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Rockweed—Part 2 

by Alan Gray 

    In our last newsletter, we looked at some of the 

issues around seaweed harvesting in Maine.  In 

particular, concerns over rockweed harvesting have 

been in the news. Unlike some other native algae, 

rockweeds do not lend themselves to being grown 

by artificial processes.  They must be harvested 

from the wild.   

   Two major sets of concerns are affecting 

commercial rockweed  harvesting. Last issue we 

looked at conservation 

questions. There is much 

debate and uncertainty 

around sustainability of this 

abundant resource, and the  

effects of  harvesting on the 

ecosystem.   

   There are also deep-seated 

conflicts in law and practice 

around the right to harvest 

seaweed from the intertidal  

zone: is seaweed harvesting 

a right guaranteed by ancient colonial law, or are 

harvesters trespassing on private property?  

   In March this year, a Washington County 

Superior Court justice issued a ruling in a Cobscook 

Bay case  that comes down squarely on the side of 

landowners, ruling that “Rockweed is the exclusive 

property  of the intertidal landowners.”  This case is 

now under appeal to the Maine Supreme Judicial 

Court.  Written arguments were due in September.  

The ruling is expected in the spring of 2018. 

   Case law on access to the intertidal zone dates back 

to 1640s Massachusetts colonial ordinances saying 

the intertidal zone belongs to the upland shore owner, 

and is reserved for their exclusive use, except for a 

public right of access for “fishing, fowling, and 

navigation.”  Just how to 

interpret this seemingly simple 

phrase has tied Maine courts in 

knots for years,  involving 

everything from rights of 

beach access to seaweed 

harvesting.  The stretches of 

interpretation, or attempts to 

bring a modern perspective to 

this ancient principle, have led 

to some interesting positions.     

Harvesters claim they are 

fishing; they are gathering a 

marine resource, well within the intent of the 

ordinance.   Landowners claim harvesting is akin to 

cutting down trees or mowing hayfields—not fishing.  

Both claims stretch many definitions.   

   Rockweeds are algae, not plants.  They are 
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certainly not animals.  They do not have roots, but rather 

anchor themselves to rocky substrate while drawing 

their nutrients from the sea.    

   The Washington County decision included statements 

that ”...rockweed/seaweed growing in the intertidal zone 

is private property owned exclusively by the fee owner, 

and is not owned by the state in trust for the public,” and 

“Harvesting a terrestrial     plant is no more a fishing 

activity, such as worming, digging for mussels, trapping 

lobsters or dropping a line for fish clearly are, than is 

harvesting a tree the same as hunting or trapping 

wildlife.” 

    The suit was brought by a number of Cobscook Bay 

landowners against one of the larger harvesters in the 

state, Acadian Seaplants.  The company is Canadian, 

with significant operations on both sides of the Atlantic.  

Acadian Seaplants, as well as other harvesters in Maine 

outside Washington County, are continuing business as 

usual until the high court can rule.   

    This court case is entirely about rights of shoreland 

owners vs. rights of the general public.  There are no 

aspects of it that involve resource sustainability, 

ecosystem health, or economic impact,  though all of 

those involved have staked positions  on these issues.   

   Rockweed harvesting is still a modest, but rapidly 

growing industry in Maine.   The Department of Marine 

Resources regulates the industry, as directed by the 

legislature, and issues licenses.  DMR’s actual field 

oversight seems to be fairly minimal.   

   The DMR, in line with its overall mission, treats 

rockweed harvesting as a fishery, even though  

rockweeds are clearly algae, neither “plant” nor 

“animal.”   News reports indicate the DMR intends to 

keep treating seaweed harvesting as a fishery until 

directed otherwise. 

   Harvest statistics—which probably understate the 

take—show about 14 million pounds of seaweed, 90 

percent  of which is rockweed, were gathered in 2016, 

with a value around $500,000.  This does not reflect the 

multiplier effect to the economy of  processed seaweed 

products and of the jobs they involve, for which there 

seem to be no numbers available.   

   As noted in the Washington County decision, each side 

uses analogies that stretch the imagination—conveniently 

ignoring rockweed’s true nature as an alga.  Metaphors 

are mixed—fishing for a plant, or saying rockweed 

harvests are like cutting a forest.  Both sides skirt or 

ignore the basic facts that rockweed harvesting does not 

kill the organism and that rockweeds naturally undergo 

significant pruning from ice scouring and wave action. 

   The eventual Supreme Judicial Court ruling will likely  

cause the State Legislature to consider the issues, and 

maybe even deal with them.   

   Finally, there are other ramifications to this decision.  

Among them—if the decision stands, the value of 

waterfront property would be enhanced by removal of 

the public access provision.  This could lead to even 

higher property taxes for shoreland owners. 

from page 1 

For much more information, we suggest simple web searches.  Keywords “rockweed”, “Cobscook Bay”,  and 

“2017” will return a wealth of news articles and investigative reports.   The most comprehensive reports appear 

in a three-part series at waldo.villagesoup.com. 
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 2017 Friday Evening Lectures 
by Frank Dorsey 

   Again this summer Friends of Taunton Bay and 

Frenchman Bay Conservancy jointly sponsored the 

Friday Night Lecture series.  

   Mac Hunter, Libra Professor of Conservation Biology 

in the Department of Wildlife, Fisheries, and 

Conservation Biology at the University of Maine led off 

the series on July 7 following FTB’s annual meeting 

with a talk “Of Birds and Beetles: Conserving 

Biodiversity in a Dynamic World.” 

   On July 14, Mark Berry, President and CEO, 

Schoodic Institute talked about “What’s Happening at 

Schoodic Institute.” 

   There was no lecture on July 21, to avoid conflict with 

the Frenchman Bay Conservancy’s Lobster Dinner at 

Tidal Falls 

 Friends of Taunton Bay Receives 

Maine Community Foundation Grant 
by Frank Dorsey 

   FTB this spring received a $ 1900 grant from a donor-

directed fund of the Maine Community Foundation 

(MCF) to enhance our Gordon’s Wharf meeting 

capacity. The grant will provide a sound system, more 

tables and chairs, a new digital projector and a 

contribution towards improved interior lighting. The 

Town of Sullivan will also contribute towards the 

lighting. 

   FTB’s Gordon’s Wharf facility is also frequently used 

for meetings by a number of other MCF-funded 

organizations.  

   We have the new projector. Other purchases will 

follow shortly.   The  electrical work will be done in 

conjunction with Town of Sullivan upgrades to the 

building’s exterior lighting. 

   FTB also applied for a Quimby Foundation Grant to 

work with RSU24 and Frenchman Bay Conservancy to 

develop nature-based curriculum material. This 

application was unsuccessful; but we will continue to 

collaborate with our partners hoping to develop a 

successful proposal.  

   On July 28, Kim Ridley, award-winning author of 

The Secret Pool and The Secret Bay, spoke about her 

books and her work with school-aged children, 

particularly the two incredible days she led programs 

in RSU 24. 

  On August 4, Hannah Webber, Education and Project 

Research Manager at Schoodic Institute,  talked about 

her experiences working in the inter-tidal zone and in 

Tide Pools.  

  Steve Perrin spoke on August 11 about “Erosion in 

Taunton Bay and on Mount Desert Island,” illustrating 

his talk with many years of photos documenting 

erosion at Thompson Island at the head of Mt. Desert 

Island. 

  The final talk, on August 18, was presented by Aaron 

Dority, Executive Director of Frenchman Bay 

Conservancy, and Bob DeForrest of Maine Coast 

Heritage Trust.  They discussed “Protected Lands in 

Hancock and Washington Counties,” with focus on the 

“Schoodic to Schoodic” connector lands. 

Cover of Kim Ridley’s wonderful book 

for children The Secret Bay 



Mating horseshoe crabs. 
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 Horseshoe Crabs 2017  

Photos by Steve Perrin 

by Frank Dorsey 

 

First 

 Mating 

 Observation 

Last 

  Mating 

 Observation 

Length 

 of Mating 

Period 

 (in Days) 

Days of 

  Mating 

Observations 

Maximum # 

 Horseshoe 
Crabs  

Observed 
per Day 

Total # 

Horseshoe 
Crabs  

Observed 
Overall 

Average  # 

 Seen 

  per Day of  

Observation 

5/24/2014 6/19/2014 27 21 70 538 25.6 

6/2/2015 6/19/2015 18 18 136 1016 56.4 

5/18/2016 6/3/2016 17 13 163 953 73.3 

5/24/2017 6/13/2017 20 12 98 516 43.0 

   The first pair of horseshoe crabs to arrive on Shipyard 

Point were seen on May 24, Their arrival schedule is  

highly water temperature-dependent. 

  We observed 516 of the anachronistic (Over 300 

million years old!) critters. Observations were made on 

12 of the following 19 days, with a high of 98 animals 

on June 8 when the temperature was finally well over 

60 degrees Fahrenheit.  

   The high for human observers was 13 on a Sunday 

when seven adults and 6 children came to watch the 

mating spectacle. 
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2017 Camp 
 photos by Lisa Herrington 

Nature Education News 

Seaweed Sampler Plate 

   The Friends of Taunton Bay Environmental Summer 

Camp for children this summer was all about seaweed. 

We were very pleased to have Jessica Muhlin,  a 

biologist, seaweed enthusiast and educator from Maine 

Maritime Academy join us for both sessions.  

   Campers at each very well attended “Seaweed 

Spectacular” explored the many types of seaweeds in 

Taunton Bay, their place in the ecosystem, their use as a 

human food source, and used seaweed in art projects.     

Other activities included Seaweed Limbo and the 

Seaweed Spa.   Great fun was had exploring at low tide 

among the mud and rocks next to Gordons Wharf.  

   See www.facebook.com/FriendsofTauntonBay for 

more pictures of  camp activities. 

Campers exploring the intertidal zone—rocks, mud and 

seaweeds next to Gordons Wharf 

 RSU 24 Summer Program 
by Frank Dorsey 

   In July, Frenchman Bay Conservancy (FBC) and 

Friends of Taunton Bay (FTB) provided eleven prgrams 

for elementary school students in RSU 24. The programs 

on maps, tides and making prints with natural materials 

were presented by Eileen Bader (maps),  Frank Dorsey 

(tides) and Lisa Herrington (prints) were presented at 

four RSU 24 schools: Cave Hill, Peninsula, Mountain 

View and Ella Lewis.  

   The map program by Eileen Bader (FBC) used a 

simple worksheet to teach about map basics and then the 

students created their own maps of nearby woods or 

playgrounds.  Frank Dorsey’s (FTB) tide program taught 

about the sun’s and moon’s influence on the tides and 

then examined a variety of plant and animal life from the 

intertidal zone. Lisa Herrington (FTB) used t-shirts 

provided by the RSU and hammers to print plant 

material on the shirt. 

   RSU24 coordinator, Kim Bianco, organized the well-
received program. Some of the wonderful poster size 
thank-you notes are displayed at Gordon’s Wharf. 

Camp Day 3 Schedule 

Thank-you poster from Peninsula 

School class in Prospect Harbor  

Photos by Lisa Herrington 

Photo by Alan Gray 
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Recent Taunton Bay Bank Erosion 

Text and photo by Steve Perrin 

   Over the past 50 years, Frenchman Bay has 

washed away 40 feet of shoreland from Thompson 

Island Picnic Area in Acadia National Park.  In the 

Taunton River, the tide has cut into the Hancock 

Esker (bed of a glacial river just south of the 

Hancock-Sullivan Bridge on Route 1) for at least 

seven feet.  This has caused a flap of turf to fall 

onto the face of the bank, undercutting a large 

white pine that lies draped upon the shore with 

roots still attached to the top of the bank. 

Fallen white pine at eroded edge of short esker bluff, just above the 

Hancock– Sullivan bridge on Hancock side.  Photo from May, 2017. 

   These are signs of the times in which we live. 

Melting glaciers, warming waters, frequent 

storms, and rising tide levels are collectively 

forcing themselves on our attention. If 

individually we do not decrease our personal 

contribution to global climate change, we are 

effectively denying the prospects from our 

children and grandchildren that we enjoyed when 

we were their age. 
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   Once again Friends of Taunton Bay’s summer season 

has flown by.   Seaweed and the inter-tidal zone 

continue as areas of current interest.  Your Executive 

Committee has seen some turnover, with several long- 

serving members departing and several new members 

coming on board.  

  As in recent years we have devoted most energies to 

the educational side of FTB’s mission, sponsoring two 

well-attended and successful sessions of “Seaweed 

Spectacular” day camp (thank-you Lisa Herrington and 

your corps of  volunteers!), again co-hosting Friday 

Night Lectures with Frenchman Bay Conservancy, and 

working on several projects with RSU24, the school 

district that includes Sullivan and Franklin.   The 

lectures and RSU24 involvement have been spearheaded 

by Frank Dorsey. 

   Our Friday Night series drew modest but enthusiastic 

audiences.   Common themes across almost all of the 

speakers were concerns about the effects on Taunton 

Bay, Frenchman Bay, and the Gulf of Maine from the 

well documented continuing rise in sea water 

temperature in the Gulf, as well as  from trends in global 

warming and sea level rise. 

   A positive note is emerging as we seek to understand 

these issues. We hear from several of FTB’s partner 

organizations that most of the dozen or so significant 

research institutions around the Gulf of Maine, 

including several local ones, have formed an alliance to 

share and standardize data from what had largely been 

independent scientific studies.   We hope to focus more 

on this in a future newsletter. 

   At July’s Annual Meeting, Frank Dorsey was elected 

to another term as Vice President. Acting  Secretary 

Merry Post was elected to complete the  2nd year of the 

Secretary position.  The Treasurer position was left 

vacant, though we quickly found an Acting Treasurer. 

Makeup of the Executive Committee has evolved 

significantly since early 2017.  We have reluctantly 

watched three long-time members leave the board—

Treasurer Doug Kimmel, former Secretary Mary Turner, 

and Membership Coordinator Steve Sjoberg.    

   A special note about Doug Kimmel.  Doug had been a 

vital and active board member for more than 15 years—

14 of them as Treasurer.  He was also key to the process 

that led to establishment of the Taunton Bay 

Educational Center, first at Tamarack Place, and then 

the move to Gordon’s Wharf.  Over the years he has 

maintained our website, videoed and posted many of the 

Friday night lectures, and had a major role in the 

production and distribution of the 2012 edition of the 

Taunton Bay Watershed Stewardship Guide.  Perhaps 

most importantly, Doug was a bringer of clarity to 

decision making, in part from his wide experience with 

other non-profits.  

   In March we welcomed Gary Blazon as he assumed 

the Membership Coordinator role.   Gary is long-time 

resident of West Sullivan and participated for many 

years in the horseshoe crab counts.  In July, we recruited 

Sullivan’s  Michael Fisher to assume the Treasurer role.  

Both are settling in well.  

   We always can use new members on the Executive 

Committee—there is lots to do.   Please feel free to 

contact us if you might be interested. 

   General trends FTB has been following the last few 

years include the green crab invasion, the health of 

eelgrass beds,  and horseshoe crab populations.  Green 

crab numbers, especially in Hog and Egypt Bays, 

increased modestly in 2017 though nowhere near the 

huge counts seen a few years ago.  Eelgrass populations 

were better this summer, though still reduced from 

previous highs.  Horseshoe crab counts are still strong,  

as the juvenile class from the peak green crab year has 

yet to mature.  We shall continue to watch this closely.  

   As noted elsewhere, we received a Maine Community 

Foundation grant to upgrade our meeting facility.  Part 

of that is lighting.  We are now working with the Town 

of Sullivan to accomplish not only upgrades to the 

lighting in the main room at TBEC, but to rework and 

add more effective exterior lighting. Sullivan is funding 

the exterior work, as well as partnering with us on the 

interior upgrade.     

Report from the President  

by Alan Gray 
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Alan Gray

TO CONTACT FTB:

friendsoftauntonbay.org
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MEMBERSHIP 

It is never too late to join Friends of Taunton Bay or to 
renew your membership.  Suggested donations for family 
membership start at $35.00.  For details, see 

  friendsoftauntonbay.org/home/membership 

Or contact us at:  membership@friendsoftauntonbay.org 

Checks can be mailed to:  

Friends of Taunton Bay Membership,  
PO Box 411, Hancock, ME   04640  

 
Friends of Taunton Bay is a  

501 (c) (3)nonprofit organization. 

 Treetop Bald Eagle 

 
Taunton Bay and 
Watershed Wildlife        Harbor Seals - Franklin            
 photos by Steve Perrin 
    
  Red Breasted Merganser 


