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The Secret Lives of Lobsters

I

Lobster expert Diane Cowan holds aloft a newly arrived study specimen near Friendship, Maine.
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n the murky light of late after-
noon, the Gulf of Maine is a
cold cheerless expanse of gray

sending small ripples onto the stony
shore. At low tide the cove is empty
except for a single, well-bundled figure
picking her way across the landscape.
Carefully, she dislodges a rock, peers
beneath, and then gently resettles it
before moving on. This is no ordinary
shell seeker, but rather Diane Cowan,
better known in the state of Maine as
the “Lobster Lady.”

Her quarry on this day as on all
others is baby lobsters who use the
beaches as their nurseries. These feisty
clawed crustaceans, some no bigger
than the end of a finger, spend part of

their young lives sheltered under the
rocks before moving to the open ocean.
Cowan has been measuring and tagging
these babies for 10 years as she seeks to
learn more about the lobster’s life cycle.

She admits to a lifelong fascination
with lobsters that led to a doctorate in
marine biology. Her greatest pleasure is
still working the beaches where she
eases the tiny creatures out of their
hiding spots for closer examination.
Both scientist and lobster lover,
Cowan often coos at the tiny creatures,
“Oh hello, lobbie,” as she takes their
measurements.

 Cowan founded the Lobster
Conservancy in 1996 with little more
than herself and a Web site. Today she

works with two full-time staff members,
a rotating group of college interns, and
75 volunteers who monitor 24 beaches
from Maine to Massachusetts. In 1998,
the USI Corp. gave the conservancy a
huge boost with the gift of three
commercial lobster pounds on
Mucongus Bay as a research facility.
The buildings, enclosed coves, and
surrounding land are worth $1.5
million.

Cowan sees the conservancy’s
mission as “protecting and conserving
lobster populations, and the industry
that supports lobsters.” She is also
committed to breaking down the
barriers between the scientists who
study marine life and the fishermen
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who make their livings from lobsters.
After all, it was local people who led
her to one of her greatest discoveries
about lobsters. While looking for a
spot to launch her kayak, she saw
two boys flipping rocks on the beach.
When she asked what they were up
to they replied, “We’re playing with
baby lobsters.”
Cowan was
stunned. For
years, scientists
had thought
juvenile lobsters
lived in deep
water, not
intertidal
mudflats;
however, these
two sons of local
lobstermen had
always known where to find baby
lobsters.

Cowan left a college teaching job
to pursue research on the beaches.
She supported herself by waiting
tables at Cook’s Lobster House
where she got time off for research
at low tide. By tracking juveniles,
she has begun to piece together the
lobster’s life cycle. In waterproof
notebooks, she records detailed
information on the size and condi-
tion of every lobster she uncovers,
and, then, using a hypodermic
needle, inserts a coded metal tag
the size of a grain of rice into the
muscle tissue. These magnetic tags
allow her to track the lobsters as
they grow and change locations.

Recent years of record high
catches are making state officials
uneasy. Many of the lobsters brought
to market are too young to have
reproduced, so there is talk of
increased regulation to prevent a
population crash. Cowan is supply-
ing the hard scientific data that will
help protect the lobsters and the
industry. Lobsters are a $200 million
a year industry in Maine, providing a
livelihood for thousands of people.

As more nurseries were discov-
ered on New England beaches,
Cowan put out a call for volunteers.
Lobstermen and their families were
the first to sign up, and have proven
to be her best helpmates. They
know where to look for the babies
and how to handle them. Their

knowledge of
lobster behavior
is extensive,
some of it
passed down
through genera-
tions of their
families.
Lobstermen
also provide
specimens for
her research
station. With

permits from the state, Cowan can
accept large lobsters that are beyond
the legal catch limit. It is not
uncommon to see a boat motor up
to the dock and a burly Maine
lobsterman deposit a monstrous
lobster with claws the size of boxing
gloves into Cowan’s outstretched
arms. Big lobsters have big appe-
tites, so the lobstermen stop by at
the end of the day with fish, mus-
sels, and crabs—dinner for the big
guys.

Cowan will soon be donning a
wet suit and
scuba gear for
some long
hours in
Maine’s cold
waters observ-
ing lobster
behavior. She
is eager to see
how the
lobsters will
settle into the
6-acre cove
she is using as
a research
pound, estab-
lish relation-

ships, and sort out household tasks.
She has already determined that
lobsters are a tidy bunch.

She also is looking forward to
some new comforts at the caretaker’s
cottage that she calls home. The
first winter, she made do without a
furnace, running water, or electricity.
Solar panels and a few new conve-
niences should make her life a bit
easier.

At this point, some 10,000
lobsters have been tagged. As these
are recaught, they provide Cowan
with vital new information. To
ensure the gathering of consistent,
high quality data, Sarah Ellison, a
biologist and the chief executive
officer of the conservancy, makes
regular visits to the beach sites to
review and improve volunteer
training.

Cowan continues to share her
research as widely as possible, writing
regularly for scientific journals as well
as commercial fishing magazines.
She lectures to local groups,
believing that as people learn the
value of their coves, they will
become better stewards. The title
of her talk has caught some people
off guard—“The Lobster Life Cycle:
From Egg to Plate.” Cowan sees no
contradiction in loving lobsters and
also loving to eat them. ■

Tiny lobsters are measured and tagged.
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Volunteers search under rocks at low tide for baby lobsters.
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ate to work,
hurrying to class,
or run ragged with

errands, busy people in
Berkeley, Calif., still cannot
ignore this small stream.
They pause to watch the
silver flash of a trout, track
a dragonfly as it loops above
the water, or catch the
scent of something fresh
and cool. Overhead, the
Bay Area Rapid Transit
rumbles by carrying passen-
gers oblivious to the world
of wonders beneath them.

The creek is just one of
many that have been daylighted by
the Urban Creeks Council and a host
of volunteer groups. Historically,
streams spilled down the steep
Berkeley hills to San Francisco Bay,
but as the city grew, the streams
began to disappear from sight. They
were channeled into pipes or fed into
concrete ditches away from streets
and homes. Daylighting refers to
tearing up the pavement, breaking
open the pipes, and exposing the
streams to sunlight and people’s sight
once again.

Carole Schemmerling founded
the fledgling Urban Creeks Council
some 20 years ago. She had spotted
short stretches of litter-choked
streams around the city. They bore
no resemblance to the clear, gentle
streams of her childhood, humming
with life and vitality. Schemmerling
set out to bring these hidden and
degraded streams back into the
neighborhoods of the East Bay.

As with any grassroots project,
money and manpower presented the
biggest challenges. Volunteers
pitched in with fundraising and grant
writing, while funds from the Cali-

donations and grants for the
citizen groups and provides
accounting and financial
oversight.

Along the way, the
creek groups have learned
some valuable lessons. One
of the first being the
importance of a close
working relationship with
local governments. In an age
of bureaucracy, it is not
possible to simply dig up the
stream in your back yard or
behind the mall. Permits,
fees, legal agreements, and
more are all part of the

process. And there is no substitute
for good will in getting things done.

 Susan Schwartz, president of
Friends of Five Creeks, has made it
easier for busy people to volunteer.
She divides her stream projects into a
series of one-day events. People weed,
plant, rake, and pick up trash. At the
end of the day, they can stand back
and survey their accomplishments.
“We provide people with the oppor-
tunity to do good,” she says.

As streams all over the East Bay
pop back into view, it becomes
abundantly clear that the project is
about more than just bringing flowing
water back to the surface. Whole
habitats take root and flourish. Fish
reappear where they have not been
seen for decades, insects flit over the
water, and birds set up housekeeping.

Jane Byron, who heads up Friends
of Strawberry Creek, has watched the
transformation up close from the
vantage point of her back yard.
Since the creek was restored, she has
seen great egrets, barn owls and
Cooper’s hawks.

 “It’s amazing how nature craves a
stream,” she says. ■

fornia state legislature for small
community water projects helped
keep the group afloat. Manpower
has been a bit easier to tap. Neigh-
bors closest to the project are the first
to show up with pick and shovel,
eager to hack up the concrete and
asphalt. Others are quickly attracted
by the glamour of unpaving work.

One of Schemmerling’s earliest
projects was at Strawberry Creek.
With the guidance of a volunteer,
who was also a landscape architect,
the group brought an underground
section of the creek back to the
surface in a neglected railroad right-
of-way. Over time, the neighbors
created a park to go with their
stream.

One success led to another and
new volunteer groups began to focus
their efforts on individual streams
such as the Friends of Strawberry
Creek and the Friends of Sausal
Creek. Similar groups are now
flourishing all over California from
Oakland to Santa Barbara. And the
Urban Creeks Council has evolved
into an umbrella organization. As a
registered nonprofit, it accepts

Streams Pop Back Into View

L

Volunteers clean invasive plants from streambanks.
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Dedication, Ingenuity Sa

ew Zealand’s endangered
kakapos were fabulously
fertile this year, earning

them a flurry of media coverage. This
huge, flightless parrot with soft
whiskers and peculiar habits has
gone from teetering on the edge of
extinction to planting one large,
clawed foot on the road to recovery.
With a bumper crop of chicks, the
world’s population of kakapos has
skyrocketed from 62 to 86.

The story of the kakapo is almost
as odd as the bird itself, which has
been likened to a Persian cat with
feathers. Scientists theorize that it
originally flew to New Zealand,
where it thrived in the absence of
predatory land mammals. Over
time, it lost its ability to fly and
became an excellent climber with
large, powerful claws and sturdy
thighs. The largest kakapos tip the
scales at close to nine pounds,
making it the world’s largest parrot.

The arrival of the Polynesians
followed by the Europeans brought

an end to the kakapo’s halcyon days
in New Zealand. Nineteenth-
century explorer Charles Douglas
noted that he could shake a tree
and kakapos would fall like ripe
apples. Their succulent white meat
made a delicious meal, and their
beautiful feathers were woven into
warm cloaks.

More devastating than the
human settlers were the dogs, cats,
rats, and weasel-like stoats that
came with them. The slow waddling
kakapos had counted eagles as their
main enemy, but over time had
developed a defense system. Kakapos
can freeze absolutely motionless,
blending perfectly with the vegeta-
tion when an eagle is overhead. This
same technique was not nearly so
effective with quick, agile land
animals. Making matters worse, the
kakapo has a strong musky odor
often described as a mixture of
honey and flowers. Together, these
two characteristics spelled disaster.
The kakapo might as well have

been waving a giant
flag and shouting “I’m
waiting for you over
here!”

By the late 1800s,
kakapos were in
serious trouble. The
government launched
its first rescue effort in
1894, capturing
several hundred
kakapos and releasing
them on one of the
islands still free of
predators. Within a

few years, stoats invaded the island
by swimming across narrow passages
and destroyed the parrots.

Many people believed the kakapo
was extinct by the middle of the
twentieth century, yet in a last-ditch
effort the Wildlife Service sponsored
more than 60 expeditions into
remote country in search of remnant
populations. To great surprise, a few
groups of the parrots were eventually
found and evacuated to offshore
islands. Still, they did not thrive.
Breeding was rare, eggs were fre-
quently infertile, and the survival
rate of the young was low.

In the early 1990s, the Kakapo
Recovery Programme was estab-
lished as a partnership between the
Department of Conservation,
Comalco New Zealand, and the

Back from the Brink

N

Keeping a kakapo chick well-fed is a challengin

Maud Island has been used as a kakapo safe haven.
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aving Endangered Kakapo

Royal Forest and Bird Protection
Society. This triumvirate of govern-
ment agency, private industry, and
environmental organization is
responsible for funding and adminis-
tering New Zealand’s effort to save
the kakapo.

The hands-on work falls to the
National Kakapo Team, which
includes a staff of 10 professionals
and support personnel, aided by
hundreds of volunteers who come
from around the world. In 1995,
with a population of just 51 kakapos
and little time left for experimenta-
tion, the team attacked the problem
on all fronts, from breeding fre-
quency and nutrition to nest produc-
tivity and safety.

The entire island of Whenua
Hou was cleared of rats to make a

long-term home for the kakapo. A
supplemental feeding program was
established to promote robust health
that might encourage breeding
among the reluctant females. Typi-
cally, the males were eager to do
their part. The team discovered well-
worn trails that led to areas where
the earth was scooped out to make
shallow bowls. At night, the males
gathered here to prance and strut
their stuff. After the show, they
settled into their bowls, puffed up
into giant balls of feathers, and
boomed out fog-horn-like sounds.
Needless to say, this was all done to
impress the ladies. And apparently
some females did find it irresistible
because when the night was over,
the male kakapos went home alone,
while the females looked for places
to nest.

Kakapos are hard-working single
mothers, often losing a third of their
body weight while raising their
young. Without a mate to help out
around the nest, they must leave
their eggs and chicks untended while
they look for food. Nocturnal by
nature, the mothers are away from
the nest when tem-
peratures are coldest
and predators most
active.

This potentially
dangerous situation has
been remedied by nest
minders. Hundreds of
volunteers have come
to this remote island
for two-week stints to
assist the recovery
team. Every volunteer
is assigned a nest with
a sleeping tent nearby
loaded with equip-

ment. The nests are wired with tiny
infrared video cameras and alarm
systems. When the mother leaves
the nest at night, an alarm wakes the
volunteer who monitors the nest in
her absence. If the mother stays away
more than 30 minutes, the volunteer
places a warming device in the nest.
Every kakapo mom wears a miniature
backpack fitted with a radio trans-
mitter that signals her location. As
she makes her way back to the nest,
the volunteer removes the warmer
and retreats out of sight.

The team’s efforts combined with
an unusually large crop of rimu fruit,
the kakapo’s favorite food, resulted
in this year’s population explosion.
Don Merton, one of the team
leaders, is cautiously optimistic. If
the chicks keep coming, they will
need a larger island and preferably a
remote one.

This back-from-the-brink success
story is one of the most intensive
efforts to save a species in New
Zealand’s history. It has required the
combined and sustained efforts of
government, business, and volun-
teers. And it just might work. ■

g task for the moms who raise the chicks alone.
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A nest minder checks her equipment as night falls.
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Long Island
Critter Care

By Sam Westlind

A fter retiring from nursing in
the mid-1970s, Sallie
Ruppert dedicated her free

time to serving as president of the
local chapter of the National
Audubon Society on Long Island,
New York. While she was there,
people called day in and day out
with questions about how to help
this bird or that squirrel.

 Sallie remembers callers who
seemed totally baffled by local
wildlife. They might announce,
“There is a raccoon in my tree!” as
if it were a dire emergency. And in
the case of a real threat or injury to
the animal, they expected Sallie to
rush over and take care of the
problem. But this could not be the
response, as the state had no
program, and there were no existing
wildlife care organizations. In
addition to recognizing the unmet
need for rescue and rehabilitation,
Sallie knew that the urbanites
moving to rural Long Island needed
help understanding the natural
environment around them. Gradu-
ally, the idea for Volunteers for
Wildlife began to take shape.

In 1980, as the idea came closer
to reality, Sallie wanted to learn
more, so she traveled across the
country to view other animal
rehabilitation centers. Soon she was
rescuing stranded wildlife, nursing
the injured and sick, and educating
the public.

“For eight years, the facilities

consisted of my place and volun-
teers’ homes,” Sallie remembers.
“There was just not enough space
for the animals and the volunteers’
sanity.” However, a solution was
nearby. The 1,500-acre Caumsett
Gold Coast Mansion, a historic
state park five miles north of
Huntington, was fast falling into
disrepair. The state allowed Volun-
teers for Wildlife to operate in the
park’s old calving barn in return for
ongoing repair and maintenance of
the building. With lots of persever-
ance, Sallie and her crew made the
calving barn shipshape, and got to
work helping Long Island’s wildlife.
In addition to the free barn, the
thousand-plus acres of open land in
which to release the patients have
been an invaluable resource.

From Volunteers for Wildlife’s
humble beginnings to an organiza-
tion that is recognized throughout
Long Island and New York City for
its small animal care, Sallie’s dream
has come a long way. Today, other
rehabilitation centers and Volun-

teers for Wildlife
share information
and facilities as
some places are
better equipped to
handle large ani-
mals. More than
170 veterinarians in
the region offer
their services for
wildlife in desperate
need of help. After
surgery, rescued
animals often come
to Caumsett for
postoperative care.
Animals recovering
at the shelter are
released all over
rural Long Island,
where the open land
is dotted with small
towns. This open
space combined

with the land around the Caumsett
facilities provide critical habitat for
free-roaming animals.

Volunteers staff the rehabilita-
tion center twelve hours a day.
Their jobs range from emergency
responses to oil spills to helping an
injured opossum or providing visitor
information. There also are seven
part-time paid staff in the summer
and several in the wintertime,
assuring care year round.

Through membership fees and
the time donated by volunteers, the
organization is able to give to the
community not only through the
hands-on care of wildlife, but also
with untold amounts of “how to”
care information for people who call
in or stop by. “With 600,000 visitors
to the park every year, we get our
fair share of walk-ins,” notes Sallie.
The organization has an active
outreach program to educate Long
Islanders and bring in additional
members and volunteers. To spread
the word, volunteers attend fairs,
send out mailings, produce a news-

Volunteers for Wildlife rescued this injured owl.
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Briefly ■    ■    ■

More about   ■    ■    ■■    ■    ■■    ■    ■■    ■    ■■    ■    ■

Cleaning the Mississippi River
and its major tributaries is not a job
that appeals to most people. Then,
Chad Pregracke is not most people.
For this 27-year-old Illinois native,
it is a dream job. Wading through
sucking, ankle-deep mud, wrestling
discarded refrigerators and pesticide
containers onto barges, swatting
mosquitos, and sleeping on the floor
of a houseboat for nine months of
the year leaves him feeling stoked
and ready for more.

Even more surprising,
Pregracke’s unabashed enthusiasm
has inspired entire towns to follow
him into the muck to pull out tires,
bathtubs, propane tanks, and
barbecue grills. At times, more than
a thousand volunteers have turned
out on a single day to scour the
river banks and fill trash bags. Each
load of trash that was sent packing
was a reward in itself.

Pregracke grew up on the
Mississippi, plucking mussels from
its bottom and camping out on its
islands. By the time he was a
teenager, the ever-present trash was
a sore point. No one was cleaning it
up, so he decided to do it himself.
Alcoa executives liked his enthusi-
asm and in 1997 the company
agreed to become his first sponsor
with a check for $7,000. Since then,
Pregracke has found other sponsors.
This year he raised $420,000 for his
nonprofit foundation Living Lands
and Waters (www.cleanwater.org).
Now, he has a few barges, a few
boats, a tug, and a part-time crew.

Presently, his ambition is to
establish a network of citizens who
will adopt a mile of the river and
keep it clean after he has moved on.
When people see the river without
trash, often for the first time, they
are inspired to keep it clean. ■

For more information on Pregracke’s
work and his foundation, email
chad@cleanrivers.com.

letter, host interns, and maintain a
Web site (www.vol4wildlife.org).

Knowing the organization is well
established gives Sallie peace of
mind. After dedicating twenty years
to it, she is thinking of her second
retirement. “But, mine is a volun-
teer position,” she says. “I receive
no pay, so now I need to find
funding so someone can afford to
take over.”

Today, not only do the locals
know whom to call, but last fall the
City of New York came calling.
Officials wanted to return screech
owls to Central Park where they
once thrived. Contacting Sallie,
they asked if any owls were in need
of a new home. Sallie’s team had
raised a pair that were going to be
released at Caumsett, but with a
chance to restore a species to good
habitat, they offered to help New
York City with its program. “They
have been doing very well,” says
Sallie. The breeding pair was
released in the fall of 2001 and by
now a new generation calls Central
Park home. ■

Sam Westlind was PERC’s 2002
editorial intern. He is a student at
Montana State University.

Inspiring
river

clean-up

■ Creeks
Urban Creeks Council
Carole Schemmerling
1250 Addison St., Suite 107
Berkeley, CA 94702
510-540-6669

■ Kakapos
National Kakapo Recovery Team
Don Merton
Biodiversity Recovery Unit
Department of Conservation
P.O. Box 10420
Wellington, New Zealand
DMerton@doc.govt.nz

■ Lobsters
The Lobster Conservancy
Sarah Ellis
P.O. Box 235
Friendship, ME 04547
207-832-8224
sellis@lobsters.org

■ Wildlife
Volunteers for Wildlife
Caumsett State Historic Park
27 Lloyd Harbor Road
Huntington, NY 11743
631-423-0984
vol4wild@longisland.com©

 V
ol

un
te

er
s 

fo
r 

W
ild

lif
e

A young rabbit is treated at the clinic.
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■

Old Man River is de-trashed
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An opportunity to do good
For many people, volunteering is a second chance to take the

road less traveled. Engineering may be a job, but rescuing an injured
owl on a dark December night is more than a job. It is “an opportu-
nity to do good” says Susan Schwartz, a volunteer in Berkeley, Calif.
People from every walk of life seek that chance, she says.

Some people step out the back door and see their opportunity.
In towns along the Mississippi River, local people take a perfectly
good Saturday to wade through muck and endure hordes of mosqui-
toes to drag old truck tires and rusted 55-gallon barrels off the
river’s banks. At the end of the day, the bigger their trash heaps are,
the bigger their smiles.

Others are drawn to projects that could change their lives and
their livelihoods. Dozens of Maine lobstermen and their families
assist the Lobster Conservancy with its research. Combing a cold
foggy beach at low-tide is no big deal to them. Their reward for this
stoop labor is finding a tiny lobster who rears back and threatens
them with its miniature claws. They couldn’t be more pleased.

Finally, we have folks who travel half way around the world for
their opportunity to do good. Volunteers from every continent have
helped save New Zealand’s endangered parrot, the kakapo. Two
weeks of night duty in a tent guarding kakapo nests is their bliss.

Grassroots groups are fortunate to have volunteers willing to
follow their bliss, wherever it may lead them.

■ Linda Platts, Editor


