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Maine Lobster Industry and Distribution of Licenses


For Mainers, Lobster is like Maple Syrup.  The lobster industry supports a major piece of the history, culture and economy in Maine.  Lobster buoys bobbing along with the tide have become such a part of the landscape that they seem as natural as the rock beaches and pine forests that mark the coastline.   The industry also provides for the livelihood of many coastal Mainers.  In 2002, the landings for lobster were over sixty-three million pounds, valued at over two hundred and ten million dollars.
  

One of the main challenges to most fisheries, however, is that there is not way to place a value on the existence of the fishery itself, the industry, the livelihood, the culture of lobster fishing.  When the public has a view of the ocean as a free access pool of production they merely extract the resources from it without thought.  The resources merely become the private gain of the individual at the expense of all others and at the expense of future generations.  This embedded view of the ocean has created a tragedy of the commons in most fisheries. 


Fortunately, the Maine lobster industry has developed a comprehensive regulatory scheme and is one of the most successfully regulated fisheries in the country.  The fishery began regulating itself in 1872 by banning the harvesting of female lobsters bearing eggs.  Today these regulations include licensing, gear specification and harvest restrictions.
  While regulations are hard for any industry to impose, the culture of lobster fishing has accepted such measures. 

The first success in regulating this fishery was in the recognition that there was a limited supply of lobster in the sea.  By accepting this concept of scale, a major component of ecological economics, the industry was able to realize that regulation would be a key component in keeping the industry alive.  The regional council under the National Marine Fisheries Service realized that the fishery would have to be limited.
  In the lobster industry this came in the form of different classes of licenses and limiting the pool of people who could trap lobster. 
  

By creating a limited entry license system, the industry has creates a sort of pseudo property right, a right to the exploitation of a natural resource.  Instead of allowing for open access to the ocean, the individual property right allows few to exploit at the exclusion of others.
  This limits the scale of the industry and allows the regulatory body to distribute the licenses as they may.  When this right is well regulated and distributed fairly, the industry can maintain a certain amount of control and the fish population can maintain a healthy level.  This in turn leads to a more profitable and sustainable industry.


The concept of a license and the privilege/right to fish may also create a sense of stewardship in the individual license owner.  Because they are not allowed open access to the ocean, the value of that right increases and is more protected by the license holder.  The value of preserving the resource itself also increases   While this sense of stewardship is not automatic, many have made the argument that when one feels a sense of ownership one is more inclined to see the value of that right and want to preserve it.
  Seeing the value of the fishery as a whole is essential in changing the perception from a right to open access to the ocean to one of the ocean as a public trust. 


This is the current state of the Maine lobster industry.  The pool of people who have licenses begin to value the resource for more than its economic value.  The resource and way of life is valued on a more intrinsic level. The fishery has accepted these limits because of the belief that this privilege must be preserved for generations to come, and not simply for their immediate economic gain.  While any regulation is unpopular at first, the fisheries are beginning to accept that a regulatory scheme to keep the fisheries strong and sustainable is the only way to move forward.

The next possible regulatory scheme to implement in the lobster industry may be to impose a rent on the natural resource that is harvested.  This may be the next step in furthering this sense of stewardship of a public trust by paying a price to the public for the exploited natural resource.  This step has not been taken by the lobster fishery and may be harder to pass.  A rent based system would begin to foster a greater sense of the public trust.  As fisheries become more and more sustainable, introducing royalties that would be paid back to the public trust would begin to pay the people back for a natural resource which is meant to be owned by the people.
  The right to fish then becomes a borrowed right from the public trust and the regulation becomes much more a civic obligation to the public trust and not a foreign body governing fishermen.  

This is the opposite view of taking tax payer dollars and subsidizing the fishing industry.  In many fisheries, this has been the case.  When the industry is so poor that it needs tax payer dollars to survive, the industry is a long way off from being able to contribute back to the public good.  As the industries are better regulated and become more viable and even profitable, then introducing the idea of royalties to the public become more feasible.
  Again this changes the perspective from an open access free ocean to one of a public trust.  If the oceans are truly owned by the public trust, then fishermen should be required to pay the public for the exploitation of the public resource.  This will be the next step that fisheries begin to take as the industry becomes more viable and sustainable. 


Some argue that by creating this sort of property right and placing it in the market, fishermen would by buying access to the public trust, thus placing a cost and value to an environmental resource.
  Environmental preservation is thus bought and sold on the market without too much government regulation.  This Free Market Environmentalist thought does not include very much room for or acceptance of government regulation.  Although the concept of placing a price on access to fisheries is consistent, the role of regulators in maintaining the fishery size and distribution is essential.  With government control the markets can be stabilized and sustained over a long period of time.


Whether it is a price for access or a royalty on the actual natural resource, at some point the revenue needs to come back into the hands of the public.  Who in the public should get these rents? How should the revenue be distributed?  The rents from fish landings could be re-injected into the coastal communities to begin to elevate their economic status.  In Maine specifically, the resource royalty could go to the citizens of Maine or towards public works projects which benefit the society as a whole. 

The end result of implementing a rent on the natural resource extracted from the ocean would mean that the public is paid back for the resource that a few have been using.  This system can only be viable, however, when the regulatory mechanism is advanced enough to create an economically productive industry. As the industry reaches such point, then the public may seek to reverse the current subsidy trend and begin to look at systems of rent through taxes or royalties.  
� Website: Maine Lobster Promotion Council; Lobster Industry. Maine Lobster Catch by County. http://www.mainelobsterpromo.com/lobster_industry.html,  2004. 


� Id.


� Hanna, S. et. al.  Fishing Grounds: Defining a New Era for Fisheries Management.  Island Press; Washington, D.C. © 2000. p. 29.


� Webiste: Maine Lobster Promotion Council. See Note 1.


� Mercuro, N., F. A. Lopez, & K. P. Preston.  Ecology, Law and Economics: The Simple Analytics of Natural Resource and Environmental Economics. University Press of America: New York. © 1994. pp. 143. 


� Hanna, at 73. See Note 3.


� Id. at 66.


� Id. at 69.


� Stroup, R. Eco-nomics: What Everyone Should Know about Economics and the Environment.  CATO Institute, Washington, D.C. © 2003. pp. 67.





