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C\:r. j~ux is a biologist at the Bureau of Conlmercial Fisheries 

Biological Laboratory at vVoods I-Iole. IIe has studied the biology 

u::1d po:PUlc:.tiOl'l dynamics of NeVI England flounders) and particularly 

of yellcv/tai1J for riluch of the past 14 years. ) 
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l .... he yello;Nt:::iil fishery is second only to sea scallops ill 

(; cono':'~lic irClportance to· \v Bedford. r.che 53 rn.illion pounds landed 

hc:cc i:n 10G8 p-u:L $5. 5 n1.111io11. into the pockets of Port fishernlen. 

CO~D-cless others in this cit:y·.' ::u1d in N(;\/ England generally; reaped 

diY'ectly and indirectly - frorll the harvest. For this 

S};)89i28 has arrived - at the dinner table it is a ITlinner. 

But the laYTflan frequently has only ~ vague acquaintance with 

'Gle fi.sh that cor{;;:prises this valuable resource. VJ11at is tl'J.8 natuT8 of 

the aniYD.al? IIo\v has a fishery con'le about? VIhat has happen.cd in the 

fishery? Ivlore v/hat is likely ~o happen in the future? I 

'INoulci like to touch briefly on all of these questions) using some of the 

inforrr ... s.tion gathered by the Bureau of Cornrnercial Fisheries fron1. 

V2.rioua sources over a period of yes.I's. 

(Photo: /' Yellov;tail flounder) 

Yellovrtail) like other flounders and halibut, are flatfish. They 

live in close association v!~th the bottom') spending much tirne lying 

rigllt on the 00ttorn. The yellowtail is found 'where the cottom is of 

sand 2~nd) usually, son1.e distance off -shore v/here w'ater depth is about 

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

tl-_2 V/2.y from N-evvfoundiand to Cape Hatteras. But the principal areas 



Ii';. :-:-:.ccoinpanying chart. PJ)out 90P2 ['cent of t:18 United Sta.c:.e~: 

, 
soutb.er'n l.\!.evif Eng'land grounds and G'co::'gcs 

are C2:ilght by otte I' tra V'll. 

(Photo; Char-t of fishing 2.r-e8.s) 

I\\"8Ylly ha',cc:::.:.ecl yello\;;;rtail) vvhich are spa Vll1.ed about lY.dd -IVIay ... 

dl."iit aOoL-":.t in vra-cers above the bottoril and feed on plankton until E1.ey 

1'-'28oc11 l'pos:cage sta:c:n.pll size of a little v.nder an,inch in length in P.l.ugus-c. 

By tl'J.eD tt2Y have taken on their a~-ult characteY'istics and they rIIOVe to 

the bO·~'~.OlYl for the rel1.'"lainder oi' their lives. Grow'in is fast} as figUTCS 

L-,L the follo\illing table sho\v. The se are average values for the southern 

I\-evl E:.:1~;land grounds and G-eorge s Bank.,· combined. 

l:c.ge Length vVeight 
Iv'2sY>c~) \ r , .. /1.- ..... .1- i.....J C'''-)C1l t='S \ J.L_ 1_,--, I (pour~s) 

1 5. 0 o. 1 

2 10. S O. 4 

.. 13. 5 O. 9 oJ 

.(} 15. 0 1. 4 

r::. 16 . . -, 1. 8 v .) 

6 17. 2 2. 0 
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llo'.v~ail start to conlC into cor'::lr.f12r 

2-Y2a~'--olds and lYlake their peak contribution to the catch at 8.uc: 3. . ~ 

Ej" tr-~e tL-:"le they reach age~ 4 and 5 tl1eir l1u:cnbers have been di:cnin-

d g::''''22..tly beca~lse of the high intensity of fishing. Fev.1 escape: to 

survive to ages 6 ar:d '"( or over. 

Fishing for yellov/cail began in the 1830 1s. Some oldtiIners 

say L:cat a shoy·tage of blackback then, another valuable flounder> led 

l~t ::ny rate, the fishery developed 

r2.pidly) for ~/ello\vtail v/ere abundant. The second vlorld .... var) a~d 

'C:18 ir.o.p2tu.S it gave to food l:)roduction) sa'\v landings rocket to nearly 

70 lll.iUic:-l pounds 'jy 1942. (See accornparying grapll.) N-ew Bedford 

b2carn8 t;-.;.8 principal porI and b.eld that pOSition: about 75 percent of 

C:.2 U~ s. yell(Y'v~rtail catch currently is 18.nc.ed here. 

But fish bec8..rne less plentiful a:.fter 1942 and, as the landings 

gr.s.pl.l. SllOV/S) the catch dropped rapidly. By 1954 it vIas on.ly 13 rD.ll1ion 

pour:ds. i-... nd fishing effo-rt for the species had dwindled to a fraction 

of its forTHer level. 

Frorn that point on abundance r:n.adc a fairly steady recove ry ~ 

fil~ally expressed in all-tir1l8 high landings of about 80 IT.i.i1lion pounds 

L1 1963) lS6L~ and 196 ~). V?1'1ile abundance and catch have dipped since 

t~le se peak years) they have not taken th;; pre cipitous drop to leve Is of 

,(Photo: G·raph of landings) 
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san'lplc S that VIC have collected froln co: ... n:'l.~Grcial 

yc;Eowt&il vessels indicates t viicle variD.i:lons in abundance and catch 

in 2~)2Cics have sternrned fI'OlYl vs.ria{ions in survival of sp0.VVn froTa 

y8~::' to ::iI'. 'fhe p8ak in the landings graph in 1863) for exanlp18) 

st2i.;'~.l.il~Ccl :2:C0111. very good survival to ac::.J.lt size of eggs spa \vned in 

1958" 59, and 19GO. Fish frorn these strong year classes all contri-

butl;cl to the 1863 cCltch as 3-) 4-) and 5-year-olds. Valleys in the catch 

g22.P~1 aTe rela"LeC{,to periods of belovv average survival of spavined eggs. 

l":..bunds.nce during the catch upturn of the 1960 IS has held up quite 

prevent a sharp decline. This condition, ho\vever, is most unlikely 

to con:~i~-.;.-~-_2 indefinitely_ The record of the past is our best index to 

vlhat v7ill happen in the future. This record in.dicates that vIe could 

\vell get a series of poor year classes/and at the currently higl1. levels 

of fishing intensity e-yen one poor year class would be serious. 

]:.,.5 yellowtail becaD.'le l1.'1ore abundan't in recent years) ill.o:ce 

boats have fished for therD.. If enough boats are put to the task) it is 

clear that they can catch enough fish to depl~te the stock no mat'eey' vvhat 

its orig~~l~:c.l abunc.c:.nce level vias. There ar'e signs that ·the level of fishing 

effort fer yellovvtail is nov! about at~ o·r perhaps slightly over, the lYlaxi-

n:ur{l th8.t 'che fishery can sustain even vlith good year classes. Addition 

of I110re boats to the fishery \vbuld be courting danger. 
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.L v~ t. Elis is not catch 
. ~,--. 

they 

pe:ak contribu·~.ion to the c8..tch could be s:biftcd frorn ag'() 3 to 

if 2-year-olcls Vfcre elilninat8d froln the catch, an increase in 

frOTi1 a.yea}.'"' class \iifould be obtained as 8.. glance at the; grovvth 

sbo\v. Tile fish IrlOre tl1an double their 'weight betvleen age 2 

&l~cl agG 3. P1..11 evidence inc1ica-ce s that fevv ~f these young fish vvould Gie frOIl1. 

Lccuxal c&uses in the rl1e.antirlle ~ and sHlall fis~'l left behind today could 

b2 Y"CS8T\T(;d IoJ..'" h'(J.r--V8St at bigger sizes (and perhaps better prices) tomorrovi. 
\ 

\ll:s.t steps possibly can be taken to avoid repeating the pattern 

of l.::,~st in t}--i8 yello\;rtail fishery? 'I'here 2.1'e tVIO matlagement rQea-

s-~:,.:es th2.-c TD..ight be ap;;lied that I believe could have significant results. 

The fi:cst of these is to protect sIG.all fish so that they can be caught at 

larger sizes 12:~er. The second is to lirr'lit jn some way the fishing effort 

so that C18 yellovrcail stocks are not overfished. 

Protection of small fish could probably best be achieved by 

requiring) -'chrou.gh international regulation) that ye1lovrtail vessels 

use a larger rr:esh net than the 4-1/2 inches that currently is used. 

'=~ile nla~"'ket requires fish of about 3/4 lb. andover. The 4-1/2 inch 

n.les~n re:s,i:ls Hlany fis]:-l under this size, and these are discarded> :cnostly 

c.2ad) at sea. Our lT18Sh studies indicate that Inany of the small fish 

\i/o'J.ld be reles.sed by using a mesh larger. than 4-1/2 inches. As I have 

si:'O'Nn) ti:ese small fish grovi fast) and if saved they 'would contribute 

r .. ::.uch to tllC catch in later years. .Also, ~fhis could help in damping out 
•. I I 

. \:-/,4,'., ~/.< 

t::.2 ~·~ucn'::'2.)cions in catch if cOIl1.bined vlith ef:iol~'t lilyritations. 
I\,. 
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fif3hirlg' c:2i'ort probD.bly could be ·.i'1lO st· 8:lsily ~~.C co :tn.-

d i~ouCh setting C?- quota on the catch for each year. V/be~l tile 

8d cn biologica~ icfor:r:':lation collected froIn the con1rn.crcial LC8t 

2.~1cl by re.search vessels. If 811fficient data are gathered) it is possible 

to clet8:cl~L1.irre ti-':'8 rnaxi rllU rD. catch that can be pern1itted each year vlit110ut 

hurtiE::?,' '~11e yello'Vvtail stccks. Tl:ds rO.ay be referred to as the harvest-

\7ii.ile setting a catch quota poses pi:;.:-oblelns such as \Nho is going 

to get 'chc iish and hovv can a constant supply be rrJ.ailltained througl'lout 

the yes.r) these problerrl.s are f2.1' fron1 insurmountable. P.\.nd> in any 

C:J.S2) it seelns pl"8ferable to atter.npt rilans.ge:rnent rneasures of this 

the i r 2.ccon1.ps.l1ying econor.o.ic effects. 
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