
CUTLER, ME1 
Community Profile2 
 
PEOPLE AND PLACES 
Regional orientation 

The town of Cutler (44.38N, 67.13W) is located in Washington County in the 
northeastern part of the state of Maine.  The town has a total area of 38.3 square miles and 
features 4.5 miles of pristine, undeveloped coastline on the open Atlantic Ocean (State of Maine 
2004). 

 

 
Map 1.  Location of Cutler, ME (US Census Bureau 2000) 

 
Historical/Background 

Cutler lies in Washington County, the eastern most county in the United States, and often 
called the Sunrise County.  It was named after President George Washington and was established 
in 1789 when it was separated from Hancock Country.  It is one of the counties that make up 
“Downeast Maine.”  Throughout its history, the towns of Washington country have been 
involved in many economic enterprises which make use of the areas natural resources, such as 
fish, lumber and blueberries (Roper 1999).  Cutler was incorporated into Washington County on 
January 28, 1826 (State of Maine 2004).  The Naval Computer and Telecommunications Station 
in Cutler was commissioned in 1961, and was used to maintain contact with submarines located 
in the Arctic, the Mediterranean, and the North Atlantic.  It contained one of the world’s most 
powerful transmitters (Global Security 2007).  Little River Light sits on an island at the mouth of 
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Cutler Harbor; the island protects the harbor in bad weather.  Cutler’s harbor is the last protected 
harbor on the Maine coast before reaching Canada (D’Entremont 1997); the town’s most 
important physical attribute is its well-protected deep water harbor.3  “Cutler is representative of 
the highly specialized fishing communities with small populations and limited occupational 
options found in Downeast Maine” (Hall-Arber et al. 2001).  Commercial fishing (mainly 
lobstering) and other marine-related activities have been Cutler’s lifeblood for much of its 
history, with other economic activities such as timber harvesting and blueberry growing 
important secondary activities.4   
 
Demographics5 

According to Census 2000 data6, Cutler had a total population of 623, down 22.0% from 
the reported population in 1990 of 799 (US Census Bureau 1990). Of this 2000 total, 49.1 % 
were male and 50.9% were female.  The median age was 32.9 years and 70.5% of the population 
was 21 years or older while 14.1% was 62 or older.  

Cutler’s population structure (Figure 1) shows more men than women in all age 
categories from 30-69.  Cutler does not have the decline in population seen in many other fishing 
communities for residents in the 20-29 age grouping.  This trend, along with the higher 
percentage of male residents, is likely a result of the presence of the Cutler Navy Base, which at 
the time of the Census was still active (Global Security 2007).  However, there is a sharp dip in 
the population for residents aged 10-19.  The largest proportion of residents are under the age of 
10, indicating that Cutler has many families with young children, so it is of interest that there are 
far fewer children over the age of 9. 
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Figure 1.  Cutler’s population structure by sex in 2000 (US Census Bureau 2000) 
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The majority of the population of Cutler was White (97.3%), with 1.6% of residents 
Black or African American, 0.5% Asian, 0.6% Native American, and none Pacific Islander or 
Hawaiian (Figure 2).  Only 2.1% of the population identified themselves as Hispanic/Latino 
(Figure 3).  Residents linked their backgrounds to a number of different ancestries including: 
Irish (14.5%), English (11.4%), German (8.6%) and Italian (3.4%).  With regard to region of 
birth, 54.0% were born in Maine, 40.3% were born in a different state and 4.5% were born 
outside of the U.S. (including 2.3% who were not United States citizens). 
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Figure 2.  Racial Structure in 2000 (US Census Bureau 2000) 
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Figure 3.  Ethnic Structure in 2000 (US Census Bureau 2000) 

 
For 97.2% of the population, only English was spoken in the home, leaving 2.8% in 

homes where a language other than English was spoken, and including 0.2% of the population 
who spoke English less than 'very well' according to the 2000 Census. 

Of the population 25 years and over, 87.7% were high school graduates or higher and 
14.3% had a bachelor’s degree or higher.  Again of the population 25 years and over, 4.4% did 
not reach ninth grade, 7.9% attended some high school but did not graduate, 48.9% completed 



high school, 15.8% had some college with no degree, 8.6% received an associate’s degree, 9.9% 
earned a bachelor’s degree, and 4.4% received a graduate or professional degree. 

Although religion percentages are not available through the US Census, according to the 
Association of Religion Data Archives (ARDA) in 2000, the religion with the highest number of 
congregations and adherents in Washington County was Catholic with 12 congregations and 
4,155 adherents.  Other prominent congregations in the county were United Methodist (15 with 
1,301 adherents), and American Baptist Churches (4 with 449 adherents).  The total number of 
adherents to any religion was up 0.5% from 1990 (ARDA 2000).  There are two churches in 
Cutler: one Baptist and one Methodist (Hall-Arber et al. 2001). 
 
Issues/Processes 

Downeast LNG, a development group, identified the Cutler Navy Base as a potential site 
for a LNG facility before selecting Robbinston, Maine, on the Canadian border (Downeast LNG 
2005).  Another proposal is in the works to put an LNG facility and tidal power plant at the site 
of the Cutler Navy Base (Cassidy 2006).  Recently, the Navy was criticized for its clean-up of 
the base, using a high-pressure water spray to remove paint containing PCBs.  The process was 
causing PCBs to be washed into coastal areas, and a test of mussels and clams in the area by 
Maine’s Department of Environmental Protection found levels of PCBs to be almost three times 
the legal limit (Gruber 2001). 

The most significant issue in the town, according to one fisherman, is the threat to 
lobstering from various areas, including: regulations to protect whales, encroachment of 
Canadian fishermen, a decline in the 2007 catch, and the availability of lobster bait.7   

In 2006, the State of Maine passed the Working Waterfront Tax Law, to address the 
problem of working waterfront property being heavily taxed based on its projected market value.  
The goal of this tax is “to encourage the preservation of working waterfront land and to prevent 
the conversion of working waterfront land to other uses as the result of economic pressures 
caused by the assessment of that land for purposes of property taxation.”  The law requires the 
tax assessor to value the property based on what it is worth as working waterfront land, rather 
than what its market value would be if it were sold and converted to residential or other uses 
(Maine DMR 2005).   

 
Cultural attributes 

The newly-restored Little River Lighthouse on the island at the mouth of the harbor has 
been receiving an increasing number of visitors, and could become a popular tourist attraction.8   

 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
Current Economy 

“Fishing, lumbering and other resource extraction activities such as growing and 
harvesting blueberries provide just about the sum total of Cutler’s economic opportunity” (Hall-
Arber et al.  2001).  A new commercial park was built on the site of the Cutler Navy Base, and it 
currently houses Look’s Gourmet Food, Co., the last remaining cannery in Washington County.  
Look’s currently has twenty employees at its Whiting facility and intends to add seven more for 
the Cutler facility, which will be used for warehousing, frozen storage, and processing.  
Manufacturing will continue to take place in Whiting (Cassidy 2006a).  Look’s cans and 
processes seafood including lobster, clams, and fish to make gourmet chowders and other 
products (Global Security 2007). 
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According to the US Census 20009, 59.7% (280 individuals) of the total population 16 
years of age and over were in the labor force (Figure 4), of which 1.1% were unemployed, 13.9% 
were in the Armed Forces, and 44.8% were employed.  The large percentage of residents in the 
Armed Forces represents the presence of the Cutler Navy Base at the time of the 2000 Census 
(Global Security 2007).  The Cutler Naval Communications Unit employed 300 people until it 
was closed in the late 1990s [MOMS 2003]. 
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Figure 4.  Employment Structure in 2000 (US Census Bureau 2000) 

 
According to Census 2000 data, jobs in the census grouping which includes agriculture, 

forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining accounted for 54 positions or 25.7% of all jobs.  Self 
employed workers, a category where fishermen might be found, accounted for 36 positions or 
17.1% of jobs.  Educational, health, and social services (21.4%), public administration (9.0%), 
and retail trade (7.6%) were other primary industries. 

Median household income in Cutler was $30,625 (down from $20,458 in 1990 [US 
Census Bureau 1990]) and per capita income was $13,170.  For full-time year round workers, 
males made approximately 41% more per year than females.   

The average family in Cutler consisted of 2.95 persons.  With respect to poverty, 11.2% 
of families (about the same as 11.1% in 1990 [US Census Bureau 1990]) and 11.6% of 
individuals earn below the official U.S. Census poverty threshold.  This threshold is $8,794 for 
individuals and ranges from $11,239 through $35,060 for families, depending on number of 
persons (2-9 [US Census Bureau 2000a]).  In 2000, 48.7% of all families (of any size) earned 
less than $35,000 per year. 

In 2000, Cutler had a total of 352 housing units of which 68.5% were occupied and 
68.5% were detached one unit homes.  Less than one-third (21.0%) of these homes were built 
before 1940.  Mobile homes accounted for 11.1% of the total housing units; 98.0% of detached 
units have between 2 and 9 rooms.  In 2000, the median cost for a home in this area was $87,000.  
Of vacant housing units, 18.1% were used for seasonal, recreational, or occasional use.  Of 
occupied units, 29.8% were renter occupied. 

                                                 
9 Again, Census data from 2000 are used because they are universally available and offer cross-comparability among 
communities. Some statistics, particularly median home price, are likely to have changed significantly since 2000.  



Government 
Cutler has a Board of Selectmen and a town meeting system of government (Hall-Arber 

et al. 2001). 
 
Fishery involvement in the government 

The town established a Harbor Management Committee, which became active around 
1990.  The committee recently completed a mooring plan which was adopted into the town’s 
Harbor Ordinance.  The Harbor Management Committee is responsible for setting policy in areas 
such as moorings, use of the boat ramp, and general use of the harbor.10  The town also has a 
harbor master. 
 
Institutional 
Fishing associations 

Both the Downeast Lobstermen’s Association located in Deer Isle, ME (Stevenson 2005) 
and the Maine Lobstermen’s Association (MLA) are made up of lobstermen working to preserve 
the industry in this area and throughout Maine.  The MLA was founded in 1954, and works to 
protect the lobster resource and the lobstermen’s way of life.  The association was founded by 
lobstermen with a goal of empowering Maine’s lobster industry by representing lobstermen with 
a united front.  The MLA is the largest commercial fishing industry group on the east coast, and 
represents the interests of 1200 lobstermen. 

Fishing assistance centers 
Although there are no fishery assistance centers located in Cutler, The Sunrise County 

Economic Council also provides assistance for Cutler and other Downeast communities, and is 
working to address the problem of waterfront access in many of Maine’s coastal communities 
(SCEC 2005).  The Washington County Community College (WCCC) has two campuses, one in 
Calais and the other in Eastport.  The college has many programs related to fishing and marine 
industries which are supported by the Marine Technology Center at the Eastport campus.  These 
include boat building, welding, electric, and heavy equipment maintenance and operation 
(WCCC 2007).   

The Working Waterfront Coalition is a statewide collaboration of various industry 
associations, non-profits, and government agencies with the goal to support Maine’s working 
waterfronts.  The Working Waterfront Access Pilot Program, administered by the Department of 
Marine Resources, provides money to applicants such as municipalities, fishing co-ops, private 
commercial fisheries businesses and more, ranging from $7,000 to $475,000.  The intention of 
the program is to preserve commercial fisheries working waterfronts and to help secure property 
for these businesses.  As of December 2007, the $2 million pilot program has reportedly 
supported over 400 jobs, 194 boats, and assured access to clam flats, parking, wharfage and 
fisheries in six towns (Maine DMR 2005).  Voters approved an additional $3 million to continue 
the program in 2007. 

Other fishing related organizations 
The Maine Fishermen’s Forum was founded in 1976, and its goal is to provide 

continuous opportunities to educate the public and the fishing industry about marine resource 
issues and fisheries, as well as to provide a platform for discussion and decision making.  The 
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Forum also holds an annual three day event which focuses awareness on issues that affect the 
commercial fishing industry. 

 
Physical 

Cutler is largely undeveloped due to the Cutler Coast Public Preserved Land which 
includes 4.5 miles of undeveloped coastline.  Types of land in the town include peat lands, 
swampy woods, and blueberry barrens.  The town also includes the protected harbor of Little 
Machias Bay.  Route 191 runs through Cutler and the town is also accessible by its airport, 
Cutler Regional Airport (State of Maine 2004).  Cutler is thirteen miles from Route 1 down Rt. 
191 (Hall-Arber et al. 2001).  Cutler is 17 miles from Machias, 38 miles from Eastport, and 113 
miles from Bangor. 

Cutler has one central wharf with several small docks attached to it.  There is no town 
center here; the town is mostly the cove where the docks are located (Hall-Arber et al. 2001).  
The harbor has five active wharves used for commercial fishing activities.  Two of the wharves 
are owned by lobster dealers: Little River Lobster Company and Fitzhenry’s Wharf.  The other 
three wharves are owned by private lobster fishermen.11  There are very powerful tides just 
offshore from Cutler which can make fishing difficult (Tomsho 2005).  The Naval Computer and 
Telecommunications Station, which is currently being developed for a variety of purposes, is on 
Little Machias Bay peninsula, to the west of Cutler, and has over 150 buildings (Global Security 
2007).   
 
INVOLVEMENT IN NORTHEAST FISHERIES12 
Commercial 

Lobstermen in Cutler can sell their catch to Little River Lobster Co. (MPA 2005) or to 
Fitzhenry’s Wharf.  Lobster is the predominant species landed in Cutler, with a relatively small 
amount of halibut, sea urchins, ocean quahogs, scallops, and crabs also landed.  Harvesting of 
soft shell clams is also a small but important marine activity.13   

The most valuable landings in Cutler were from lobster; lobster landings in 2006 were 
more than double the average value of lobster for 1997-2006 (Table 1).  Cutler had its highest 
landings overall in 2006.  From 1997-1999, federal landings in Cutler were relatively low, and 
were at zero in 2000, but grew dramatically starting in 2001.  The value of landings for home 
ported vessels was considerably lower than the landings for Cutler in most years.  In 2001-2004, 
when landings had dramatically increased in Cutler, landings for home ported vessels had only 
increased slightly.  The number of home ported vessels was variable over the ten years of data, 
but showed a generally increasing trend, from 15 in 1997 up to a high of 31 in 2005.  The 
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number of vessels with owners living in Cutler mimicked the number of home ported vessels 
(Table 2). 
 
Landings by Species 
Table 1.  Rank Value of Landings for Federally Managed Groups 
Species Rank Value of Average Landings from 1997-2006 
Lobster 1 
Other14   2 
Surf Clams, Ocean Quahog 3 
(Note: Only rank value is provided because value information is confidential in ports with fewer than 
three vessels or fewer than three dealers, or where one dealer predominates in a particular species  
and would therefore be identifiable.) 
 
Vessels by Year15 
Table 2.  Federal Vessel Permits Between 1997-2006 

Year # Vessels (home ported) # Vessels (owner's city) 
1997 15 14 
1998 18 16 
1999 24 22 
2000 18 17 
2001 21 20 
2002 27 25 
2003 26 23 
2004 26 23 
2005 31 29 
2006 29 26 

 
Recreational 

There is a small amount of recreational fishing in Cutler for lobster and some finfish, as 
well as some recreational clamming.16   
 
Subsistence 

There is a small amount of subsistence clamming which takes place in Cutler (Cassidy 
2006).  

FUTURE 
Since the Cutler Navy Base closed, there has been debate over what to do with the 

property.  One proposal is to build a LNG terminal and tidal power plant on the site.  The Federal 
Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) has granted permission for a feasibility study to be 
conducted on the tidal power portion of the project.  Decisions on the LNG portion will likely be 
on hold until decisions are made about proposed projects in Passamaquoddy Bay (Cassidy 2006).  
Other proposals for the site have included senior housing, a private school, an industrial park, 
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15 Numbers of vessels by owner’s city and homeport are as reported by the permit holder on permit application forms.  
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and a summer camp (Global Security 2007).  Some of the land has been developed into a 
commercial park, and a condominium development is being built as well (Cassidy 2006b). 

According to the Chair of the Harbor Committee, “the outlook of fishermen in Cutler has 
recently turned pessimistic over the future of commercial fishing, due to increasing 
governmental regulation, encroachment of Canadian fishermen, and a poor year in 2007.”17 
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