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INTRODUCTION: Records of the azetual numbers of lobsters caught in Irish

waters prior to 1887, are difficult to obtain. However, during the last
thirteen years of the 15th century, the fishery had assumed such impertancs
as to be included with the other major ones of the period i.e. salmon,
herring, madkerel and ccd. In 1891, the Inspector of Irish Fisheriles,

W.S. Green, commented that "the lobster fishery had reached such proportlons
as to deserve separate reporting”.  The help of the Coast Guard officers
was sought for the task of compiling catch statisties, with the resuls

that, from 1892 until the outbreak of the 1914-18 war, excellent records

of the catoh.in thé fishery are available, Since then the system of
stabistics eollectlion has changéd and now both catch and effort in the

lobster fishery are assessed.

This paper deals mainly with the pericd 1900 to 196?a The catech of
lobsters from 1887 to 1899 are however, giveﬁ below, to illustrate that
from the time when catch assessment was first undertaken on a regular basis
the yield of lobsters was high,

Mabie T. Cateh of lobsters from 1887 to 1899, for tne whole
cozst of Ireland.

Year C No. of lobsters saught

1887 618,186
1888 _ 304,433
1889 434,880
1890 237,890
1891 211,900
1892 - : 222,000
1893 - 247,697
1894 - 231 081
1895 - - 275,759
1896 920,400
897 1,112,388
1898 | 1,072,080
1899 1,217,760

THE FISHERY: By the end of the 19th sentury, the lobster fishery had
ettained importance and the catoh from it had reached the miilion mark.

The fishery was at thet time and for the first 30 yéars of the 20th

century essentially a part-time one, pursued by farmer/fishermen using
currachs and other small boats, However, these fishermen used lobster
traps, desigred and fished specifically for the capture of lobsters. The
French crawfish trap was not introduced to Ireland until 1927 and had litile
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or no popularity until 1947, afier which it became the commonest type of

gear in use and remains so up to the present time.

During the early part of this century the activities of the Congested
Districts Board eﬁcouraged the trapping of 1oBsters, particuvlarly in the
remoter parts of the coast. Thus it wes that for mény years the catches
~of lobsters recorded Fom "additional places", to guote the cfficial reposts
of the time, always ekceeded by far the catches from regular fishing ports,
cften by as much as half. The maintenaﬁce of the catch level_&ependedé
therefore, on é large coastal rural population fishing into smdll harbours
and aﬁchorages with currachs snd hockers. However, by the mid-1930!s |
power driven boats were being used and at the preSeﬁt time there is a
large number of specially designed lobster boats in use with a consequent

reduction in the number of smaller and un-engined boats.,

Froz 190G 4o 1947 nearly all ihe traps used for the capture of
lobsters were mede by the fishermen themselves from materials produced
locally, The French crawfish creel was first.used on & large scale in
1947 and thereafter was supplied in ever inereasing numbers fq Irish
- fishermen so that by the 1960s only a fow areas offhe coast still used
lobster traps forjlobster fishing. The latter sreas were mainly located
on the east and south east coasts, and in County Donegal where crewfish
© are scarce or absent. Accéunts of the use of different gears have already
been published by Gibson and Hefferﬁan_(1967)"ana Gibson (1967).

LIFE HISTORY: The lobster (Homarus gammerus) has a wide distribution

particularly near the coasts., It is found from Northern Norway, well
inside the Arctie eircle, in the Skaggerak almest to the Baltic Sea, afound
the coasts of Ireland, Great Britain, Belgium, Holland, France and the
Atlantic coastlines of Bpain and Portugal, in the Mediterranesn Sea
particularly around Italy and the Adriatic cegst of Yugdslavia.as f'ar as
Greece and slong the North Afrvican coast from Morocco to Tunisia, in
European and African waters it attains a maximum known length of aboutb

30 inches(9 - 10 1bs, rarely heavier) but avefages ab@uﬁ 10 inches in
length (1.3 1bs). It has been caught in depths ranging from 2 to 40
fathoms (12 to 240 fee%).

Lobsters do not thrive in tdmperatures of less than 595 and are
Yikely to die when temperatures exceed 22%¢c. They appeax to be most
actlve and therefore most commonly caught at a temperaturé of aboutb 1508;
which 1s reached in Irish waters during late July énd usually continues
to early October. Each mature female lobster carries from 5,000 to 40,000
fertilisedreggs depending upon her size and age, the oldest females
carrying the mogt. However, older femasles are the least numercus, so
that the stock provebly depends much more on the medium sized female for
progeny than on the large ones. The eggs are carried by the female on

the under side cf the sbdomen where they de#elop over a period varying
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from 8 to 10 months before batching as larves which bear little resemblance
to the adul®t,  These lapvae rise to the surface of the sea where they spend
the next few weeks being éarried ébout by the wind and currents, feeding,
growing and changing until they reach a stage at Whioh they look more like
lobsters. They then drop to the sea floor where they remein, The time
spent in the "pelagie_phase" is thus of vital imporitance to the stocks.
Firstly this is the young lobster's most vulnerable périod because it is
exposed te predation by many sorts of.animal life. Secondly, at the mercy
of the currents, larvae are transported great diétances from their places
of birth and so it is ghat some of the svocking tzkes place by 1arvél dpdf
from one area to arother. It mey be that this is an important means by
Which.areas are stocked naturally, In the pelagic stage the larvae are
gbout 3/5th of an inch in length. Gibson (1967) has reported that lobsters
develop rapidly and enter the commercial catch after five years but they
are not of legal size (8% mm carépace length or about 9.2 inches overall
length) until the sixth year of life., I% is, thefefore, important for the
well being of lobster stocks, that fishermen make certain to returnm to.the
sea, all undersized lobsters which éome into their traps. They grow by
means of mouiting, a process.which is termed ecdysis and involves the
complete shedding of the shell and the emergence of a soft sﬁelled but
1afger lobster. Just before movlting takes place, the old shell soiftens
and the window like membrane between the head and the tail splits open.
The soft lobster drews out its head region through thissplit and the old
sheii falls away. .Next by & series of short struggles the soft tail is
hauled out of the old hard casing, Finally and with considerable effort
the sof't new ¢laws and legs are dragged free, At this stage the soft
lobster is shiny, cleen and dark blue and also helpless so the process of
moulting in nature is carried out in a place of sanctuary. There the
unprotected soft lobster stands the best chance of avoiding enemies, the
smallest of which can meke undefended attacks upon it., The time taken
to complete a moult is from 30 to LO minutes and the newly emerged soft
lobster quickly absorbs a comsiderable amount of water, swelling to its
new size in about 6 hours, One of the first uwdertakings by the soft
iobster is the preservation of its old shell. This may be used for
.protection but it is also eaten by the lobster which muy be a way by ﬁhich

the hardening of the new.shell is accelerated,

Moultiﬁg is very freguent in early life end gradually decreases in
frequency with age. Thus in the first year of life moulting occurs on
average six times. By the time the lobster is 9 to 10 inches in length

it may teke place once op twice a year. Thereafter lobdsters may only

moult every second year or at longer intervals as they grow older. It has |

been said that femsle Iobgters only moult every second year. Evidence from
Irish lobster tagging from 1965 to 1967 suggests that:a very considerable '

proportion of them have similar moulting habits to meles, i.e. even when
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they are meture they may moult every year or even twice in the one year.

Female lobsters are fertilised in the soft shelled state. At this
time the wale deposits sperm in the sperm sacs of the female, locaﬁed between
the bases of the last two legs, The sperms remain allve in the sacs wtil
they are required, The females extrude their ripe eggs from openings at
the bases of +the second pair of Walking legs. As the epgs emerge, they
pass the spermtsac from which sperms are released and the seggs are thus
fértilised. The eggs are passed back down the abdomen where due to their
sticky surface they cling to the "hairs" of the swimmerets and o each
other in clusters. Hggs ars eztruded by femelss at various times of the
year but particulerly from August to easrly October, Hatching ocours frqm
April to October with peaks in Mey and August, The newly hatched surface
swimming larvae probably suffer a 99% mortélity but it is believed that
when the survivors reach the seclusion of the sea~bed that moftality amongst
them as they grow to maturity is low, Mahy attempts by fishing and skin~
diving have failed to locate edolescent lobsters (2 - 4 inches long) in Irish

waters. This suggests a highly developed ability at contealment.

Lobsters are not gregarious and might be described as being peculiarly
anti-soeial, Normally they live in lairs or orevices in the rocks from
which they will only emerge when they are short of food. That they can
obtain food in or near their lairs is evidenced by %the presence of skeletal
remains of various animals nearby, especially at the entrance. Lobsters
erave coﬁer, any sultable rock crevice, boulder formation or sheltered

ledge is utilised by them. They are not generally abtive whilst light
| renetrates the water layers, preferring to feed during the twilight hours
before and after dewn or dusk an& possibly at night time also.  Thus the
traditional method for the capture of lobsters was relatéd closely to thseir
hebits in that traps were set individualiy a3 close to rocks as possible

end were only fished in the late evening and very early morning.

The tzgging work carried out from 1957 to 1965 (Gibson 1967) showed
‘absolutel§ no evidence of large seale movements by lobsters. Distances
from poeint of release to point of recapture have rarely exceeded one o
two miles.  Thus the lobster population is relatively static with no
movement of adults from one fishing area to another, It is for this
reason that local populations of lobsters are very susceptible to over-fishing.
So it can happen that lobster stocks in a particular area may become so
Gepleted as to give the impression of being fished ocut. However, these
areas usually have an adequate stock of yoﬁng maturing lobsters which will
replenish the overfished area given time and thus in the overell sense the

stocks car remain strong.

HISTORICAL NOTES: Up to 1913, detailed records of the cateh of lobsters

and the nuiber of men and boats engaged in thelr eapture, were recorded by

the former coast guard service. From 1914 to 1921 these records became
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scanty but estimates of the numbers of lobstér boats have been made.
From 1922 to 196?, gach Annual Report of the Sea and Inmland Pisheries
records abstracts of the number of boats, by length and tonmnage and the
men engaged in a&ll classes of sea fishing. These deta are based on

records contained in ceritain forms, one of which was related to shell

- fisheries specifically. The latter records the actual numbsr of boats

engaged in lobster fishing at each port.  Although these are not available
for all years, it has been possible to_estimate.with'considerable acouracy
the number of iobster fishing boats from 1900 to 196?, with the exception
of the periods 1918 to 1921 and 1940 to 1945 when very little information
was available sbout the fishing fleet, These figures have been set outb
in Table 2 and the striking:feature of this is that the nuwber of lobster
boats has reduced from e maximem of 1225 in 1912/13 to a minimum of 565 in

1966/67.

Table 2, Nuwmbers of boats fishing for lobsters in 2-year
averages from 1900 to 1967,

Period , No. of boats . Period - No, of boats

1900,/01 1,100 1934/35 760
02/0% 1,050 36/37 740
04,/05 950 - 38/39 750
06/07 1,020 50/11 -
08/09 1,050 52/43 -
10/11 1,175 Li/L5 ~
12/13 1,225 16/147 700
14/15 1,000 48/49 750
16/17 825 50/51 740
18/19 - 52/53 750
20/21 - 54/55 - 630
22/23 - 1,075 56/57 580
21,/25 1,190 58/59 575
26/27 1,200 60/61 575
28/29 1080 62/63 | 575
30/ 31 920 64/65 560
32/33 825 66/67 | 565

_ Figure I shows the catch of Irish lobsters (excluding the catch from
Counties Derry, Antrim and Down) from 1900 t071967, in two year averages
and the fiéhing effort in terms of boat numbers, These data are an
interesting reflection of the state of fishing throughout the period.
(1} The average catch from 1900 to 1919 was 996,000 lobsters per wnnum,
{2) From 1920 to 19%9, the cateh fell to 734,000 per annﬁm On Bversgs.

(3) TProm 1940 to 1967, the average annual catch has been 365,000 1obsters

PET annuml,
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(%) Reductions or increases in the numbers of boats from 1900 %o 1337
were reflected by corresponding decresges cr increases in the catch of
lobsters. However, from 1946 to 1567, while effort in terms of boats
continued %o decrease, catches increased (though not to their former
peaks), especially from 1952 to 1959. From 1947 onwards greater use
was made of French crawfish creels and there was a masking effect

cauzed by the catches of crawflsh and the development of a mixed

lobster/crawflsh fishing.,

The general picﬁure which emerges is one in which the catch of lobsters
in the 1960s has fallen by 40% compared with that in the 1200s, and the
number of boats reduced in the same period by approximately 50%  These
catoh figures pose the problem whether the stocks today are so reduced that
if the same effort were exerted as in the 1900s, the ocatches would still
be at the present level or whether they would be as high as in the early
part of the century? Fig. 2 shows the catches from 1949 4o 1961 when
data was available of the time spenit fishing for lobsters each year. The
catch is plotted against the fishing time (in months) irrespective of the
yeer. It is clear that there is a linear relationship between fishing
time and the size of the cateh, i.e. the longer the fishing season the
greater the catch., Unforitunately these data have not been available since
1961, but it iz a charascteristic of = strong stock that asg effort increases
so. does catoh,

Table 3, Average gross ezrmings by beat from selected ports
on each- coast from 1952 to 1567.

Tear East South West Horth
£ £ ) )
1952 104 177 45 57
1953 117 93 55 7
195, 78 126 58 105
1955 320 63l 281 315
1956 116 1,111 161 6
1957 260 475 146 312
1958 250 672 316 931
1959 300 1,187 52k 1,120
1960 212 770 217 307
1961 230 825 6L 395
1962 264 957 506 330
1963 i7e 802 512 240
1964 170 1,220 670 543
1965 135 1,225 705 155
1966 316 1,1%2 810 332
1967 316 1,060 893 733

The average earnings in four vorts, each regar&ed as one of the best
for the particular coast; are given in Table 3, The fishermen of the east
coast port in guestion fish only for lobster and use lobster traps in small
numbers from outboard powered punts: The fishermen in fhe south coast port

use 80% lobster gear end 20% French crawfish gear, from varicus sized power
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driven boats.  The fishermen from the west coast port.use French crawfish
gear and catch aquel numbers of lobsters and crawfish using a variety of
i boat sizes. The flshermen in the north coast port use mainly lobster gear ;i
. with a vezy small amount df;crawfish gear, and a considerable variety of

boat sizes. The striking feature of this Teble is that it reveals that

where lobster fishing is pursued with lobster gear the value of the catch ¥
per boat 1s better than in the ocase where crawfish gear mainly is used for iﬁ

catehing beth lobsters and crawfish.

DISCUSSION: The most obvious feature of the lobster fishery in the last 67 ‘ﬂ
years has been the decline of the catch, It is the purpose of this paper to li

explore the possible causes which have led to the catch reducing to about .

? one-third of what it was in the early part of this century.

One possibility which must be examined is that of over fishing.
Gibson (1967) caleulated that lobsters enter the commercial fishery at the
end of their £ifth and during their sixth year of life., = At this age they

are very close to but have not guite reached the size of the presént legal
size limit, i.e. 83 mm;aarapace length or about 9,2 inches overall length,
This size limit was introduced in 1963, . From 1952 to 1962 the size 1limit
had been 9 inches total 1éngth and from 1500 to 1951 it had been 8 inches

total length. It is well known that the smaller the size limit given o a b

marine animal the greater the deleterious effect which this will have on

stock numbers. . A size limit of 8 inches would have been more severe on
the stocks thaen the present size limit. It takes lobsters approximately i
6 yegrs for the majority of them to enter the commercial fishery and if,
therefore, the heavy fishing reecorded in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries had had a deleterious effect, this should have been evident within
a period of 6 years. From Teble I and Fig. I it can be seen that the mean _ ﬁ
cateh for the 20 year period from 1896 to 1915 was approximately 1,000,000, j
This periocd of heavy fishing would have adversely affected subsequent -w
generations of lobsters if it constituted ome of overfishing and the effecta
ought to have been clearly seen in any year during the_ensuihg 20 years up _

to 1935, Instead we find that thercatches agein appfoached the 1,000,000

mark from 1924 to 1929 and only slumped much later, from 1940 onwards, when ¥
the European market was closed in the second world wer and the Bpitish

market was reduced.

CONCLUSIONS: There are no adequate grounds upon which overfishing can be
proved or refuted in absolute iterms. However, the evidence would sugges®
that the yield of lobster can be increased at least to 600,000 per anmum

{Fig. 1) at which level, if the size limit is rigidly observed, the stocks

could maintain recrultment, Nothing can be done to prevent a reduction in

catohes 1f undersized lobsters continue 4o be landed and sold. iﬂ;

It would appear that in order for the catches to return to these

relatively high figures, it will be necessary for Irish leobster fishermen

_ e i
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to do two things, Firstly, they must fish lebsters with specialised
tobster gear., The adventages of doing sc have beern described by Gibson
end Heffernan (1967) and Gibson (1967).  Secondly they must be prepared
to search for other fishing grounds. Perhaps in doing this they.will
re~-discover some of the older grounds which must have been used at the

turn and in the early part of this century,
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