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THE SEA URCHIN FISHERY 

The commercially i mpo rt an t s a urchin of the orth 
Atlantic coast of No rth Ame r ica and Eu r ope i s Strongy lo centrotus 
drobachiens is. This gr ee n urchin or " s a egg" is a l so abund ant 
on the Pacific coas t of North Ameri ca . In th nit ed St at es this 
species i s most common on the At l an ti c coas t north of Cape Cod and 
on the Pacific coas t in Puge t Sound and Al aska . Se a ur chins ar e 
eaten throughout the ir r ange , but to a l esse r xt nt by Ame ri cans 
and CanaJians than by Europeans . The only organized o rth Ame ri­
can fishery is in the ew Eng l and Stat es . On th Pac ific co ast 
from Ca liforni a to Al as ka the green ur ch in, the large r r e ur chi n 
(S. franclscanus), and the purp l e ur ch in (5 . purpur a tus) a r e 
eaten; however, the r e is no org anized fishery, an the cat c h is 
ho me - cons umeJ . 

The sea urchin i s an echinoJcrm reI a ted to the sea 
cucumbers, starfishes, sand dolla r s, brittlestars, and sea l i l ies . 
It has a greenish co l o r and is somewhat he~isphe r ica l in shape , 
with a fairly ri gid exte rnal skele ton provi ded with movab l e spines . 
The usual pos it ion of the animal is wi th the flat s ide to 
the botto m. It lives only in the sea and p r efe r s a ro c ky habitat . 
Rarely is it found on mud bottom . On the o r th Atlantic coast it 
is mos t COmMon in depths of I to 20 fathoms . 

The sexes are separate, and the eggs and sper m ar e 
released into the wate r where fertilization occu r s . The egg 
develops ihto a compli cated larval stage (ech inopluteus) which 
drifts about for seve ral weeks before se ttling to the bottom as a 
smal l, typical sea urchin. On the Maine coast this spec ies 
spawns from late March to ear l y April . 

The sea urchin eats both plant and anima l fo od . 
It consumes mainly the brown seaweeds, but wil l a l s o occasionally 
eat small mussels and carrion. The enemies of the sea urchins a r e 
many, including sea birds, foxes, sea otte r s , and va r ious species 
of fish such as cod, haddock, and shark s . 

While occasiona l spec i mens may have diamete r s exceeding 
3 inches , the average s ize t aken commercially is mu ch less . A 
sample taken February 1946 from a sh ipment of sea ur chins fro m 
Maine showed th at the ave r age s i ze was 2 inches with a size r ange 
of I to 2 .5 inches. The ave r age we ight was 3 ounces . The weight 
of the orange-yellow r eproduc tive organs, whi c h ar e the edible 
parts of the ani ma l s and which ar e usuall y eaten r aw (often with a 
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little lemon), was 17 percent of the total weight. The purple 
body fluid, which is sometimes drunk, was 13 percent of the total 
weight. 

The statistical records for the United States fisherie s 
do not show any landings of sea urchins before 1929 when sever al 
thousand pounds were taken in Connecticut. But undoubtedly these 
animals have been eaten for many years by Indians and American 
fishermen of European origin. This same condition prevails today; 
records of the sea urchin catch are based on the amounts shipped 
to market only and consequently can be regarded as minimum figures. 
The present commercial fishery is located in Maine and dates from 
1933 when 5,800 pounds were landed. 

The fishery is of minor importance. Statistical records 
of the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the U. S. Bureau of Fish­
eries, and the Maine Department of Sea and Shore Fisheries, reve a l 
that the average yearly catch prior to Wo rl d War II was 54,000 
pounds worth $300. During the war years the catch averaged 84,000 
pounds with a value of $2,400; and in the post-war period, 74,000 
pounds worth $3, 100. The average value has inc r eased from less 
than 1/2 cent a pound in 1938 to 5 1/2 cents in 1959. 

The fishing season for this species is from October to 
early May. The bulk of the catch is made between December and 
April. It is during these winter months that the yield from other 
fisheries is at a minimum, and a few fishermen begin harvesting 
sea urchins to supplement their incomes. In this season the cost 
of transportation to market is decreased, for no ice is needed, 
and only simple containers are nec essary for s hipping. Also the 
reproductive organs of these animals are wel l developed during the 
winter months and are considered to be in prime condition. 

In the last several decades the Atlantic coast catch of 
sea urchins h as been produced almost exclusively in Lincoln County, 
Maine. The Sheepscot Bay area is the most important region, with 
small catches sometimes being reported from other nearby bays. 
While many other sections of the coast have an abundance of sea 
urchins, the limited demand and generally low price have discour­
aged any geographical expansion of the fishery. 

In Maine dip nets with handles of 10 feet or more are 
used to scrape the submerged ledges or rocks and dislodge the sea 
urchins. Fishing is generally carried on during the low tide. 
The operation of the gear is wholly manual fro m row boats cr out­
board motor-powered skiffs. Scallop dredges have been used in the 
past, but boats which are large enough to oper ate scallop dredges 
efficiently are engaged in more profitable fisheries. 
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Out of wate r t h se anima l s will r ma in a l iv 
as a week , i f k ep t cool ,and moist . B tw 'e n sh ipm nt 
the fish e rme n k eep th m imme r sed in s a wat r, ithc r 
floating ca r s . 

f o r as l o n g 
t o m rk t 

in c r a t es o r 

Seconl-hand bush 1 bas ket s or o r ang' l r a t .s a r US o r 
s hipping co ntainers, for it i s ne c ssa ry t o p r ot'c t th s a u r chins , 
\\hose she ll s art f r agi le and asily smash d . Th(> anima l mus t b 
p r o t ec t ed fro~ freezing , but thi s i s a r ' l ativL ly s i mp l ma t t r 
for shipI'lents a r e m;1,je in c 10 s d tru cks o r ('xpn' scars . Th prin­
cipal market is ~,ew Yo rk (·ity , with a ~!'1all quantity going to 
Boston , Massachusetts . 

The futu r e of this fishe ry is un("t'rtain, Ln r th pr -
sen t co nditions inc r ease 1 production wi] 1 CdS! lv lut th ma r t 
and redu cl' the rrict:' to a l ev 1 at which thl' {ish r n caul not 
operate with rr0ilt . Ptrhaps new ~arklts ~ill b' d veloped to 
ahsorb an In c r ea~cj catch. It is, hn\\('vt'r, unlik 1". tha use of 
this seafoo 1 w,)ulJ JcvclOI' Into an irr.p0rt n in Jus t r y be aus sea 
urchins ar'.' known ani apprcci.lteJ bv only iJ li rllteJ numbe r of 
people . 

}'or tile gour"xt 'r for thl he' tese; h'ho Iik novelties, 
tilt oran~l :;tg~lents of tht gonaJs can be <;(' rv j Ii l tang rin s, 
.uranged as ,1 "eafooJ cOlktail I,o .. ith IC 'JOn jUl ( or tl.nd sauce . 
Tilt ir taste night rival that of che rrystone r Ia.. $ o r Olymp i a oys-
ters. In one tester ' s opinion the ro e 01 Sla ur hin outclasses 
LdVIa r. 

HAR VE Y, l.THJ I BRo.,,\. 
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