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RockweedðPart 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 ñRockweed is the exclusive 

property  of the intertidal landowners.ò  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 ñfishing, fowling, and 

navigation.ò  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 hayfieldsðnot 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 ò...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,ò and 

ñHarvesting 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.ò 

    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.  DMRôs 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 ñplantò nor 

ñanimal.ò   News reports indicate the DMR intends to 

keep treating seaweed harvesting as a fishery until 

directed otherwise. 

   Harvest statisticsðwhich probably understate the 

takeðshow 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 imaginationðconveniently 

ignoring rockweedôs true nature as an alga.  Metaphors 

are mixedðfishing 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 themðif 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. 
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For much more information, we suggest simple web searches.  Keywords ñrockweedò, ñCobscook Bayò,  and 

ñ2017ò 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 FTBôs annual meeting 

with a talk ñOf Birds and Beetles: Conserving 

Biodiversity in a Dynamic World.ò 

   On July 14, Mark Berry, President and CEO, 

Schoodic Institute talked about ñWhatôs Happening at 

Schoodic Institute.ò 

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

the Frenchman Bay Conservancyôs 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 Gordonôs 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. 

   FTBôs Gordonôs 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 

buildingôs 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 ñErosion in 

Taunton Bay and on Mount Desert Island,ò 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 ñProtected Lands in 

Hancock and Washington Counties,ò with focus on the 

ñSchoodic to Schoodicò connector lands. 

Cover of Kim Ridleyôs wonderful book 

for children The Secret Bay 
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 Horseshoe Crabs 2017  
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   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. 

 


