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The Life and Death of a Small-Scale Fishery

Surf Clam Dredging in Southern Maine

Craig T. Palmer

Memorial University of Newfoundland

ABSTRACT This paper describes the history of small-scale surf clam dredging along the
coast of southern Maine. By identifying the economic, sacial, and environmental factors
leading to the adoption and subsequent abandonment of surf clam dredging, this history
illustrates the interaction of two major factors in the social and ecological conditions of
Maine lobstermen. The first is the importance of seasonally pursuing other species in order
to supplement lobster fishing. The second is the fragile relationship between lobstermen
and regulatory agencies. Through their management of potential poltution problems in
surf clams, regulatory agencies became the primary determinant of the seasonal fishing
tactics of some lobstermen. Hence, the paper stresses the importance of commercial
fishermen having easy access to the evidence on which regulatory decisions are based.

Introduction

The following history of surf clam dredging in Southern Maine is set in the
context of three problems: seasonal fluctuations in the supply of lobsters,
pollution, and a deteriorating relationship between fishers and regulatory
agencies. The innovation, adoption, and abandonment of this fishery are
traced with data from published sources, conversations with state officials in
charge of regulating the fishery, interviews and questionnaire surveys of area
fishermen, financial records and daily journals of the lobsterman who started
the new fishery, and five years of participant observation as a sternman on his
boat. Although this paper is only a case study (indeed, it is largely the story
of one man’s fishing career), it illustrates the potential problems in the
relationship between fishers and regulatory agencies. The fact that surf clam
dredging (locally referred to as ‘dragging’) remained nearly the private
domain of its innovater for two decades, and then failed almost immediately
after it began to be adopted by others, provides a unique opportunity to
examine the role of regulatory decisions throughout the entire history of a
local fishery (see Sinclair 1985).

Maine Lobstermen

‘The term ‘lobsterman’ refers to a commercial fisherman whose primary prey
species is the American Lobster (Homarus americanus). However, the actual
activities of many lobstermen are not nearly as monolithic as the name implies
(see Acheson 1980a). This is because the lobster industry’s ‘chronic seasonal
gyrations between scarcity and abundance’ (Martin and Lipfert 1985:89) has
required lobstermen to make various seasonal shifts throughout their 200-year
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history. Although each location has its unique variations, lobsters tend to be
abundant in shallow water during late summer and early fall, while they are
found only in less accessible deep water during the winter and early spring (see
Wilder and Murray 1958; Dow 1969; Cooper and Uzmann 1971; Acheson
1980b, 1988). '

Lobstering had to be abandoned during the winter months until rece,nt
technological advances such as engines, radar, sternmen (known as ‘he?pers )R
and larger boats made winter lobstering possible. In fact, “The fomeg and
fifties were the first years in which lobster fishing was at least marginally
profitable as a full-time year-round endeavor’ (Martin and Lipfe?rt 1?85:87; ‘
see also Wilson and Acheson 1980). Even now, offshore lobstering is not a
practical alternative for many lobstermen, and few earn enough from
lobstering during the summer months to last through the w1pter. This means
that ‘the difference between financial success and failure in many cases is
closely connected with the ability to change species fished as prices or the
availablity of various fish stocks change’ (Acheson 1980a:452).

Although there are over a dozen commercial species of fish and. sh?llfish
caught off the coast of Maine (see Acheson 1988:108), and short-trip fishing
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is often the preferred source of supplemental income (Acheson, Poggie,
Pollnac & Wilson 1980; see also Pollnac & Poggie 1980a, 1980b, 1980c;
Poggie & Pollnac 1980), most lobstermen are quite limited in their ability to
pursue other species. This ability is limited by the location of alternative
species, markets, the need for specialized equipment (including crew), regula-
tions, climate, opportunities for non-fishing sources of income, and the need
for specialized skills. Access to many species and types of fishing would
require lobstermen purchasing larger boats than their typical 28 to 38-foot
crafts. While some lobstermen have made such a switch in fishing styles (see
Acheson 1980a), the majority of Maine lobstermen have chosen against such
an option. This limits them primarily to shrimping, scallop dragging, and

using some type of fixed gear for ground fishing (see Wilsqn and Acheson
1980; Acheson 1980a).

The Study Area: ‘Southern Harbor’

The small fishing community that I will call ‘Southern Harbor’ has existed
since the 1870°s. It is located in the southwestern part of Maine where
economic development, particularly tourism, is rapidly increasing. However,
the majority of the 18 full-time, and several of the part-time lobstermen come
from families who have lived and fished in the area for generations (see
Palmer 1989, 1990a, 1990b, 1991). The traditional winter occupation of the
lobstermen in Southern Harbor has been the digging of soft-shelled clams
(Mya arenig). The proximity of clam flats enabled several generations of
lobstermen and other residents to supplement both their income and their diet
with clams. This pattern began to change in the early 1960’s when many of the
local clam flats were closed due to pollution. While a few took non-fishing
jobs during the winter, many of the lobstermen attempted some type of year
round fishing. Since winter lobstering proved to be of only limited value,
many of the lobstermen tried other types of fishing. The larger boats were
often used for shrimping, while others were used to drag for scallops. A few
also tried gill-netting, and several continued to dig clams in locations that were
not closed because of pollution. Some of the lobstermen had, at various times
in their careers, also worked on draggers (also known as trawlers) fishing for
groundfish in other harbors. Table One lists the ages and types of commercial
fishing engaged in by 19 Southern Harbor lobstermen.

The Birth of a Fishery: 1967-1971

Surf clams (Spisula solidissima) also known as hen clams or sea clams, have
been a source of food on the east coast since the seventeenth century (see
Parker 1971; Yancy 1970). Their commercial use did not really develop until
hydraulic dredging replaced the use of manually-operated rakes and tongs
after the Second World War. During the 1950s and 1960s, hydraulic dredges
were used off the coast of New Jersey, New York, Maryland, Delaware and
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Table 1. Type of additional commercial fishing engaged in by each lobstermen at some point in
his career (Survey performed in 1988).

Age of Scallop Shrimp Surf Clam  Soft-Shell  Gillnet Dragger
Lobster- Clams
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Virginia. By the early 1980s surf clam dredging was also done along thf: coast
of Rhode Island, Masachusetts, and along the Georges Banks. During the
1950s and 1960s most of the dredging was done with forty inch drags on boats
from 40 to 60 feet in length (see Parker 1971; Lothrop 1954). By the 19§Os
boats up to 100 gross registered tons with up to 240-inch dredges were being
used (see MAFMC 1986; Strand et al. 1981; Ropes 1980; and McCay and
ed in press).

Crgurf cgms )have long been known to wash up on the beaches around
Southern Harbor following storms. Residents of the area have also. been
known to wade out along the beaches at low tide to dig surf clams for dinner.
However, the only commercial exploitation of this resource was an unsuccess-
ful attempt at dry dredging (dredging without the use of hydraulic jets Qf water
used to loosen the sand in front of the dredge) along a qearby bgach in 194}9.
The lack of interest in applying the large-scale hydraulic dredgl.ng to.Mame
surf clams was probably due to the small area of suitable beaches in Maine aqd
the extremely limited stock of clams compared to other areas of the Atlantic
coast. .

In 1967 a local clam processing plant that had been using surf clams from
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New Jersey asked local engineers to construct and test a small-scale hydraulic
clam dredge as a prototype for one to be used in the search for new clam
sources off the coast of South America. In early autumn, the dredge with its
twelve-inch blade, two three-inch pumps, and fifty feet of fire hose was taken
‘out on the only local boat equipped with the necessary winch and boom. A
state official and a local lobsterman accompanied the crew out of curiosity.
They picked a spot where surf clams were known to wash up in storms and
made a short five-minute tow. The two bushel chain net attached to the dredge
came up overflowing with clams. The accompanying lobsterman immediately
saw a possibility to ‘make some money without breaking my back at
lobstering,” and the small-scale commercial surf clam ‘industry’ of Maine was
born.

Due to the originality of the idea, there were no regulatior;s, no established
capturing or processing techniques, and no established market. Hence, the
first step was to find a buyer. The lobsterman managed to talk his uncle who
owned a local shell-fish market to ‘take a look’ at his clams. With this minimal
assurance, the lobsterman had a duplicate dredge made, borrowed a pump
from the state, and bought the other necessary equipment for a total of $1325.

Photo 2. The original surf clam dredger’s boat hauled out for the winter.
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He tried the dredge for the first time the following spring. His log book for
May 22, 1968 reads ‘tried new drag, not much luck, I think pump isn’t big
enough.” On July 17, 1968 he bought a larger pump and was able to deliver
clams he shucked on the boat to his uncle for 25 cents per pound. Surf clam
dredging started off very slowly during the years of 1968 and 1969. Since the
dredging equipment did not interfere with the hauling of lobster traps, the
lobsterman continued to devote most of his time to lobstering. The time that
was spent on dredging consisted of experimenting with equipment adjust-
ments and searching for beds of clams. There was no particular seasonality to
the activity during these early years and its economic contribution was
minimal (see Table 2). .

Surf clam dredging was little more than a ‘hobby’ during 1968 and 1969, but
it became an economic necessity during the summer of 1970. Southern Harbor
had been plagued by a few lobstermen stealing lobsters and destroying the
traps of the other lobstermen. This problem came to a violent climax during

Table 2. Sources of Fishing Income for Original Surf Clam Dredger: 1967-1987,

Year Surf Lobster Soft- Shrimp Yearly
Clams Shell Income
Clams Compared
to 1967°
1967 - 67% 21% 12% 100.0%
1968 7% 6107 13% 19% 95.6%
1969 9% 72% 16% 3% 94.1%
1970 17% 21% 50% 12% 73.1%
1971 60% - 40% - 81.5%
1972 37% 22% 41% - 78.0%
1973 — — — incomplete records — ~ —
1974 ) 34% 41% 25% - 86.7%
1975 - 85% 15% - 116.2%
1976 347, 48% 18% - 127.8%
1977 67% 33%% - - 103.6%
1978 26% 74% - - 102.5%
1979 35% 65% - - 153.2%
1980 349 66% - - 166.7%
1981 8% 92% - - 142.0%
1982 11% 89% - - 155.2%
1983 10% 90% - - 156.7%
1984 15% 85% - - 158.3%
1985 28% 2% - - 163.0%
1986 2% 98% - - 172.5%
1987 - 100% - - 180.3%

Source: Original Surf Clam Dredger’s Personal Records
*Incomes Not Adjusted for Inflation.





















