m tha t  the smaller the s i ze  l i m i t  given t o  a 

marine animal the  greater  -the deleterious effect  which th i s  w i l l  have on 

stock numbers. A s ize  l i m i t  of 8 inches nould have been more severe on 

the stocks than the present s ize  l i m i t .  It takes lobs te rs  approximately 

6 yegrs f o r  the majority of them t o  enter  the comercial  f ishery and if, 

the l a t e  19th and ear ly  20th 

centuries had had a deleterious e f fec t ,  t h i s  should have been evident witkin 

a period of 6 years. Froin Table I and Fig, I it can be seen t h a t  t he  mean 

catch f o r  the 20 year period from 1896 to  1915 was approximately 1,000,000. 

This period of heavy f ishing would have adversely affected subseqwent 

generations o f  lobs te rs  if i t  consti tuted one of overfishing and the e f f ec t s  

ought t o  have been c lear ly  seen i n  any year during the ensuing 20 years up 

to  1935. Instead we f ind  tha t  the catches again a?proachei! the 1,000,000 

mark from 1924 t o  1929 and only slunped much l a t e r ,  fmm 1949 onxards, when 

the European market was closed in the second world niar and  the S r i t i s h  

market was reduced. 

CONCLUSIOKS: There are  no adequate grounds upon which overfishing can be 

proved o r  refuted i n  absolute terms. However, the evidence would suggesi, 

t ha t  the y ie ld  of lobs te r  can be increased a t  l e a s t  to  600,000 per annw 

(i?ig. 1) a t  which leve l ,  i f  the  s ize  l i m i t  i s  r ig id ly  observed, the stocks 

could maintain recruitment. Nothing can be done to prevent a reduction LFI 

catches if undersized lobs te rs  contince t o  be landed and sold. 

It mould appear t ha t  i n  order f o r  the catches to  re turn to  these 

r e l a t i ve ly  high figures,  it w i l l  be necessary f o r  I r i s h  lobs te r  fishermen 

-- ~ -~ -- -- ~ 
~ 
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t o  do tno  things.  F i r s t l y ,  they  must I'ish l o b s t e r s  with spec ia l i sed  

l o b s t e r  gem. The gdvmtsges of doing so  have been described by Gibson 

and Reffernan (i957) anC Gibson (1967)~ Secondly they  must be prepared 

t o  seeroh f o r  o the r  f i s h i n g  grounds. Perhaps i n  doing t h i s  they m i l l  

re-discover sone of t h e  o lde r  grounas which must have been used a t  the  

t u r n  and i n  t h e  e c r l y  p a r t  of  t b i s  century. 
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