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Maine 
Lobstermen’s 
Association

The MLA advocates for a sustainable 
lobster resource and the fishermen and 
communities that depend on it. 

§ Established in 1954

§ Oldest and largest fishing industry 
association

§ Focus on big picture issues that affect 
the future of the Maine’s lobster 
industry

§ MLA lawsuit is last hope of protecting 
our lobstering heritage



The Maine 
lobster 
fishery

Lobstering critical to 
Maine’s coastal economy

§ $1 Billion+ industry; 2nd most valuable U.S fishery

§ >80% of value of Maine’s commercial fisheries

§ LOBSTER $ is first $ in many coastal communities

§ 4,800 small businesses owned and operated by the 
Captain 

§ Provides more than 10,000 jobs on the water

§ New England’s cultural heritage



North 
Atlantic
Right 
Whales

Right Whale Status
§ Protected in U.S. under Marine Mammal Protection 

Act (MMPA) and Endangered Species Act (ESA)

§ Threats to right whale include climate change, 
vessel strikes, entanglement

§ Population increased for more than 20 years, but 
has been in decline since 2010

§ Remain highly endangered, less than 350 whales 
remain 



Protecting 
Right 
Whales

U.S. - 25 Years of 
Right Whale Conservation

Weak rope

Weak rope



Protecting 
Right 
Whales

25 Years of Right Whale Conservation

Weak rope

Weak rope

- Minimize rope in water column
- Rig remaining rope safer
- Mark all gear



2022 Rule - Remove Buoy Lines from the water

Min # of traps / buoy line

1700 lb Weak Points Unique Marking

10,000 mi2 of Seasonal Closures

Remaining 
Buoy Lines

LMA1 
(Oct 1 –
Jan 31)

MRA w/state H2Os & South Islands (Feb 1 –Apr 30)



Source: 

National Marine 
Fisheries Service Right 
Whale Incident Data

93%...compliance with whale conservation plan

90%...reduction in lobster gear entanglement 
since 2010

2…… Known entanglements in Maine lobster 
gear -- EVER

2004..Last documented entanglement in Maine 
lobster gear

0........Right whales known to die from Maine 
lobster gear

U.S. Right Whale 
Protections have Worked!



Vessel strikes - 8 in Canada, 6 in U.S.

Unknown COD - 12 in Canada, 0 in U.S.

Entanglements - 12 in Canada 0 in U.S.

BUT, in 2021, U.S. mandated a 98% 
risk reduction for Maine lobstermen by 2030

AND, U.S. proposing only 27.5% risk 
reduction for U.S. vessel traffic

What We Know about Right Whale Deaths 
2015-2021 when country identified

Source: 

National Marine 
Fisheries Service Right 
Whale Incident Data



Timeline – Evolution of Risk Reduction and Whale Rules

2017 NMFS publishes RW pop model; RW in decline since 2010; Unusual Mortality Event declared

2018 NGOs sue NMFS

2019 NMFS announced 60% risk reduction target (MMPA)

Apr 2020 Court Rules in favor of NGO’s – Deadline for new Biop May 2021

Dec 2020 NMFS Releases Proposed Rule to achieve 60% risk reduction (MMPA)

Jan 2021 NMFS Releases Draft Biological Opinion

May 2021 NMFS Releases Final Biological Opinion – 4 phases to reach 98% risk reduction by 2030 (ESA)

Aug 2021 NMFS published Final Rule (Phase 1 of Biological Opinion)

Sept 2021 NGOs amend lawsuit – new Biological Opinion & Final Rule Invalid

Sept 2021 MLA sues NMFS – Flawed use of science to develop Biological Opinion and Whale Rule; based on worst case scenarios rather 
than those reasonably certain to occur.  

May 2022 Final Rule Implemented (60% Risk Reduction)

July 2022 Court rules in favor of NGOs – New Biological Opinion & Final Rule Invalid – New Rule by 2024 to reach 90% risk reduction

Sept 2022 Court rules against MLA -- Rules on process not scientific claims

Sept 2022 MLA Files Appeals Ruling

Dec 2022 Congress passes 6-year pause (2028), $50 million research, NMFS accountability

Feb 2023 Oral arguments in MLA Appeal



10
Year 
Whale
Plan

Biological Opinion 
Conservation Framework 

Mandated Risk Reduction = 98%

PHASE 1 (2022)

60% Risk Reduction
Northeast Lobster Fishery

PHASE 3 (2025)

Increase to 90% Risk Reduction
Northeast Lobster Fishery

PHASE 2 (2023) (2024) (2028)

60% Risk Reduction
Gillnet and all other Atlantic 

Trap Fisheries

PHASE 4 (2030)

Increase to 98% Risk Reduction
All fixed gear fisheries

The fishery must comply or will not be permitted

Downgraded to 48%

Increased to 90% and includes 
Northeast lobster fishery



How bad is it?

The DST 
model 
says…

90% Risk 
Reduction

98% Risk 
Reduction

Closing all federal waters to fixed 
gear ME to FL (gear coming to 
shore)
= 85% risk reduction 

Close all state and federal 
waters

Closing all federal waters ME to 
FL (gear shifts to state waters)
= 61% risk reduction 

Convert entire fleet to ropeless 
fishing

Closing all federal waters ME to 
FL (gear coming to shore), 75% 
trap reduction + Top 75% weak 
rope
= 94% risk reduction



Really 
Bad!

NMFS Proposal for 90% Risk Reduction
In 2024



§ 6 years before any new rules

§ $50 million to improve science (monitoring, gear 
research, models)

§ Accountability from NMFS



www.savemainelobstermen.org


