
The business beat
A look at financial issues across the globe.

By CLARKE CANFIELD
The Associated Press

PORTLAND, Maine — Tiny translu-
cent elvers – alien-looking baby eels the
size of toothpicks, with big black eyes
and spines – are mysterious creatures,
floating thousands of miles from their
birthplace in the middle of the Atlantic
Ocean before ending up each spring in
Maine’s rivers and streams. 

But there’s no mystery about what’s
drawing hundreds of fishermen to river-
banks to catch the creatures during the
two-month fishing season. The price of
the eels has skyrocketed to unparalleled
levels, with catches bringing up to
$2,000 a pound.

A worldwide shortage of the prized
dinner fare, imported in infancy from
Maine to Asia to be raised in farm ponds,
has buyers paying top dollar for the baby
American eels. A pound of eels should
be worth around $30,000 on the open
market once grown to market size,
according to one dealer.

Elver prices go up and down all the
time, but nobody’s seen them shoot up
the way they have over the past two sea-
sons. Last year, at $891 per pound,
elvers became Maine’s fourth most-
valuable wild fishery, worth more than
well-known traditional fisheries such as
groundfish, shrimp and scallops.

With this year’s astronomical prices,
fishermen and dealers are on edge about
poachers, fishermen’s safety, the secrecy
of fishing spots and unwanted publicity.
On top of all that, there’s a move to have
the eels protected by the Endangered
Species Act.

Preseason rumors had the price start-
ing at $2,000 a pound, said longtime
fisherman Bruce Steeves of Raymond,
as he prepared his nets on a southern
Maine river for a night of eel fishing on
the season’s opening day, March 22. 

“And there’s a prediction it’ll go up
from that. At $2,500 a pound, that’s
almost $1 per elver,” Steeves said. “This
is almost like liquid gold.”

Steeves, like most elver fishermen,
swings his hand-held “dip net” – some-
thing like a butterfly net with fine mesh
– through the water for hours, standing
on the riverbank as the tide comes in to
capture the eels as they swim upstream.
He also works another fine-mesh net
shaped like a big funnel and set in the
river, catching more of the eels as they
ride in with the tide. 

Steeves works when the tides are com-
ing in, meaning he’s as likely to be work-
ing at 3 in the morning as 3 in the after-
noon. He says fishermen typically might
harvest a half pound to 2 pounds a day.

There are records of a commercial
elver fishery in the U.S. dating back to at
least the 1880s, but nowadays only two
states allow it.

South Carolina allows fishing on just
the Cooper River, and issues only 10
permits annually, seven of which are
held by Mainers this year, said Allan
Hazel of the state Division of Natural

Resources. Hazel’s getting calls this year
from people in Korea, Taiwan, Japan
and elsewhere, seeking to get in touch
with fishermen and elver dealers.

But Maine is the elver breadbasket, so
to speak, with 407 license holders who
fish 525 nets in streams and rivers along
the state’s long ragged coast, working
with the tides night and day.

Steeves, 56, catches lobsters from
June until October, fishes for bait fish
from October through the winter, and
catches elvers this time of year.

He remembers the late 1990s, when
the price shot up to more $200 a pound,
creating a gold rush mentality that had
fishermen competing for and even duk-
ing it out over prime fishing spots. In the
peak year, more than 2,300 people held
licenses, fishing nearly 6,000 nets.

But the price tumbled to under $30 a
pound in the early 2000s, making it hard-
ly worth fishing for them. In 2001, the
fishery was worth a piddling $40,000.

Prices yo-yoed in recent years before
soaring to last year’s eye-popping levels
because of an elver shortage in Europe
and Japan, said Mitchell Feigenbaum,
owner of South Shore Trading Co.,
which has an elver buying station in Port-
land. Fishermen last year harvested about
8,500 pounds at an average of $891 a
pound – for a total value of $7.6 million.

With this year’s catch bringing even
higher prices, some fishermen staked out
key fishing spots weeks ahead of time.
Asian buyers have been showing up at
some rivers in the dead of night, paying
cash for elvers on the spot.

Not surprisingly, law enforcement offi-
cers have seen a dramatic increase in ille-
gal activity and have issued summonses
coast-wide for illegal fishing, even before
the season started. Just last week, Maine
Gov. Paul LePage signed emergency leg-
islation that levies $2,000 fines and
license suspensions for illegal elver fish-
ing or tampering with other people’s gear. 

Maine Marine Patrol Maj. Alan Talbot
isn’t surprised people are taking risks for

a shot at the lucrative eels.
“At that price, people are going to take

the chance to do it illegally and sell them
because it’s big money,” Talbot said.

After Steeves harvests the creatures,
he puts them in a bucket and takes them
to a buyer on the Portland waterfront
who strains the writhing catch to remove
debris and dead eels, squeezes out the
water and weighs the catch. The eels are
then dumped into a holding tank of
water before they’re packed into Styro-
foam boxes and put on planes destined
for buyers in China and elsewhere in
Asia, where they will be grown to mar-
ket size in farm ponds. 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is
reviewing whether to list the eels as threat-
ened or endangered under the Endangered
Species Act. A 2007 review found that
federal protection wasn’t warranted.

Steeves has never eaten eel, but he’s
been told they’re delicious. Once grown,
the eels are sold for unagi kabayaki, a
grilled eel dish.

“They must really love them over
there to pay what they pay for them,” he
said. “It’s funny how they’ll pay for
things expensive over there and over
here we laugh at this stuff.”

Paul Firminger, manager for South
Shore Trading’s Portland operation, said
the eels have mild and tender white
meat, no bones to speak of and skin that
peels off easily.

“It’s like a cross between chicken and
mackerel,” he said.

Robert F. Bukaty/AP
Bruce Steeves sets up a fyke net last month to catch elvers on a river in southern Maine. Elvers are young, translucent eels
that are born in the Sargasso Sea. They swim to freshwater lakes and ponds, where they grow to adult size before return-
ing to the sea. Adult eels are sold as food in Asia.

Market for eels sizzling in Maine

PRECIPITATION (inches)
As of 10 p.m.: 0.00
Total for month: 0.19
Avg. for month: 3.99
Total for year: 10.71
Avg. for year to date: 14.33 

SUNRISE/SUNSET
Sunset today: 7:14 p.m.
Sunrise tomorrow: 6:20 a.m.
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TEMPERATURES
Yesterday’s high: 74  
Yesterday’s low: 37
High/low for year: 85/16
Record high: 86 in 1978
Record low: 26 in 1990 

WEATHER CONDITIONS
Kentucky travel: 511
Tennessee travel: 800-342-3258
Weather radio: 162.400 FM
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ON THE MONEY
THE DOW LAST WEEK

Early clouds will give way to mostly sunny skies by late this
morning. The sunshine will last the rest of the day. Highs will be
around 72. The workweek will start Monday with even more
sunshine and a high of 74. It will be breezy, with winds gusting up
to 25 mph. Dry and sunny weather will continue Tuesday and
Wednesday, but with cooler temperatures. Highs will be in the
lower 60s until Thursday. Scattered showers are possible Friday.

Get the latest weather at 4:56, 5:56 and 10 p.m. on your local link, WNKY.

MORNING UPDATE

Want weather updates on your mobile phone? Visit bgdailynews.com/mobile.html

TODAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY

72 | 42
Mostly sunny.

74 | 40
Sunny and breezy.

62 | 39
Sunny.

60 | 38
Sunny.

63 | 45
Mostly sunny.

RIVER & LAKE STAGES
Level  /  Pool

Barren River BG
4.54 ft.   28 ft.

Green River Woodbury
8.50 ft.   33 ft.

Barren River Reservoir
539.98 ft.  525 ft.

Nolin Lake Reservoir
503.90 ft.  490 ft.

STATE HIGHS & LOWS
Fort Campbell: 71/40
Fort Knox: 70/40
Frankfort: 66/34
Lexington: 65/35
London: 69/32
Louisville: 69/41
Owensboro: 72/42
Paducah: 72/36
Highs and lows from 
past 18 hours, as of 7 p.m.

Today is the 99th day of 2012.
There are 267 days left in the year. 

In 1913, the 17th Amendment
to the Constitution, providing for
direct popular election of United
States senators (as opposed to
appointment by state legislatures),
was ratified.

In 1935, President Franklin D.
Roosevelt signed the Emergency
Relief Appropriations Act, which
provided money for programs
such as the Works Progress
Administration.

In 1952, President Harry S.
Truman issued an executive order
seizing the American steel indus-
try to avert a nationwide strike.

In 1974, Hank Aaron of the
Atlanta Braves hit his 715th
career home run in a game against
the Los Angeles Dodgers, break-
ing Babe Ruth’s record.

In 1990, Ryan White, the
teenage AIDS patient whose battle
for acceptance had gained nation-
al attention, died in Indianapolis at
age 18.

In 1992, tennis great Arthur Ashe
announced at a New York news
conference that he had AIDS (Ashe
died in February 1993 of AIDS-
related pneumonia at age 49).

In 1994, Kurt Cobain, singer
and guitarist for the grunge band
Nirvana, was found dead in Seat-
tle from an apparently self-inflict-
ed gunshot wound; he was 27. 

Today’s birthdays: Comedian
Shecky Greene is 86. Seymour
Hersh is 75. Former U.N. Secre-
tary-General Kofi Annan is 74.
Basketball Hall of Famer John
Havlicek is 72. Singer Peggy
Lennon (The Lennon Sisters) is 71.
Former House Republican Leader
Tom DeLay is 65. Actor John
Schneider is 52. “Survivor” winner
Richard Hatch is 51. Singer Julian
Lennon is 49.  Actress Patricia
Arquette is 44. Actress Emma
Caulfield is 39. Actor Taylor Kitsch
is 31. Actress Kirsten Storms is 28. 

— The Associated Press

TODAY IN HISTORY

Prize catch

HEAD FOR THE EELS: Elvers, baby
eels the size of toothpicks, float thou-
sands of miles from their birthplace in
the Atlantic before ending up each spring
in Maine’s rivers and streams, where
catches bring up to $2,000 a pound.

EEL SQUEEZE: A worldwide shortage
of the prized dinner fare, exported from
Maine to Asia, has buyers paying top
dollar. A pound of eels could be worth
$30,000 when full-grown.

CASH CATCH: Some fishermen stake
out spots weeks ahead. Asian buyers
have shown up at some rivers in the
dead of night, paying cash for elvers on
the spot.

— The Associated Press


