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SEABROOK: The cod isn’t just a fish to David
Goethel. It’s his identity, his ticket to middle-
class life, his link to a historic industry. “I paid for
my education, my wife’s education, my house,
my kids’ education; my slice of America was paid
for on cod,” said Goethel, a 30-year veteran of
these waters that once teemed with New
England’s signature fish.

But on this chilly, windy Saturday in April,
after 12 hours out in the Gulf of Maine, he has
caught exactly two cod, and he feels far
removed from the 1990s, when he could catch
2,000 pounds in a day. His boat, the Ellen Diane,
a 44-foot fishing trawler named for his wife, is
the only vessel pulling into the Yankee
Fishermen’s Co-op in Seabrook. Fifteen years
ago, there might have been a half-dozen. He is
carrying crates of silver hake, skates and floun-
der - all worth less than cod.

One of America’s oldest commercial indus-
tries, fishing along the coast of the Northeast
still employs hundreds. But every month that
goes by, those numbers fall. After centuries of
weathering overfishing, pollution, foreign com-
petition and increasing government regulation,
the latest challenge is the one that’s doing them
in: climate change.

Though no waters are immune to the rav-
ages of climate change, the Gulf of Maine, a
dent in the coastline from Cape Cod to Nova
Scotia, best illustrates the problem. The gulf,
where fishermen have for centuries sought lob-
ster, cod and other species that thrived in its
cold waters, is now warming faster than 99 per-
cent of the world’s oceans, scientists have said.
The warming waters, in the gulf and elsewhere,
have caused other valuable species, such as
clams, to migrate to deeper or more northern
waters. Others, such as lobsters, have largely
abandoned the once-lucrative waters off the
southern New England states of Connecticut
and Rhode Island, having become more suscep-
tible to disease or predators. Lobster catches in
Maine are booming as the species creeps north-
ward, but as the warming continues, that’s a
good thing bound to end. A federal report from
2009 said that half of 36 fish stocks studied in
the northwest Atlantic Ocean have been shifting
northward over the past 40 years, and that the
trend is likely to continue.

Fish aren’t the only ones moving on, and not
just in the Northeast. The US fishing fleet has
dwindled from more than 120,000 vessels in

1996 to about 75,000 today, the Coast Guard
says. For the fishermen of the northeastern US -
not all of whom accept the scientific consensus
on climate change, and many of whom bristle at
government regulations stemming from it -
whether to stick with fishing, adapt to the
changing ocean or leave the business is a con-
stant worry.

Waving the white flag
Robert Bradfield was one of the East Coast’s

most endangered species, a Rhode Island lob-
sterman, until he pulled his traps out of the
water for the last time about a decade ago.
Bradfield, of Newport, started in the fishery in
the mid-1970s and stayed in it for some 30
years, sometimes catching 2,000 pounds of lob-
ster a day. During his final years, he was lucky if
he caught 100 pounds, not even enough to pay
for bait, fuel and deckhands. He now works on a
pilot boat, guiding larger ships in and out of the
harbor. He is glad he’s still on the water, but he
misses lobstering and the community of fisher-
men he used to see in Newport. “There’s proba-
bly 95 percent attrition out of that fishery in this
area,” Bradfield said. “Of all the guys I fished
with, I was a lobsterman for 30 years, and there’s
maybe three left.”

The number of adult lobsters in New England
south of Cape Cod slid to about 10 million in
2013, according to a report issued last year by
an interstate regulatory board. It was about 50
million in the late 1990s. The lobster catch in the
region sank to about 3.3 million pounds in 2013,
from a peak of about 22 million in 1997.
Bradfield’s take on the role of warming oceans is
nuanced and reflects the many years he spent
on the water. Shell disease, he said, has taken a
toll on southern New England’s lobster stock,
something scientists say is a result of rising tem-
peratures.

Bradfield also agrees with scientists who say
the increase in predatory fish, such as black sea
bass, is bad for the lobster population. Warming
oceans are responsible for the increase in those
fish species off New England, scientists say. But
Bradfield, a father to three grown children, also
said his decision to leave the fishery was more
about economics than science. He thinks some
published studies are inconsistent. And he
laments that Newport’s docks, once home to
dozens of lobster boats, are now down to a few.
“It tore me up to do something else,” he said.

Others in the lobster business dispute the sci-
ence that lays the blame on climate change.
Nicholas Crismale, a former lobsterman and
president of the Connecticut Commercial
Lobstermen’s Association, is one of many lob-
stermen in his state who believes pesticide
runoff is to blame. Connecticut researchers
found no pesticides in lobsters collected in Long
Island Sound in late 2014. But Crismale, out of
the business for four years and helping to run
his wife’s restaurant, Lobster Shack in Branford,
sticks to the hypothesis, even in the face of sci-
ence. “The warming stuff is a lot of baloney,” he
said. “It’s just another scientist looking for a
grant.” Crismale said it’s a shame that lobstering,
often a multigenerational enterprise in New
England, is reaching its end in Connecticut. He
used to bring his daughters out fishing with
him, but they’ve grown up to be a lawyer and a
teacher, and another generation isn’t taking
their place. “I’m never going to be able to take a
grandchild out on my boat,” Crismale said. “And
some of the other fishermen were second and
third-generation fishermen. And they lost all
that.” Connecticut’s lobster fishery, based on
Long Island Sound, has been hit especially hard
by warming water and has been reduced to
nearly nothing.

A power plant on the sound recorded more
than 75 days with an average water temperature
above 68 degrees Fahrenheit in each of the
years 2012, 2013 and 2014, according to a regu-
latory board’s report. Between 1976 and 2010,
that happened only twice. Lobsters prefer tem-
peratures in the high 50s and low 60s. There
were nearly 300 lobstermen in Connecticut in
1999, and now there are maybe a dozen full-
timers left. Some in the Rhode Island lobster
fishery said it’s still possible to make a living in
the business. Greg Mataronas, the president of
the Rhode Island Lobstermen’s Association,
who fishes out of Little Compton, said regula-
tions and territoriality prevent members of the
state’s fleet from moving to more ferti le
grounds. But the few remaining lobstermen in
Rhode Island are still able to pull lobsters from
the state’s waters, he said. “There’s a real dis-
connect between what the guys are seeing on
the water and what the scientists are saying,”
he said. Bradfield isn’t buying it. He is glad he
left the business, as painful as it was to leave a
piece of his identity behind. “There’s a saying:
Behind every successful fisherman is a wife with

a good job,” he said. “You go down to the State
Pier in Rhode Island now, guys hate what
they’re doing right now.”

Hanging on, getting by
David Goethel has spent most of his life fish-

ing for New England cod, and he doesn’t want
to stop now. “I could catch the entire quota for
the Gulf of Maine in eight days,” Goethel said in
a bit of bravado he swears is not an exaggera-
tion. “I wouldn’t break a sweat doing it.” Fishing
is in Goethel’s blood. He paid his way through
Boston University by taking thrill-seekers out on
“party boat” fishing trips in Boston Harbor and
segued into commercial cod fishing in 1982. 

Today, he operates a trawler that leaves
from New Hampshire, its nets scouring the Gulf
of Maine for fish. But the catch these days is dif-
ferent - with the cod in jeopardy and quotas
that limit his ability to catch them at all-time
lows, cod fishermen like Goethel try to eke out a
living by supplementing cod with just about
anything else they can catch. Goethel is making
much less money. In the 1980s and ‘90s, he
could bring in $120,000 in a year, but is now
making about $60,000, without subtracting a
health insurance bill over $27,000. He and his
wife, who is up every day at 4 a.m. for a far-
flung teaching job, haven’t taken a vacation in
three years.

Retirement isn’t in the cards for the 62-year-
old Goethel - at least, not soon. “My wife is
working far more than she used to,” he said. “I
have to work more to make less.” The chal-
lenges climate change have brought to com-
mercial fishing are perhaps most noticeable in
New England’s cod fishery, which has dwindled
from more than 1,200 boats in the 1980s to only
a few dozen today. In that time, the catch of
cod has also plummeted, from more than 117
million pounds in 1980 to just over 5 million in
2014. Most consumers haven’t noticed the col-
lapse, with cod still readily available at restau-
rants and markets because of foreign sources
like Iceland and Norway. Scientists said late last
year that the impact of climate change on
Atlantic cod might be worse than previously
thought. Fishermen pursue the fish in the Gulf
of Maine and, farther off New England, the shal-
lows of Georges Bank, both of which have expe-
rienced dramatic temperature rise. Around
2004, the gulf began warming about 10 times
faster than previously. — AP 
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In this April 23, 2016, photo, David Goethel flips a cod while sorting ground fish caught
off the coast of New Hampshire.

In this April 23, 2016, photo, Elijah Voge-Meyers carries cod caught in the nets of a
trawler.


