THE NEW ENGLAND YELLOWTAIL FL.OUNDER
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(Jr. Lux is a biologist at the Burcau of Comrmercial Fisheries

]

Siological Laboratory at Woods Hole. He has studied the biology
and population dynamicg of New England flounders, and particularly

of yellowtail, for rauch of the past 14 years. )



he yellowtail fishery is second only to sea scallopé in
cconormic importance to. New Dedford. The 53 million pounds landed
here in 1968 put $5. 5 million into the pockets of Port fishermen.
Countlces others in this city and in New England generally reaped
rom the harvest. For this |
specles has arrived - at the dinner table it is a winner.

But the layman frequently has only a vague acquaintance with
~

that comprises this valuable resource. What is the nature of
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the animal? How hag a fishery come about? What hag happened in the
fishery? Wore importantly, what is likely to happen in the future? I
woula like to touch briefly on all of these questions, using some of the
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information gathered by the Bureau of Commercial Fisheries from

ars.
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various sources over a perio N4

(Photo: -Yellowtail fiounder)

Yellowtail, like other flounderg and halibut, are flatfish. They
live in close association with the bottom, spending much time lying
rigat on the bottom. The yellowtail is found where the Lottom 1s of

1 r-

cand and, usually, some distance off shore where water depth is about

‘«

20 to 40 fathoms. This fish is distributed along the Atlantic coast all

the way from Newfoundiand to Cape Hatteras, But the principal areas
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Lhout 90 percent of the United Siates

T

coich comnes from the southern New England grounds and George

Laonk, All are caught by otter trawl.

{(Photo: Chart of fishing areas)

Newly hatczed yellowtail, which are spawned about mid-May,
s
1 .
crift about in waters above the bottom and feed on plank "on until taey

reach 'postage stamp' size of a little under an inch in length in August.

4

» the following {able show. These are average values for the souther:

New Znziand grounds and Georges Bank, combined.
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ney have taken on tneir acuit characteristics and they move to

ovlom for the femai ger of their lives. Growth is fast, as figure
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Yeliowrail start to come into commercial otter trawl landinse as

Z-year-olds and make their peak contribution to the catch at age 3

Sy the time they reach ages 4 and 5 their numbers have been divain-

o

lshed greatly because of the high inteneity of fishing. Few escape to

survive to ages 6 ana 7 or over.
Fishing for yellowtail began in 1930 5. Some oldtimers

say w.at a shortage of blackback then, another valuable flounder, led
fishermen to seﬁ yellowtail, At any rate, the fishery developed

repidly, for yellowtail were abundant. The second world war, and

20

e U, S, jbllowcall catch currently is lanced here.

Sut fish became less plentiful after 1942 and, as the landings
grapa shows, the catch dropped rapidly. By 1954 it was only 13 million
pounds. 4nd fishing effort for the species had dwindled to a fraction
of its former level.

From that point on abundance made a, fairly steady recovery,
finalily expregsed in all-time high landings of abou’c 80 million pounds |
in 1963, 1864 and 1965. While abundance and catcn have dipped ,;mce
tnese peak years, they have not taken the precipitous drop to levels of

0's.
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{Photo: Graph of landings)
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Information and samplcs that we have collected from commercial
ovitzil vessels indicates that wide variations in abundance and catch

eramed from variations in survival of spawn from
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year to yeur., The neak in the landings graph in 1663, for example,
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stemimed from very good survival to adult size of eggs spawned in
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1558, 1859, and 1960. Fisa from trong year classes all contri-
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suted to the 1983 catch ag 3-, 4-, and 5-year-clds. Valleys in the catch
grapio are relaied.to periods of below average survival of spawned eggs.
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Abundance during the catch upturn of the 1650's has held uz quite

-t

11 because good year classes have come along frequently enough to
prevent a sharp decline, This condition, however, is moest unlikely

r*ﬁ,

to continve indefinitely. The record of ih@ pact is our best index

@

what will hapren in the future. This record indicateg that we could
well get a series of poor year clas ses,and at the currently high levels
of fishing intensily even one poor year cless would be serious.

L.s yellowtail became more abundant in recent years, more
boats have J.].QI. d for them. If enough boats are put to the task, i’c ig

.',

clear t ﬂam they can catch enough fish to déeplete the gtock no matier what

abunceance level was. There are signs tnat the level of fishing
eifort for yellowtail is now about at, or perhaps slightly over, the maxi-
mum that the fishery can sustain even with good year classes. Addition

of more boats to the fishery Woula be courting danger.

[N
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i tnls ig not the entire vroinlem.  Yellowiail ¢ conms m to tie catch
Lot @
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ot youry crzes wien they siill are growing ranidly. If the age when they
make their peak contribution to the catch could be shifted from age 3 to

aze 4, ent if Z-year-olds were eliminated from the caich, an increase in
weight yield from a year class would be obtained as a glance at the growth

age 2

tabie wil. show, Tae fish more than double their weight between
and age 3. All evidence incicates that few of these young fish would aie from
natural causes in the meantime, and small fish left behind today could

be reserved for harvest at bigger sizes (and perhaps better prices) tomorrow.
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tize yellowtail fighery? Th wanagement mea-

sures that might be applied tha Zbélieve could have significant results.
The firet of these is to protect small fisk so that they can be caught at
r sizes later. The second is to limit in some way the fishing effort
5o that the yellowiail stocks are not overfished.

Protection of small fish could probably best be achieved by
reguiring, through international regulation, that yellowtail vesgsels

use & larger mesh ‘net than the 4-1/2 inches that currently is used.

The market recquires fish of about 3/4 1b. and over. The 4-1/2 inch

mesh retaing many fish under this siz

w

, and these are discarded, rnostly
czad, at sea. Our rnecgh studies indicate that many of the small fish

would be released by using a mesh larger than 4-1/2 inches. As I have

<

shown, inese small fish grow fast, and if saved they would contribute

much to the catch in later yearsg., Also, this could help in damping out

. { '
AL et

{oe fluctuations in catch if combined with effort limitations.
N
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Limiting fighing cifort probably could be inost-casily cccom-

‘nlished ithvoush setling & quota on the catceh for each vear., When the
It 5 e Y

Guocta iz reached ine flshxm is stopped. 'The gquota would neca to be
bused on biological information collected from the commercial ficet

and by research vessels., I suificient data are gathered, it is possible

to deterraine the maxirum catch that can be permitted each year without
hurting the yellowtail stccks, This may be referred to as the harvest-

aole surplus, g
VWaile setiing a catch quota poses problems such as wko is going

to get the ilsh and how can a constant supply be maintained througaout

the year, these problems are far from insurmountable, And, in any

cuse, it seems preifervable {o attempt mansgement measures of this

ER 3 it

ind now than to repeat endlessly the boom and bust cycles of the past

their accompanying economic effects,
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