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Background and Purpose of Program 
 
The Maine Groundline Exchange Program -- better known as the Bottom Line Project 
-- was conceived to support the Maine lobster industry as it came into compliance with 
federally-mandated gear modification regulations implemented to reduce the risk of 
entanglement by large whales in groundline.  The program was developed and 
administered by the Gulf of Maine Lobster Foundation (GOMLF), and received funds 
first through Congressional earmark, then by appropriations, and finally by dispensation 
via the State of Maine.   
 
From its inception in June 2006 through its conclusion in 2011, the Bottom Line Project 
accomplished the following goals: 
 
1-- reduced the entanglement risk to large whales in the Gulf of Maine by removing and 

recycling over two million (2,050,000 pounds of floating groundline from the Maine 
lobster industry and replacing it with sinking groundline; 

2-- mitigated the economic hardship for the Maine lobster industry of complying with the 
federal groundline regulation of the Atlantic Large Whale Take Reduction Plan 
(ALWTRP) by issuing nearly three million dollars ($2,868,000) worth of vouchers 
toward the purchase of sink rope in exchange for the removal of floating 
groundline; and 

3-- worked with contractors to ensure all collected float rope was recycled or re-used in 
value-added products, and that no rope was dumped in a landfill, sent overseas, or 
returned to the ocean. 

 
Over the full extent of the program, GOMLF hosted 15 state-wide groundline exchanges 
plus several independent rope collections, serving 2,020 individual Maine lobstermen. 
 
Methods 
 
Outreach 
 
GOMLF maintained a waiting list throughout the project, with hundreds of lobstermen 
interested in bringing their floating groundlines in for exchange.  GOMLF issued a 
direct-mail piece to all individuals on the waiting list to apprise them of the upcoming 
opportunities, and requiring them to return a registration form indicating their estimated 
rope amounts and eligibility. 
 
Over the course of the program, the Project Director collected email addresses of 
lobstermen interested in exchanging their groundline.  This reporting period saw the first 
mass-use of these email addresses, with announcements, registration forms and 
confirmation letters sent to as many lobstermen as possible through electronic means.  
Those lobstermen on the Bottom Line Project waiting list for whom email addresses 
were unavailable were sent registration forms through the USPS.  
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In addition to the rope exchanges provided to Maine lobstermen under this award, the 
funding source stipulated the expansion of assistance to gillnet fishermen for groundline 
conversion.  For the August 2010 exchange dates, GOMLF mailed a direct-mail 
registration form to all commercial lobstermen and gillnetters (approx. 5000 names), to 
maximize participation in the final rope exchanges.  In addition, for the first time, 
GOMLF placed paid advertisements in strategic industry news outlets – the monthly 
newsletters of the Maine Lobstermen’s Association and the Downeast Lobstermen’s 
Association, the Bar Harbor Times/Rockland Herald Gazette, and Commercial Fisheries 
News -- in the targeted collection areas. 
 
Information about the final rope exchange dates was shared at meetings attended by 
the Project Director, as well as through a multitude of telephone calls and emails 
conducted throughout the period.   
 
GOMLF issued press releases about the groundline exchanges for Maine lobstermen to 
all media, and sent faxes and/or emails to inform rope dealers, co-ops and buying 
stations of the groundline exchanges.   
 
The groundline exchanges conducted during this reporting period were held in 
Downeast and Midcoast Maine only, as there were a few lobstermen from the western-
most (or southern) zones declaring a need for the exchange program.   
 
Groundline Preparation 
 
The groundline received at each exchange was prepared by the lobstermen in the 
manner outlined in advance mailings and communication:  it was all floating groundline 
(polypropylene or a polysteel mix) free of any sinking rope (such as gangions); and it 
was all coiled so as to be handled readily at the collection.  With one exception, all 
lobstermen prepared their rope so that the vast majority of it was useable by the 
doormat manufacturers; the small amount of rope that was received in a loose format 
(i.e. non-coiled) was set aside in bags and was processed with the waste rope as 
described elsewhere in this report (see Rope Disposition). 
 
GOMLF often made arrangements with individual lobstermen to take delivery of the 
rope at a time other than the scheduled groundline exchange, in order to accommodate 
smaller requests for rope or the idiosyncratic requirements of a lobsterman; i.e., the 
Project Director coordinated a separate rope delivery for a Matinicus Island lobsterman 
whose only opportunity to participate in the Bottom Line Project was contingent on the 
ferry schedule that month (October).  In such cases, rope is contained in the back of a 
truck which is weighed (first laden, then emptied) on a truck scale at the local transfer 
station, and a voucher is issued on the day the rope is weighed. 
 
Sink Rope Vouchers 
 
Lobstermen received a voucher worth $1.40 per pound of float rope they brought in, an 
amount established at the outset of the program in 2006 which reflected a compromise 
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between the lower purchase price of the poly line (avg. $1/lb) and the higher price of the 
replacement line (avg $2/lb).  They then redeemed their voucher at any one of over two 
dozen marine supply stores to purchase replacement sinking line.  Lobstermen had 90 
days from date of issue to redeem their vouchers, to allow enough time to order and 
retrieve their selected rope if it was not already in stock. 
 
GOMLF worked closely with the dealers on questions regarding the voucher 
redemption.  Lobstermen with outstanding vouchers from prior groundline exchanges 
who had not redeemed them before the 90-day expiration date were contacted by 
GOMLF to ensure they did not lose the opportunity to avail themselves of the credit for 
sink rope.  In these circumstances, when the rope dealer submitted the invoice after the 
grace period, GOMLF honored the late voucher. 
 
Rope Disposition 
 
For all of the exchanges held during this reporting period, GOMLF arranged with 
doormat manufacturing companies to take ownership of all the rope (see Table 1):  The 
Maine Float Rope Company and Custom Cordage Waldoboro, Maine Rope Mats in 
Berwick, and various smaller mat-weaving entities in Maine and Massachusetts use it to 
make rope doormats, runners, baskets, and other products.   
 
GOMLF issued a separate contract to the two larger companies for each collection to 
accommodate any variation in location, collection process, or responsibility.  A small 
portion of groundline was set aside for the smaller mat-making companies’ use at each 
event, and those artists, who had contacted GOMLF and made special arrangements, 
come with a truck and sort through rope after it has been weighed, selecting a small 
amount to take home with them. 
 
The GOMLF Project Director arranged each transaction, including determining the best 
method to weigh the rope, procure materials and deliver or store the rope.   
 
Any rope received by the doormat companies deemed "unusable" due to its condition or 
size was set aside and, as per the arrangement established with each company, 
GOMLF later facilitated its collection and transportation to a waste-to-energy facility in 
Portland (eco-maine).  Approximately four tons of waste rope was processed thusly 
over the course of this program.   
 
Work Accomplished 
 
November 2009 – Ellsworth:  All rope collected in Ellsworth this month was obtained by 
the Maine Float Rope Company (MFR) by mutual agreement between the two mat 
makers.  The Project Director worked very closely with MFR to ensure a smooth 
collection and transportation arrangement.  To that end, GOMLF made the trucking 
arrangements and worked through the details of the requisite forklift specifications to 
guarantee they would be able to load the trucks.  Trucks were leased through the H.O. 
Bouchard transportation company, in Hampden ME.  Xactics, two forklifts and operators 
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were provided by a bait company in Jonesport ME.  GOMLF rented and delivered the 
pallet scale.  All rope was collected in Xactics (large plastic bait boxes), weighed, and 
then dumped loose over the side of the tractor trailers.  
 
This was the first time GOMLF had ever tried to ship the rope loose, and receiving 
techniques were adjusted as the two-day exchange event proceeded.  Initially the MFR 
representative maintained that loose rope would not transport well in anything other 
than a dumping trailer, so two such trailers were arranged for and used during the first 
part of the exchange.  It was soon determined that a) the dumping trailers had too small 
of a capacity (approximately 16,000 pounds); b) the turn-around time (round-trip from 
Ellsworth to Waldoboro) was too great to wait for the return of the empty trailer after 
such a small load; and c) some rope did get caught during the first dumping at the 
storage site and delayed the return of the truck even further.   
 
After lengthy and thorough discussions with both H.O. Bouchard and MFR personnel, 
the GOMLF Project Director decided to try an alternate truck-type, a 53-foot trailer with 
a “walking” floor.  These are high-sided trailers used to ship gravel or crushed tires, for 
example, and it was unknown as to how they would function for off-loading loose rope.  
However, they were much more spacious (capacity of nearly 50,000 pounds of rope), 
better suited to the volume of groundline anticipated from the two-day event.  
 
The “walking” floor trailers performed supremely well, and no problems were 
encountered during the loading or off-loading of the rope.  The forklifts had been chosen 
for their ability to raise a load at least 15 feet overhead and then turn to dump out their 
load; and they were operated by expert handlers. 
 
The first day in Ellsworth (November 11th), GOMLF received, weighed, loaded and 
shipped the greatest volume of rope ever for a one-day groundline exchange event:  
over 99,000 pounds. 
 
As with earlier rope exchanges, GOMLF hired lobstermen or workers from prior rope 
exchanges to assist with each collection, and their familiarity with handling rope was 
particularly important given the volume of rope handled each day. 
 
December 2009 - Waldoboro:  This event in Waldoboro was postponed early in the 
week due to harsh weather conditions forecast for the appointed day; it was held two 
days after the scheduled date and all lobstermen were notified either by email or phone 
calls.  The Project Director arranged with the contractor, Custom Cordage Inc., to 
receive any rope deliveries on the originally scheduled day, and five lobstermen did 
indeed deliver rope during the blizzard that day.  Their rope was weighed on the main 
collection day, and vouchers were mailed to those individuals. 
 
All of the rope collected was stored on-site by the contractor in an outdoor area created 
for this purpose.  GOMLF rented a pallet scale for the event; all other materials and 
equipment were provided by the contractor.  Large Xactics were loaded with rope, 
weighed, dumped in the fenced-in storage area, and then returned to the receiving line 
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to take the next load.  Two forklifts operated by the contractor’s staff made easy work of 
the system despite poor driveway conditions (snow, ice). 
 
April 2010 - Ellsworth:   All rope obtained at the Ellsworth collection was again received 
by Custom Cordage in Waldoboro.  The Project Director worked very closely with the 
company to ensure a smooth collection and transportation arrangement.  To that end, 
GOMLF leased the trucks through the H.O. Bouchard transportation company, in 
Hampden ME, which was the same company contracted in November 2009.  Likewise, 
the Xactics, forklifts and operators were provided by the same bait company in 
Jonesport ME, as well.  All rope was collected in Xactics, weighed on the pallet scale, 
and then dumped loose over the side of the tractor trailers, a system developed during 
the November 2009 exchange. 
 
For a variety of reasons, the number of registered lobstermen was approximately half of 
what GOMLF expected for this exchange.  During the week leading up to the Ellsworth 
exchange, the Project Director enlisted the help of a former intern to make phone calls 
to all the non-registered lobstermen on the waiting list who had not yet participated in 
any rope exchange (n=187), an effort which increased participation by about 20%.   
 
Due to the smaller amount of estimated rope, GOMLF departed from the two-full-days 
format of previous collections and divided the collection into two partial days, which 
gave lobstermen a choice of days to fit their schedule but also minimized the time that 
the contractors would be involved.  Unfortunately, the Project Director mis-calculated 
the volume-to-time ratio, and only hired one forklift on the first day – the volume of rope 
that was delivered in the shortened time-frame caused a back-up in the weighing and 
dumping process, which in turn frustrated one or two of the waiting lobstermen.  On the 
second day, a second forklift was brought in and there were no delays or lengthy waits. 
 
May 2010 – Waldoboro & Rockland:  Again for this event, the smaller volume of 
estimated groundline to exchange resulted in a truncated two-day collection in the mid-
coast area.  The days were divided between the two doormat companies, as each 
wanted as much rope as they could get for their mat-making businesses.  Day One was 
held in Waldoboro on-site at the Maine Float Rope Company facility; Day Two was held 
in Rockland at the Custom Cordage warehouse.  Rope was collected and stored on-site 
at each place, eliminating the need for trucking.  
 
 In Waldoboro at the MFR facility, the procedure was challenged by terrain.  Working in 
a dusty dirt driveway, two Skid-steers moved the loaded Xactics from the line, to the 
pallet scale, and thence up a hill to a grassy area where the Xactics were dumped by 
hand (as the Skid-steers do not have rotating forks) onto the ground.  This was a much 
more labor-intensive method, and required two extra laborers  to help with the off-
loading. 
 
In Rockland, the process followed standard operating procedures – rope was off-loaded 
into empty waiting Xactics, weighed on the pallet scale, then moved to the warehouse 
where a forklift on the inside received it and dumped it loose onto the floor; the empty 



GOMLF Final Report to Maine DMR       Page 7 of 9 
NA09NMF4520418  3/28/12 

box then was returned to the receiving line.  Lobstermen took their weight slips to 
GOMLF staff and received their vouchers. 
 
August 2010 - Ellsworth:  This penultimate groundline collection event in the long 3+ 
year history of the Bottom Line Project involved by far the most preparation due to the 
unique final disposition of the rope.  Contracted again to go to the Maine Float Rope 
Company, all of the collected rope from this one-day event would remain on-site in 
Ellsworth after the collection until MFR had secured its new facility in Waldoboro.  As 
such, the Project Director secured pallets and Gaylord boxes in which to receive, weigh, 
store, and eventually ship the rope.  In order to procure the required number of 
receptacles and pallets, multiple sources were contacted and the materials were 
delivered to the site in four or five different shipments from around the state.  The 
Project Director rented a U-Haul pick-up truck in order to collect many of the pallets 
from local establishments (Maine Shellfish Company and Branch Pond Marine).  The 
forklift operators, laborers and equipment necessary to conduct the one-day collection 
were also arranged by GOMLF. 
 
The day prior to the collection event, the Project Director and one hired hand pre-set as 
many Gaylord boxes as practicable in order to be ready for the first rope deliveries the 
following morning.  Once all the preparations were in place, the actual collection went 
as smoothly as any have gone before, because the fishermen who attended were 
informed as to the process, the team was accustomed to handling that volume of rope, 
and the registered participants brought in a total amount very close to what the Project 
Director had estimated, based on their registrations, so the materials and equipment 
were appropriate for the task. 
 
Each fisherman off-loaded his rope into a waiting receptacle, with help from GOMLF 
paid laborers, and each receptacle was weighed.  From the scale, the forklift operator 
picked the pallet and moved it to the back of the warehouse at the site, where it was 
stored until MFR arranged to have it moved to their new location in Waldoboro in late 
2010. 
 
August 2010 - Rockland:  On one of the rainiest days on record, GOMLF conducted its 
final day-long groundline exchange and collected its two-millionth pound of floating 
groundline. 
 
This exchange was conducted at the Custom Cordage warehouse in Rockland ME, and 
followed the standard operating procedure set during prior collections at this same site – 
fishermen queued in the parking lot, and as one truck finished unloading into Xactics, 
another would fill his spot.  Generally, three trucks would off-load into separate Xactics 
at once.  One forklift (outdoors) picked the container from the line and brought it to the 
scale to be weighed, while the other (indoor) forklift transported the rope to another part 
of the warehouse to be dumped.  The one difference at this event was that we had the 
luxury of backing the fisherman’s truck up directly into the garage bay when the 
downpour became unmanageable for forklifts and laborers. 
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Results & Analysis 
 
During the course of this award period, GOMLF held six groundline exchange events in 
mid-coast and downeast Maine, as well as many individual rope collections.  Over 600 
lobstermen (some more than once) exchanged over 600,000 pounds of floating 
groundline and received over $840,000 worth of vouchers toward the purchase of 
sinking groundline. 
 
At the time of the rope exchanges discussed above, and in addition to the actual 
participants, there were hundreds of lobstermen and one or two gillnetters on the 
waiting list to bring in floating groundline.  Even though the sinking groundline provision 
of the Final Whale Rule went into effect for the Maine lobster industry and other fixed-
gear fisheries on April 5, 2009, there were many lobstermen who had been fishing 
either inside the exemption line with floating groundline during the summer months, or 
who had yet to convert all their groundline for fishing outside the exemption line.  Those 
who were preparing their rope throughout the spring and summer were eager to set 
their traps with the mandated sinking rope once they moved outside the exemption line. 
 
In order to accommodate the greatest number of eligible fishermen in the exchange of 
their floating groundline, GOMLF offered the rope collections at various times of year in 
locations most needing the opportunity (mid-coast and eastern Maine).  This helped 
lobstermen phase out their floating groundline over time, so that they didn’t need to 
remove all of the floating groundline at once before re-rigging with sinking groundline.   
 
Creative Rope Dispositions 
 
The bulk of the collected rope was obtained by two major rope mat manufacturers, 
Custom Cordage and Maine Float Rope Company, both in Waldoboro, Maine.  They 
bore the costs of storage, transport and delivery of all the rope, in exchange for 
receiving the rope for “free”.  GOMLF assumed most of the labor, weighing and 
outreach costs associated with the collections, as well as the cost of the rope in the 
form of vouchers. 
 
GOMLF sent a list of pre-registered lobstermen to all participating rope dealers along 
with the voucher numbers prior to each collection.  Dealers found this to be helpful in 
preparing for potential sink rope orders from their customers.  After each collection, the 
final voucher list was sent out with actual voucher amounts.  Lobstermen had 90 days 
from date of issue to redeem their vouchers, generally enough time to order and retrieve 
the rope if it was not already in stock.   
 
Individual rope seekers who contacted the Project Director with special requests for 
rope which met the criteria of not being landfilled or returned to the ocean (such as for 
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making dog toys, securing land-based ramps and floats during the winter, tree-felling 
operations, or smaller mat-making enterprises) were also accommodated by the 
program, and received small amounts of free rope as well.   
 
In January 2010, the Project Director worked with an individual from California to take 
delivery of 1,000 pounds of floating groundline from a lobsterman from Midcoast Maine, 
and have it shipped directly to California for use in a solar-panel array.  The collection 
took place at a transfer station, and the rope weight was obtained by getting the tare 
weight of the truck before and after unloading.  All shipping costs were borne by the 
recipient; and the lobsterman received his voucher on the day of delivery. 
 
While an August 2009 independent rope transfer with an artist in NYC occurred outside 
this reporting period, the end-result of that artist’s work was a gala opening at the 
Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art (MassMoCA) on April 24, 2010.  GOMLF, 
who had arranged for and assisted with the rope selection, was invited to and did attend 
to witness the unique use of 20,000 pounds of used floating groundline in a massive 
woven sculpture. 
 
No rope was sent to a landfill, shipped overseas, or returned to the ocean. 
 

Location Dates #Lobstermen 
(some more than once) 

#Lbs Poly 
Collected 

$ Vouchers 
Distributed 

Phase III  
Ellsworth November 11-12, 2009 128 122,441 $171,418
Waldoboro December 11, 2009 81 72,947 $102,127
Phase IV  
Ellsworth April 28-29, 2010 88 98,577 $138,008
RockWaldo May 12-13, 2010 117 95,525 $132,335
Ellsworth August 24, 2010 73 80,988 $113,383
Rockland August 25, 2010 92 77,996 $109,194
Individuals various dates & sites 24 19,591 $27,427

Totals 6 exchanges + singles 633 568,065 $793,892
Table 1:  List of all groundline exchanges conducted under the award 
 
 


