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Performance Narrative 
 
In 2014, Cornell University Cooperative Extension (CCE) was awarded a NOAA Community 
Based Marine Debris Removal Project grant to assess, remove and prevent derelict lobster gear 
in the deep-waters of the Long Island Sound (LIS).   Fieldwork began in October 2014 and was 
completed successfully in March 2016.  Fifty-six research trips were conducted in the LIS on 
board commercial lobster vessels.  CCE and cooperating lobstermen removed a total of 3,784 
derelict lobster traps from the LIS.  As a result of this project and based on collected GPS data, 
an estimated 81,280 total acres of LIS bottom area were surveyed and 15,298 total acres were 
restored.  85.8 metric tons of marine debris in the form of derelict lobster traps were removed 
from the LIS and recycled (See Area to be Improved and Study Area Metrics on pg. 11). 
 
The goal of this project was to sustain a precedent-setting partnership to systematically address 
the LIS derelict lobster gear problem during the LIS Southern New England (SNE) Lobster 
Management Area (LMA) 6 lobster fishery closure.  The specific objectives were to; (1) 
determine the location and condition of, and observe the biological impact of, abandoned/derelict 
lobster gear in the study area of the LIS during the LIS SNE LMA 6 closure with special focus 
on mid-LIS deep-water areas; (2) complete a regulatory-compliant removal program to mitigate 
the associated negative impacts of abandoned/derelict lobster gear within the study area; (3) 
gather and remove abandoned/derelict lobster gear from the study site and properly 
recycle/dispose of the material.  
 
This project encompassed a comprehensive program that addressed the threat of derelict lobster 
traps “ghost fishing” affecting the marine environment in the New York deep waters of the LIS 
during the LIS SNE LMA 6 lobster fishery closure and beyond.  The Atlantic States Marine 
Fisheries Commission’s (ASMFC) American Lobster Management Board approved a closed 
season for lobster fishing in LMA 6 (LMA 6 – encompasses all of the LIS) (ASMFC, 2012).  
The state of New York met with Area 6 lobstermen and settled on the final closure dates that 
occurred annually during the timeframe of September 8 through November 28 (NYSDEC, 2016).  
ASMFC, in approving the required fishing effort reduction plan for New York, recognized the 
passive benefit created by the elimination of approximately 15,000 “ghost traps” from prior CCE 
removal projects (ASMFC, 2012).  The fishery closure restricts the landings of lobster.  All 
active lobster traps had to be removed from the LIS during this closure.  This newly established 
lobster fishery closure presents a unique opportunity of mandated commercial fishing inactivity 
to focus on the removal of derelict lobster traps particularly in deep water areas of the LIS.  
These mid-LIS deep water areas are known to contain significant quantities of derelict lobster 
traps according to lobstermen from New York and Connecticut.  The reason for the deep water 
lobster trap remnant is the logistical difficulty related to the cost of retrieval and storage coupled 
with the relative ease of abandonment. Derelict traps were “ghost fishing” and catching marine 
species including lobsters when the lobster fishery was closed in the LIS.  We found that 
incidental mortality to lobsters and other marine species due to derelict/abandoned lobster traps 
“ghost fishing” is significant and was minimized with the removal of this gear during the LMA 6 
closure.  The coastal communities of Mattituck, Mount Sinai, and Northport in New York were 
the principle LIS homeports with the most active commercial lobstermen.  These ports proved 
successful in the past to generate the most abandoned, lost, or discarded lobster traps. 
Historically Mattituck, Mount Sinai and Northport have been identified as well delineated areas 



with high densities of lobster gear deployment in the adjacent deep waters of LIS. 
 
The prohibitive cost of land storage near the Long Island coast coupled with the increased cost of 
transporting these traps to temporary or permanent storage elsewhere has encouraged universal 
trap abandonment and compounded the improper storage of surplus traps at-sea.  Lobster trap 
deployment in 1999 at the peak of the LIS lobster fishery prior to the collapse was 466,530 traps 
for Connecticut and New York (P. Howell, personal communication January 8, 2016).  
Analyzing trap deployment data from 1984-2006 and factoring in annualized trap losses of 5, 10, 
and 15 percent results in an estimated abandoned trap population range of 763,450 to 1,357,290 
in the LIS for that period (P. Howell, personal communication January 8, 2016).  From 2006 
forward, trap deployment has dropped significantly and mass trap abandonment began to occur 
after 2006 from resulting attrition of commercial lobstermen (Table 1). 
  

Table 1: Estimated Trap Loss

 
Left side of the table provided by P. Howell (2016). – CT DEEP: Lobster Monitoring Program 
Right side of the table - % loss calculated by Cornell Cooperative Extension Marine Program 

 

CT NY_LIS Total 5% Loss 10% Loss15% Loss
1984 66,709 59,613 126,322 6316.1 12632.2 18948.3
1985 65,262 75,724 140,986 7049.3 14098.6 21147.9
1986 65,826 63,420 129,246 6462.3 12924.6 19386.9
1987 70,646 65,675 136,321 6816.05 13632.1 20448.2
1988 79,154 86,817 165,971 8298.55 16597.1 24895.7
1989 83,915 110,159 194,074 9703.7 19407.4 29111.1
1990 100,360 112,988 213,348 10667.4 21334.8 32002.2
1991 101,290 134,637 235,927 11796.4 23592.7 35389.1
1992 107,668 161,941 269,609 13480.5 26960.9 40441.4
1993 115,224 201,736 316,960 15848 31696 47544
1994 110,805 229,804 340,609 17030.5 34060.9 51091.4
1995 119,983 219,252 339,235 16961.8 33923.5 50885.3
1996 130,360 283,225 413,585 20679.3 41358.5 62037.8
1997 133,770 303,659 437,429 21871.5 43742.9 65614.4
1998 158,527 299,795 458,322 22916.1 45832.2 68748.3
1999 162,149 304,381 466,530 23326.5 46653 69979.5
2000 122,386 192,306 314,692 15734.6 31469.2 47203.8
2001 121,501 176,007 297,508 14875.4 29750.8 44626.2
2002 112,731 144,624 257,355 12867.8 25735.5 38603.3
2003 85,048 89,171 174,219 8710.94 17421.9 26132.8
2004 84,071 95,727 179,798 8989.9 17979.8 26969.7
2005 83,946 78,493 162,439 8121.93 16243.9 24365.8
2006 89,421 78,493 167,914 8395.68 16791.4 25187

296920 593840 890760TOTAL 23 YEARS



This project succeeded in sustaining a multi-community based partnership to systemically 
address the LIS deep water “ghost fishing” lobster gear problem.  The project helped to mitigate 
the impacts that derelict/abandoned fishing gear and its associated “ghost fishing” has on the 
marine environment and living resources.  It effectively reduced one factor of mortality 
associated with the Southern New England (SNE) lobster stock as well as the mortality of other 
marine species.  It reclaimed substantial and key LIS deep water grounds for both recreational 
and commercial fishing activities.  The project also successfully completed a regulatory 
compliant derelict lobster gear removal and recycle program.  Joining CCE of Suffolk County 
for this initiative were: The Village of Northport, Long Island; Town of Brookhaven, Long 
Island; Town of Southold, Long Island; New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation (NYSDEC); Long Island Sound Lobstermen’s Association; Covanta Energy; 
Gershow Recycling. 
 
Historic and Current State of Selected Commercially and Economically Valuable Species 

 
The LIS is a valuable habitat for many species.  The commercial NYS landings for lobster, black 
sea bass, tautog, blue crab and horseshoe crab have been decreasing since 1996.  During our 
project CCE quantitatively documented catches of these species in the derelict traps that were 
removed.  See Figure 1 for commercial fishery landings of lobsters, black sea bass, tautog, blue 
crab and horseshoe crab in NY for 1996 and 2014. 
 

Figure 1 

  
          Data retrieved from (NOAA, n.d., K. McKown, 2014, & ACCSP, 2016).   
 
American Lobster 
In 1996 commercial lobster landings from all New York waters were 9.4 million lbs. with an ex-
vessel value of $32.9 million dollars (NOAA, n.d.).   The LIS contributed 8.8 million of the 9.4 
million pound total with an ex-vessel value of $30.9 million dollars (K. McKown, personal 
communication March 12, 2014).  In 2014, commercial lobster landings plummeted to 215,980 
lbs. (LIS 10,866 lbs.) with an ex-vessel value of $956,760 (LIS $48,136) (NOAA, n.d. & 
ACCSP, 2016).  See Figure 1 above for New York lobster landings for 1996 and 2014 and 
Figure 2 for New York LIS lobster landings for 1996-2015. 
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Figure 2

- ACCSP Safis eTRIPS preliminary reconciled landings (monthly, not trip based) 2008, 2010, 2012, 2013, 2014 & 2015 

The Southern New England (SNE) lobster stock is at a low level of abundance and is 
experiencing persistent recruitment failure caused by a combination of environmental drivers and 
continued fishing mortality (ASMFC, 2009). The ASMFC American Lobster Management 
Board approved a closed season for lobster fishing in the LIS, Lobster Management Area 6 
(LMA 6) (ASMFC, 2012).  NYSDEC met with LIS lobstermen and settled on final closure dates, 
which will occur annually in the timeframe of September 8 through November 28 (NYSDEC, 
2016).  During this time all lobster traps have to be removed from the water to reduce fishing 
effort.  ASMFC, in approving the required fishing effort reduction plan for New York, 
recognized the passive benefit/reduction of removing over 15,000 derelict lobster traps “ghost 
fishing” in the LIS for all projects combined (ASMFC, 2012).   This project reduced the passive 
effort on American lobsters by the removal of 3,784 derelict lobster traps. Twenty-four percent 
of the lobster traps removed had one or more lobster in them. 

Black Sea Bass 
Commercial black sea bass landings in NY were 259,260 lbs. in 1996 with an ex-vessel value of 
$466,620 (NOAA, n.d).  In 2014, commercial black sea bass landings in NY were 224,103 lbs. 
with an ex-vessel value of $829,483 (NOAA, n.d). NOAA indicates that the black sea bass stock 
was rebuilt in 2009; it is not overfished and is not experiencing overfishing (NOAA, 2016).  The 
Long Island Sound is a valuable habitat for black sea bass.  The removal of derelict lobster traps 
in the LIS decreased the mortality threat to this species.  2.4% of the derelict lobster traps that 
were “ghost fishing” and removed during this project had one or more black sea bass in them. 
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Tautog 
Commercial tautog landings in NY were 105,466 lbs. in 1996 with an ex-vessel value of 
$132,444 (NOAA, n.d).  In 2014, commercial tautog landings in NY were 93,993 lbs. with an 
ex-vessel value of $284,628 (NOAA, n.d).  According stock status overview update (January 
2016), the coast wide stock of tautog is overfished and overfishing is occurring (ASMFC, 2016).  
17.5% of the derelict lobster traps removed from the LIS had 1 or more tautog in them. 
 
Horseshoe Crab 
Commercial horseshoe crab landings in NY were 5,159,326 lbs. in 1996 with an ex-vessel value 
of $1.5 million (NOAA, n.d).  In 2014, commercial horseshoe crab landings in NY were 49,553 
lbs. with an ex-vessel value of $36,676 (NOAA, n.d).  Little is known about the status of the 
horseshoe crab population (ASMFC, 2016). Limited time-series of horseshoe crab population 
data make it difficult to assess its status (ASMFC, 2016). However, the stock assessment update 
(2013) shows increasing trends in abundance in the Southeast and Delaware Bay regions, and 
decreasing abundance in the New York and New England regions (ASMFC, 2016). 
 
Blue Crab 
Commercial blue crab landings in NY were 2,298,351 lbs. in 1996 with an ex-vessel value of 
$1.7 million (NOAA, n.d).  In 2014, commercial blue crab landings in NY were 145,465 lbs. 
with an ex-vessel value of $183,604 (NOAA, n.d).   
 

 
Methodology 

CCE Marine Program staff members reviewed the NYSDEC commercial lobster permit files for 
the period of 1999-2014 to identify names, addresses and telephone numbers for lobstermen 
from the study area. CCE reviewed annual lobster recall survey data from areas within the New 
York-LIS sectors to determine the number of lobster traps fished by individual permit holders. 
These steps identified the study area permit holders and lobster trap gear fished for the period 
1999-2014.  A survey was mailed to active lobstermen in the study area with follow-up 
telephone contact.  Information collected was limited to quantity, location and date of abandoned 
lobster trap gear with special attention paid to any information referencing the deep mid-LIS 
waters (See Other Attachments - Survey and Survey map).  The maps CCE created from GPS 
data collected during previously completed derelict lobster trap removal projects were used to 
target the locations with the highest densities of derelict traps.  CCE staff met with the Long 
Island Sound Lobstermen’s Association members to talk about the project and coordinate project 
activities with active lobstermen.  CCE utilized the expertise and empirical knowledge of active 
lobstermen from the study area to identify known sites of lobster trap abandonment.  The 
composite outcomes of these assessment efforts provided quantified (actual) information on the 
abundance of derelict gear and its location within the study area. 
 
Based upon the information gathered during this assessment process, a targeted derelict lobster 
trap removal program was implemented.  Active commercial lobstermen who met all regulatory 
requirements including an active commercial lobster license and vessel marine liability 
insurance, were contracted by CCE for the vessel research trips.  All the vessels used during the 



project were adequately equipped to haul lobster gear and large enough to transport substantial 
quantities of lobster traps.  Participating lobstermen were paid a per diem charter fee of $750.00 
for a ten-hour day covering all operating costs and crew compensation. This fee represented a 
50% discount from what would have been the typical charter rate for vessels included in this size 
class.  Strict attention was paid in regards to participating lobstermen and the project selection 
criteria because of the regulatory concerns associated with retrieving derelict lobster gear.  Due 
to this diligence the project was completed successfully with no compliance issues.  
 
CCE recruited 5 lobstermen from the port of Mount Sinai, 4 lobstermen from the port of 
Mattituck, and 4 lobstermen from the port of Huntington/Northport that met the project selection 
criteria and were committed to participate in this project.  As the project progressed only 5 
lobstermen, 4 from Mount Sinai and 1 from Northport, were available to conduct vessel research 
trips for this project.  The other lobstermen did not meet the project selection criteria during the 
project timeline.  During the course of the project, CCE continued to try and recruit more 
lobstermen from each port to participate.  This task proved difficult as many lobstermen did not 
meet the project selection criteria and those that did were not available during the project 
timeline.  CCE started vessel charter trips in October 2014 and concluded with them in March 
2016. 
 
A specialized long line grapple system was used to retrieve derelict lobster traps during the 
research trips.  Lobstermen who participated in the project were trained by CCE staff on how to 
use the long line grapple system.  The basic procedure that the project team followed and 
provided to fishermen for using the long line grapple system follows: 
 

1. The grapple system consists of a towrope, a stainless steel weight, and a main line with 
attached grapple hooks.  The stainless steel weight weighs approximately 100 lbs. and 
should be towed at a scope of about 2:1.  The vessel should maintain a tow speed as close 
to 2 knots as possible as this will ensure the system stays in contact with the sea floor.  
The main line consists of a series of 10 grapple hooks spaced approximately 50 ft. apart 
for a total length of 500 ft.  The grapple hooks themselves are four pronged and 
constructed from 3/8” round, steel bar and hang from the main line by a 24” length of ¼” 
chain.  The grapples are designed to straighten and release if they encounter a load 
greater than the capacity of the vessel.  If this occurs, when the grapple is retrieved a 
short length of pipe is inserted over the straightened prong and it is bent back into a hook 
shape. 

2. The grapple system is deployed main line first.  Each of the 10 hooks is thrown 
overboard successively while the vessel is moving forward at idle speed.  Once all 10 
hooks are in the water, the vessel is put in neutral and the stainless steel weight is pushed 
overboard.  The vessel returns to forward gear and the appropriate amount of towline 
relevant to depth is feathered out.  Once the correct towline length is reached the towline 
is anchored to a cleat and the grapple system is now completely deployed and 
functioning.  The vessel then proceeds to make a series of slow, gradual turns back and 
forth across 180° of the targeted sea floor. 

3. Interaction of the grapple system with targeted derelict gear is indicated by a slowing of 
the vessel’s tow speed.  CCE also relies on the lobstermen and their experience and 
inherent knowledge of their vessel to know when to retrieve the gear.  The grapple 



system returns to the vessel via the boat’s pot hauler in the reverse order of that described 
in #2.  Any snagged gear is tied off to the vessel until the entire grapple system has been 
retrieved.  The derelict gear is then transferred to the hauler and brought on board and all 
relevant data is recorded.  

 
Specific Monitoring Techniques 

 
The following describes the specific procedures utilized throughout this project.  Once a trap was 
retrieved and was safely aboard the vessel, any captured species were removed and the relevant 
data recorded.  The following information was catalogued.  Individual species, other than lobster, 
were identified and tallies of each were taken.  The individual species were weighed and then 
noted if alive or dead.  In regards to lobsters, all of the following information was collected; alive 
or dead, sex and size (carapace length), combined weight, abdomen color, incidence of berried 
females, color of eggs, an estimation of the percentage of eggs remaining, cull claws, shell 
condition, shell disease, and any other physical damage.  In addition, the traps themselves were 
catalogued for their condition based on physical condition (excellent, moderate, poor), the 
presence or absence of an escape vent, if the escape vent was functioning, the location of the 
escape vent on the trap, and all identifying markings were recorded, i.e. trap tags, stencils or 
other information.  Additional information collected pertinent to the trap was the percentage the 
trap was buried in the substrate and if this submergence rendered the escape vent nonfunctioning 
or the entrance to the trap inaccessible.  Encrustation was also catalogued.  Encrustation was 
defined as the percentage the trap was covered by growth including seaweeds, tunicates, algae, 
bryozoans, barnacles, and stony corals.  Also recorded was whether the encrustation caused the 
escape vent to fail.   
 
Two CCE staff members were aboard each vessel for every research trip to assist in the trap 
recovery and record all scientific data.  At the conclusion of each trip, the recovered derelict 
lobster gear was returned to carting containers (dumpsters) at shore-side sites in the Village of 
Northport and in Mt. Sinai. These two sites were chosen because of their convenient locations 
relative to active fishing ports and spatial availability across the New York LIS coastline.  The 
owners of identified traps were notified and given the opportunity to retrieve their gear.  All the 
unclaimed traps were recycled through the program. Gershow Recycling provided recycling 
containers for each port.  All debris was recycled through Gershow Recycling.  
 
Cornell Marine Program staff used a hand held Garmin GPS unit to record the areas covered 
with the long line grapple system during each research trip. CCE recorded the start and end of 
each tow made with the grapple by marking waypoints. The starting point was defined as the 
deployment of the grapple and the end point when the grapple came in contact with derelict gear 
and retrieval of the grapple was initiated.  GIS maps of the areas that lobster traps and lobsters 
were recovered from were created using the GPS data.   The following maps were generated 
using this information.  Map 1 illustrates the number of derelict traps recovered per square mile 
and Map 2 illustrates the density of lobsters recovered per square mile. 
 
 
 

 



 
Map 1 

Derelict Lobster Traps per Square Mile 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Map 2 
Density of Recovered Lobsters per Square Mile 

 
 

Deviations from Original Plan/Challenges Faced 
 

One challenge faced was inclement weather.  Weather conditions limited vessel research trips 
when there were rough seas and high winds.  Research trips were limited in January and 
February 2015 due to the extreme cold.  CCE applied for an extension and the project was 
complete by March 31, 2016.  Harbors froze over along with the LIS to the 1-mile buoy. CCE 
did not conduct vessel research trips from the port of Mattituck for this project.  Commercial 
lobstermen at this port did not meet the requirements to participate in the project or were not 
available during the project timeline.  Project activity was expanded at the port of Mount Sinai to 
complete this project.  Seasonal factors in Mount Sinai Harbor limited CCE from trap removal 
from Memorial Day to Labor Day which restricts us to fall and winter activities only. Research 
trips were resumed after Labor Day.  The only limiting factors for this project were weather 
conditions, seasonal factors, and the availability of commercial lobstermen that met the project 
requirements.  Due to the challenges that were faced, CCE applied for a no-cost project 
extension that included an additional three-months to complete project activities.  Below is the 
final project timeline. 
 



 
Final Project Timeline 

 
Activity Date 

  Sept. 
2014 

Oct.-Jan.   
2014/2015 

Feb.-
Nov. 
2015 

Dec. 
2015 

Jan.-Mar. 
2016 

April-June 
2016 

Solicit information concerning 
derelict gear  X X X X X X 

Sign up volunteer vessel 
captains X X     

Order necessary equipment and 
supplies  X X     

Conduct training program for 
use of long line drop chain 
grappling gear/technique for 
participating commercial 
lobster fishermen 

X X     

Prioritize derelict gear 
information to establish 
efficient gear removal schedule 

X X     

Remove and recycle gear X X X X 

Complete all data entry, data 
summaries and analyses     X X X X 

Complete final report          X 

Conduct educational outreach X X X X X X 

 
 
 

Results/Outcomes 
 

CCE completed 56 research trips with experienced lobstermen from the ports of Northport and 
Mt. Sinai combined, from October 2014 - March 2016.  CCE retrieved 3,784 derelict lobster 
traps from the LIS study area.  As a result of this project 15,298 total acres of bottom area were 
restored and 85.8 metric tons of marine debris in the form of derelict lobster traps were removed 
and recycled at Gershow Recycling facility in Medford, NY.  For more information see Area to 
be Improved and Study Area Metrics below.  Of these 3,784 derelict lobster traps, 23.2% 
contained 1 or more lobsters (1018 live / 45 dead). Other species removed from these traps 
included; black sea bass, cunner, tautog, whelk, horseshoe crab, rock crab, hermit crab, spider 
crab, blue crab, lady crab, oyster toadfish, conger eel, cod, scup, gulf stream flounder, mud 
shrimp, skate, squid, menhaden, Atlantic herring, triggerfish and red hake (Figure 7).  All species 
were immediately returned to the waters of the LIS. 
 

 
 



 
Area to be Improved (Tons of Debris Removed) 

Projected vs. Actual (Complete through March 31, 2016) 
 

PORT 
Huntington/
Northport 
(Projected) 

 
Huntington/
Northport 
(Actual) 

  

Mt. Sinai 
(Projected) 

Mt. Sinai 
(Actual) 

Mattituck 
(Projected) 

Mattituck 
(Actual) 

Project Total 
(Projected) 

 
 

Project Total 
(Actual)  

  

Days at sea 21 11 30 45 5 0 56 56 

Pots collected 
per day 80 54 80 71 80 0 4400 3784 

30 Yd 
containers 
required (220 
pots/dumpster) 

8 3 11 15 2 0 21 18 

Weight per 30 
Yd container 
(50lbs/pot) 

4.9 MT 4.9 MT 4.9 MT 4.9 MT 4.9 MT 0 4.9 MT 4.9 MT 

Total Weight-
Metric Tons 
(MT) 

38.1 MT 8.5 MT 54.4 MT 38.4 MT 9.0 MT 0 101.5 MT 85.8 

 
 

Study Area Metrics 
Projected vs. Actual through March 31, 2016 

Total Study 
Area (Acres) –  

Projected 

Total Study 
Area (Acres) 

- Actual 

Total Area 
Restored (Acres) - 

Projected 

Total Area 
Restored 
(Acres) - 
Actual 

Total Trap 
Base Area 
(Acres) - 
Projected 

Total Trap 
Base Area 
(Acres)-     
Actual 

81,280 81,280 17,920 15,298 1.23 1.05 

 
 
 
 
The retrieved lobster traps were catalogued for their condition based on physical appearance 
(excellent, moderate, poor). Traps that were cataloged as excellent included working legal escape 
vents and could be returned to the water to fish for lobsters. Moderate condition traps needed 
some repair to function properly and poor condition traps could not be repaired to catch lobsters.  
None of the lobster traps retrieved for this project were in excellent condition, 0.1% of the 
lobster traps were in moderate condition and 99.9% of the lobster traps were in poor condition  
 
The derelict lobster traps were checked for the presence/absence of an escape vent, the location 
of the escape vent and if the escape vent was working.  For this project 6 lobster traps did not 
have an escape vent.  The escape vent location of the remaining 3,778 lobster traps was either on 
the side or parlor (rear) (See Figure 3). 
 
               



 
               Figure 3 

The derelict lobster traps were then checked for working or non-working escape vents.  Lobster 
traps are required to have escape vents that are installed with biodegradable metal rings that 
break free over time, but all vents may not.  If the escape vent was working the metal rings on 
the escape vent broke free and species captured could escape from the trap.  If the escape vent 
was not working the metal rings on the escape vent did not break free and the trap was “ghost 
fishing,” rendering the trap inescapable.  Traps were also classified as not working, if they were 
submerged in mud over the escape vent opening rendering the trap inescapable and if the degree 
of encrustation caused the vent to fail (Figure 5 and Figure 6).  90.8% of the derelict lobster traps 
removed from the LIS were in working condition and 9.2% of the lobster traps were in non-
working condition (See Figure 4). 
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Figure 4 
 

 
 
 
The encrustation of the lobster traps and the degree of submergence of the traps in the LIS sea 
floor were catalogued as follows: 0-25%, 26-50%, 51-75%, and 76 -100%.  The encrustation 
refers to the level of sea weeds, tunicates, algae, bryozoans, barnacles, and stony corals (See 
Photo 1).  The degree of submergence refers to the degree the trap was submerged in the mud on 
the sea floor (See Photo 2).  
 

       Photo 1                                             Photo 2 

                                          
                         Encrustation of the lobster trap escape vent.        A lobster trap that was submerged in  
                          Barnacles fastening the escape vent closed.         the mud on the sea floor rendering the 

               escape vent ineffective. 
 
Derelict traps were also monitored for whether or not the entrance or vent was buried in the LIS 
sea floor. The degree of encrustation and submergence of derelict traps translates to the 
measurement of the traps escapability. This means that encrustation or submergence over 25% 
starts to have a negative effect on the ability of the vent to function properly and allow trapped 
species out (Figure 5 & 6).  
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Figure 5 
 

 
 

Figure 6 
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All live and/or dead species in the derelict lobster traps were recorded, removed and returned to 
the water (Figure 7).  For each lobster caught, the following data was recorded: live or dead 
(Figure 5); sex and size (carapace length) (Figure 8); abdomen color; incidence of berried female 
lobsters (Figure 9); color of eggs; cull claws; shell condition; shell disease and any other damage.  
 

Figure 7 
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Figure 8 
 

 
 

Figure 9 
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CCE identified and contacted the owners of 10% of the traps retrieved based on the NYS lobster 
trap tag information. The other 90% of the traps retrieved either did not have trap tags or were 
targeted traps with known owners that had already indicated to CCE that any of their recovered 
traps could be recycled.  CCE returned 1% of the retrieved derelict lobster traps to their owners 
and 99% of the identifiable traps were recycled with the owner’s authorization.   
 
The successful completion of this project was achieved through the cooperation of the lobster 
industry, via the completion of industry surveys, planning sessions related to operational field 
plans and the execution of the fieldwork.  This project verified that substantial quantities of 
derelict lobster traps have accumulated in the LIS and that a successful methodology for the 
removal of these traps is possible and has been implemented. 
 

Lessons Learned 
 

• A multi-community based partnership to systematically address the LIS derelict lobster 
gear problem is feasible and was successfully implemented. 

• The marine habitat and the biological impacts of derelict gear on living resources were 
mitigated within the project area. 

• Mortality of marine species within the LIS, particularly NOAA Trust Resources such as, 
American lobster, black sea bass, scup, tautog, oyster toadfish, horseshoe crab and blue 
crab is occurring. 

• The impact of “ghost fishing” lobster traps and their impact on the Southern New 
England (SNE) lobster stock within the LIS was effectively reduced. 

• The level of derelict lobster gear density currently impacting the project area was 
quantified. 

• Abandoned, lost, or discarded lobster traps are a problem in the LIS study area. These 
traps not only contribute to the problems associated with marine debris, a significant 
number of them are still catching lobsters and are thus adding to “fishing effort” for 
lobsters in LIS. 

• The act of removing derelict lobster traps from the project area reduced the threat 
imposed to at-risk species. 

• A proven methodology was executed successfully to remove derelict lobster traps and as 
such can be used in the future.  CCE successfully removed 3,784 derelict lobster traps in 
the LIS study area.  It is known that there are still many more derelict lobster traps in the 
study area and based on this sampling it can be reasonably assumed that similar 
populations of abandoned lobster traps exist throughout the LIS. 

• The cooperation and participation of active, licensed commercial lobstermen from the 
study area was the single most important determining factor for the project’s success. 

• Retrieving derelict gear can be accomplished efficiently through the use of the long line 
grappling system and methodology developed. 

 
 
 
 



 
 

Outreach Activities and Products 
 
A lobster trap removal brochure was updated and printed.  CCE distributed this brochure to 
community members at port locations and events.  (See Other Attachments – Project Brochure).  
CCE made presentations at five LIS Lobstermen’s Association meetings to inform the 
lobstermen on the progress of the project and coordinate project activities with involved 
lobstermen.  CCE staff also designed project signs that were located at port locations (See Other 
Attachments – Project Sign).  CCE hosted a NOAA Marine Debris project kick-off event at 
Cedar Beach in Mt. Sinai on October 29, 2014 to announce the award of the NOAA Marine 
Debris project "Long Island Sound Deep Water Derelict Lobster Gear Assessment, Removal and 
Prevention (See Other Attachments – Event Press Release).” The event proved to be successful 
in informing the public as well as government representatives about the importance and valuable 
benefits of the project.  Lobstermen, community residents, elected officials, and invited guests 
attended the event.  An overview of the project goals, objectives, and activities were presented.  
Project results, outreach materials and project videos are presented on the Cornell Cooperative 
Extension Marine Program website http://ccesuffolk.org/marine/fisheries/derelict-lobster-trap-
removal-projects.  Video project updates were periodically aired on CCE and cable news 
programs such as, “On the Water and in the Field.”  To see a short video on CCE’s Derelict 
Lobster Trap Removal program go to https://vimeo.com/169922875.  The next project update 
will be aired on the cable news program, “On the Water and in the Field,” in July 2016.  
Continuous project updates were posted on social media sites such as, Facebook 
(https://www.facebook.com/CornellCooperativeExtensionMarineProgram/).  
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Project Video 2016:      https://vimeo.com/169922875 
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Long Island Sound Deep Water Derelict Lobster Gear Assessment, Removal and 
Prevention Project Survey

Name: _______________________________________________________________________ 

Today’s Date: _________________________________________________________________ 

Address:  _____________________________________________________________________ 

Occupation(s):  ________________________________________________________________ 

Years Fishing Long Island Sound LIS):  ___________________________________________ 

Fishing Area:  _________________________________________________________________ 

Vessel(s) Name/Port:  ___________________________________________________________ 

NY Lobster Permit #:  __________________________________________________________ 

Are you interesting in participating in the LIS deep-water derelict lobster trap removal, 
assessment, and prevention Cornell Marine program project?  ________________________

Do you have vessel insurance (required)? __________________________________________ 

Where (Lat/Long, approximate area) are known locations of derelict/abandoned lobster 
traps within the LIS? Please highlight or circle on the enclosed project map. 
______________________________________________________________________________

Approximately how long has this derelict/abandoned gear in the LIS identified been 
accumulating?  ________________________________________________________________ 

Please estimate how much gear may be derelict/abandoned in the study area on the project 
map?  ________________________________________________________________________ 

Active lobstermen fishing within the study area and from adjacent ports will be contracted to 
remove gear.  If you are interested in the removal program, please contact Jacqueline Wilson for 
more information.   
Please return survey by mail, email or fax: 
Jacqueline Wilson (Cornell Marine Program) 423 Griffing Ave. Riverhead, NY 11901 
Telephone:  631-727-7850 ex. 305   
Fax: 631-727-7130
Email:  js443@cornell.edu 
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Project Press Release & NOAA Marine Debris Event Invite 
 

CCE Awarded Grant to Remove Derelict Lobster Traps 
And Fishing Gear from L.I. Sound 

  
Informational Media Event Scheduled in Mt. Sinai on October 29 

  
Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County’s Marine Program has been awarded $258,925 
from the NOAA Marine Debris Program and matching grants for the removal of derelict lobster 
traps and other fishing gear from the Long Island Sound. 
  
Members of the Long Island Lobstermen’s Association and CCE marine staff will work together 
to identify the location of the gear and remove it safely from the seabed. Then, the recovered 
debris will be recycled at nearby recycling facilities. 
  
Derelict fishing gear can last indefinitely on the seabed and impact ecosystems as gear settles 
and continue to catch lobster and fish in what is referred to as “ghost fishing.” Further, the gear 
can compromise navigational safety and damage fishing equipment and boats in use. CCE, with 
the cooperation of local lobstermen, has successfully removed 11,826 derelict traps from local 
waters during previous recovery programs. The study area runs along the Sound from Northport 
east to the Mattituck area. 

• As part of the project, CCE’s marine staff and partners: 
• Determine the location, condition and observe the biological impact of 

abandoned/derelict lobster gear in the study area of the Long Island Sound. 
• Complete a regulatory-compliant removal program to mitigate the associated negative 

impacts of abandoned/derelict lobster gear within the study area. 
• Gather and remove abandoned/derelict lobster gear from the study site and properly 

recycle/dispose of the material. All ghost traps collected during the closure period will be 
recycled. 

  

Please join us on Wednesday, October 29 at 1p.m. at Cedar Beach in Mt. Sinai to learn 
more about our project to remove derelict fishing gear from local waters. 

To see a video of CCE’s work to remove derelict lobster traps, go 
to http://ccesuffolk.org/project-videos/ 

For more information, call 631-727-7850, ext. 305. Please rsvp to Donna 
at dg487@cornell.edu or Jackie at js443@cornell.edu 


