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ABSTRACT

Historical sablefish (Anoplopoma fimbria) catch statistics have been

compiled by nation and by International North Pacific Fisheries Commission

(INPFC) areas for the years 1956-84. The data have been assembled from the

reported annual catches believed to be the most accurate. An attempt was

made to trace the reported catches back to their original sources to account

for discrepancies among sources. The sources, include domestic data from the

U.S. state fishery agencies, foreign data submitted to the INPFC by member

nations, and reports from bilateral meetings between the United States and

nonmember nations of the INPFC. Other statistics came from personal communi-

cations with various fishery agencies and reports issued by the Law Enforcement

Branches of the National Marine Fisheries Service. The tables provide recently

updated U.S. catches, Canadian catches, and foreign data combined with surveil-

lance estimates. These catch tables have been compiled to provide a single

summary of the best available historical sablefish catch statistics. The data

sources and the inherent biases and assumptions of the data have been documented.
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INTRODUCTION

The sablefish (Anoplopoma fimbria) fishery is one of the oldest commercial

fisheries on the Pacific coast of North America. It began at the end of the 19th

century off Washington and British Columbia, and expanded to California, Oregon,

and Alaska. Although U.S. and Canadian fishermen have been harvesting sablefish

since the early 1900s, the stocks were not heavily exploited until the early

1960s when the Japanese expanded their distant water longline fleet. Japan has

traditionally harvested the greatest portion of sablefish catches in U.S. waters,

but U.S. catches and processing capabilities are expanding rapidly. In 1984

the United States harvested 86% of the sablefish catch from U.S. waters.

Effective management of this commercially important fishery requires

compilation of the best available data. An accurate and consistent time-series

of catch data can provide insight into historical trends of the stock and

fishery. While no completely accurate time-series of sablefish catch data

exists, an attempt was made to compile and document the best available data.

Historical sablefish catch data has been compiled by nation and by Inter-

national North Pacific Fisheries Commission (INPFC) areas (Fig. 1) for the

years 1956-84. These catch tables have been assembled from the reported

annual catches given by the U.S. state fishery agencies, the Pacific Biological

Station in Canada, INPFC documents submitted by member nations, and reports

obtained from bilateral meetings between the United States and nonmember

nations of the INPFC. Most of the U.S. catches were obtained from the

Pacific Marine Fisheries Commission (PMFC) Data Series-Groundfish Section.

An updated version of the PMFC Data Series-Groundfish Section resides in a

database at the Northwest and Alaska Fisheries Center (NWAFC). The database

incorporates updated U.S. catches, and corrections to previously published

data as provided by U.S. state fishery agencies and Canada (Lynde 1985).
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Other statistics came from personal communications with various fishery

agencies and from reports issued by the Law Enforcement Branch of the Alaska

and Northwest regional offices of the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS).

The most reliable and accurate catch statistics were selected and compiled,

based on a comparison of the various reported catches and their original

sources. The purpose of these catch tables is to provide a single summary of

the best available historical sablefish catch statistics, with a documentation

of sources and the inherent biases and assumptions of the data.

CATCH DATA

Sablefish catches by year, nation, and INPFC areas, for all gear types

combined, are presented in Tables 1-11. Catches by longline gear are also

presented for Japan, and catches by longline and trap gears are presented for

the United States. The catches are given in metric tons (t) round weight.

United States

United States catches are presented in Tables l-3. Table 1 contains

catches by all gear types for the years 1956-84. Canada and the U.S. state

fishery agencies submit data to the PMFC, and catches are reported by the PMFC

as a total of both nations' catches by PMFC areas. The PMFC area boundaries

closely correspond to INPFC area boundaries, the only discrepancies being 10

minutes of latitude in each of the Eureka, Columbia, and Vancouver areas.

These differences can be considered negligible, and catches by PMFC areas

were assigned to the corresponding INPFC areas as shown (Fig. 1).
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United States 1956-70

Sablefish catches are available only for trawl gear from the PMFC Data

Series for the years 1956-70 , and only for the Conception-Charlotte INPFC

areas (data for other areas are incomplete). The trawl gear category does not

include shrimp trawl. In order to obtain catches by all gears for all areas

(Table 11, supplemental data were obtained from the U.S. state fishery agencies.

Although the PMFC data are a combination of U.S. and Canadian trawl

catches, the Conception-Columbia areas are fished only by the United States.

The U.S. trawl catches in the Vancouver and Charlotte INPFC areas (fished by

both the United States and Canada) were determined by subtracting Canadian

trawl data as reported in McFarlane and Beamish (1983) from the PMFC reported

trawl catches in these areas. There were small (<5 t) catches of sablefish

for animal food reported from the Vancouver and Charlotte areas which cannot

be assigned to either the United States or Canada. These trawl catches are

included in the grand total of catches by all nations, but are not included

in either nation's catches. The Vancouver INPFC area referred to in the tables

includes both the U.S. and Canadian portions of the Vancouver area.

United States catches categorized as taken by "fixed gears" (longline and

trap), "shrimp trawls," and "other gear types" from the Conception to Charlotte

areas were obtained from the U.S. state fishery agencies. The Washington

Department of Fisheries provided "fixed gear" and "other gear" catches for the

years 1956-70. The Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife provided incidental

sablefish catches by shrimp trawl, the only other gear type out of Oregon

(besides groundfish trawl) which had sablefish catches prior to 1971. California

longline catches were obtained from Parrish (1973) for the Monterey and Eureka

areas for the years 1956-69. California longline catches from the Conception

area for 1956-70, and from Monterey and Eureka for 1970, are unavailable.

The California trap fishery did not develop until 1970 (Hipkins et al. 1970).
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United States sablefish catches from the Gulf of Alaska (Southeastern-

Shumagin) for 1958-69 (Table 1) are reported by Funk and Bracken (1984).

Almost all of the Gulf of Alaska catches before 1970 are assumed to have come

from the Southeastern area. Other catches may have been from the Yakutat

area, but the Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) is not able to

separate these catches by area. The Southeastern catches listed for the

years 1956-57 are from the Fishery Statistics of the U.S. (Power 1958, 1959)

as this was the original source of the Funk and Bracken (1984) catch table.

United States 1971-80

Catches by all gear types from the Conception to Charlotte areas for the

years 1971-80 were taken from the PMFC Data Series-Groundfish Section. All-

gear catches are presented in Table 1. Longline and trap catches are given

in Tables 2 and 3, respectively, for the years 1971-84 (data for earlier years

are incomplete). Beginning in 1975 catches from the PFMC Data Series are

provided by reporting agencies, so U.S. catches from Vancouver and Charlotte

were obtained directly. California catches for the years 1978-82 are unavail-

able in the PMFC Data Series and were provided by Frank Henry of the California

Department of Fish and Game.

Gulf of Alaska catches from 1970 to 1974 (Tables l-3) are a total of

Alaska and Washington state catches. Alaska catches are from Rigby (1984).

Fixed gear catches (reported as dressed weight) were converted to round

weight by the Alaska conversion factor of 1.43 (Rigby 1984), and were added

to the trawl catches (reported as round weight) to get all-gear catch totals.

Washington state catches are from the PMFC Data Series. Gulf of Alaska,

eastern Bering Sea, and Aleutian Island catches from 1975 to 1980 are a

combination of Alaska data provided by Fritz Funk of ADF&G and Washington

state catches from the PMFC Data Series.

l/Personal communication with Barry Bracken, Alaska Department of Fish and
Game, P.O. Box 667, Petersburg, AK 99833.



United States 1981-84

The catches in all areas from 1981 to 1984 (Tables l-3) are a total of

each state's reported catches. Washington state catches by area were obtained

from the PMFC Data Series. California (1983-841, Oregon, and Alaska state

catches by area are from the Pacific Fisheries Information Network (PacFIN)

reports. The U.S. catches from 1984 are those data available at the time

the tables were being compiled. The states routinely update their recent

statistics, so the 1984 catches provided in Tables l-3 should be considered

preliminary.

Canada

Canadian catches are given in Table 4. Catches from the Vancouver and

Charlotte areas for 1956-81 are from McFarlane and Beamish (1983). The

1982-84 catches are those reported by Leaman (1983, 1984, 1985). Canadian

catches from the Southeastern area for 1956-71 were obtained from British

Columbia Catch Statistics (Department of Fisheries and Oceans, 1959-72). All

sablefish catches reported in the British Columbia Catch Statistics were

converted to round weight by the Canadian conversion factor of 1.5 (following

Mcfarlane and Beamish, 1983). Southeastern catches for the years 1972-78 were

obtained from Catch and Effort Statistics of the Canadian Groundfish Fishery

on the Pacific Coast, (Department of Fisheries and Oceans, 1973-84). There

have been no reported sablefish catches from the Southeastern area since 1978.

Japan

Japanese sablefish catches by all gears are presented in Table 5, and

longline catches are given in Table 6. Catches by gear before 1977 are from

Forrester et al. (1978, 1983). Catches reported as caught in "area unknown"

in Forrester (1978) were prorated according to the percentage of the total
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known-area sablefish catches each area had for the year. In 1977 the Magnuson

Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MFCMA) took effect requiring foreign

vessels to accept American observers as requested within the 200-mile fishery

conservation zone (established by the act). Catches from U.S. waters after

1976 were compiled from NMFS observer reports. The NMFS observer reports

combine foreign and U.S. observer-reported catches to obtain the best estimates

of foreign catch data. Japanese catches from Canadian waters (Vancouver and

Charlotte areas) for the years 1977-80 are from McFarlane and Beamish (1983).

Their reported catches for 1979-80 are listed only as a total catch for both

areas. A breakdown by area was provided by the Pacific Biological Station.2/-

The Japanese catches reported in McFarlane and Beamish (1983) are not broken

down by gear types. Japanese longline catches from Vancouver and Charlotte

for the years 1977-80 were obtained from INPFC Statistical Yearbooks 1977-80.

U.S.S.R.

Sablefish catches by the U.S.S.R are presented in Table 7. The only

U.S.S.R. catch data available for years prior to 1977 are those provided to

the United States during U.S. -U.S.S.R. bilateral exchanges (on file at NWAFC).

The U.S.S.R. statistics were broken down only by large areas encompassing

several INPFC areas. Parks and Dark (19721, Anonymous (19731, and Parks

(1974, 1975, 1976) apportioned the U.S.S.R. catch data into INPFC areas based

on surveillance data. Surveillance data consisted of vessel sightings and

catch estimates from U.S. aerial and surface patrols conducted jointly by the

NMFS Law Enforcement Branch and the U.S. Coast Guard. The apportioned U.S.S.R.

catches are available for the years 1970-74 and are presented in Table 7 for

all areas. The U.S.S.R. reported catches by INPFC areas for the years 1975-76

which are given in Table 7. In 1975 and 1976 the U.S.S.R. reported sablefish

2/Personal communication with Kathy Rutherford,- Department of Fisheries and
Oceans, Pacific Biological Station, Nanaimo, B.C. V9R 5K6 Canada.
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catches of 12 and 17 t, respectively, from the Vancouver area. Canadian

surveillance maintains that there was no U.S.S.R. fishery in Vancouver during

those years (Ketchen 1977). Rather than discard these catches they were added

to the reported Columbia area catches. U.S.S.R. catches in American waters

from 1977 to 1984 are from NMFS observer reports. McFarlane and Beamish (1983)

report no U.S.S.R. sablefish catches in Canadian waters after 1974.

Republic of Korea

Republic of Korea (R.O.K.) sablefish catches for the years 1972-84 are

given in Table 8. Prior to 1975 the R.O.K. did not report catches. Anonymous

(1973) and Parks (1974, 1975) used surveillance catch estimates and vessel

sightings to estimate and apportion catches into INPFC areas for the years

1972-74. The R.O.K. provided the catches for 1975-76 through U.S.-R.O.K.

bilateral meetings (on file at NWAFC). Republic of Korea sablefish catch

estimates from various sources range from 3,000 to 7,500 t (the latter reported

by R.O.K.) in 1975 and from 3,700 to 21,000 t (the latter reported by R.O.K.)

in 1976. Korean sablefish catches in U.S. waters from 1977 to 1984 are from

NMFS observer reports.

The 1975 and 1976 reported catches were believed to be inflated to establish

a precedence for a Korean fishery off the Washington-Oregon-California coast.

The reported catches and catch per unit of effort (CPUE) values are high when

compared with Japanese data from the Gulf of Alaska for the same years. The

actual R.O.K. catches may only be 70% of the reported catches if the Japanese

average CPUE value of 5 t per vessel day is applied. However, Japanese

values may not be applicable to the R.0.K. fishery as the Japanese were

fishing in the Gulf of Alaska where the resource had been exploited for many

years. Most of the R.O.K. effort consisted of trap and longline vessels

fishing off the Washington-Oregon-California coast where the resource was
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basically unexploited. A comparison of R.O.K. reported vessel days with

surveillance estimates did not reveal any large discrepancies. While the

1975-76 R.O.K. reported catches presented in Table 8 may seem questionably

high, it may not be unreasonable to accept the reports as valid given that

the R.O.K. was fishing a relatively unexploited resource, and the.reported

effort was consistent with U.S. surveillance estimates.

The 1975-76 British Columbia catches are those reported by the R.O.K.

McFarlane and Beamish (1983) report a total catch of 168 t from the Vancouver-

Charlotte areas in 1977. More recent evaluation of Canadian surveillance

data suggests that this catch was from the Vancouver area.3/ There are no

reported sablefish catches from the Vancouver and Charlotte areas after 1977.

Republic of Poland

Sablefish catches by the Republic of Poland (Table 9) were incidental to

fisheries on other species. Until 1977, the Polish fishery in the northeast

Pacific had been limited to Pacific whiting and rockfish and prohibited from

targeting on sablefish through U.S. -Poland and Canada-Poland bilateral agree-

ments. The catches from 1977 to 1984 are from NMFS observer reports.

Other Nations

Sablefish catches by all other nations are given in Table 10. The 1975 and

1976 Republic of China (Taiwan) catches for the Southeastern area are from NMFS

surveillance catch estimates (1976). The NMFS Enforcement Branch also reported

sighting of two Taiwanese longliners fishing sablefish off the Washington-Oregon

coast from mid-December 1975 to mid-May 1976. There are no estimates of catches

for this fishery. Sablefish catches after 1976 for all other nations (Bulgaria,

Republic of China, Mexico, Federal Republic of Germany, and Portugal) are

incidental to other fisheries and are from NMFS observer reports.

3/Personal communication with Gordon McFarlane, Department of Fisheries and
Oceans, Pacific Biological Station, Nanaimo, B.C. V9R KS6 Canada.
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Joint Ventures

Sablefish catches from joint venture fisheries are given in Table 11.

There were no sablefish catches by joint venture fisheries before 1979.

Catches from 1979 are from Berger et al. (1986). Catches from 1980 to 1984

are from NMFS observer reports.

Summary Tables

Summaries of the previous tables are contained in Tables 12-18. Tables

12-16 are sablefish catches by nation for five main regions of sablefish

habitat: The U.S. west coast, British Columbia, Gulf of Alaska, eastern

Bering Sea, and the Aleutian Islands region. Total sablefish catches by year

and nation are given in Table 17. Table 18 contains the annual all-nation

catches by INPFC areas.

DISCUSSION

General Trends

The sablefish resource has been exploited since the end of the 19th

century by U.S. and Canadian fishermen. Sablefish catches and exploitation

rates remained relatively low from California to the southeastern Gulf of

Alaska until Japan expanded its distant water longline fleet. Japanese

longliners began operations in the eastern Bering Sea in 1958. The fishery

expanded rapidly in this area and catches peaked at 25,989 t in 1962 (Table 15).

As the fishing grounds in the eastern Bering Sea became preempted by expanding

Japanese trawl fisheries, the longline fleet expanded to the Aleutian Islands

region.and the Gulf of Alaska.
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Catches in the Aleutian Islands region have historically remained at low

levels with Japan harvesting the largest portion of the sablefish catch.

Catches peaked in the Aleutian Islands region at 3,531 t in 1972 (Table 16).

In the Gulf of Alaska, sablefish catches increased rapidly as the Japanese

longline fishery expanded, peaking at 37,502 t overall in 1972 (Table 14).

The Gulf of Alaska sablefish catches then declined to average 27,700 t from

1973 to 1976, with Japan responsible for 80% or more. During 1974-76 the

R.O.K. fishery, also developing in the Gulf of Alaska, took an average of

2,900 t. The U.S. average of 1,260 t from 1973 to 1976 represented about

18% of the average all-nation catch in the Gulf of Alaska.

The enactment of the MFCMA led to significant fisheries restrictions in

1977. Reduced sablefish catches resulted, and are evident in the all-nation

catch totals for the Gulf of Alaska, the eastern Bering Sea, and the Aleutian

region (Tables 14-16). The most notable reduction occurred in the Japanese

fishery in the Gulf of Alaska. Previously, Japanese catches had averaged

25,800 t (1970-76). Declining stock abundance and fishery restrictions

resulted in a sharp decline in Japanese catches to an average of 6,100 t in

the Gulf of Alaska during 1977-84 (Table 14). Recently, U.S. effort and

catches have increased significantly in the Gulf of Alaska. The current

expansion of U.S. catches and processing capabilities are rapidly displacing

the foreign fisheries. In 1984, the United States harvested 86% of the

sablefish catch in U.S. waters and this trend is expected to continue.

The majority of the sablefish harvest had been taken from the eastern

Bering Sea until 1968, and then from the Gulf of Alaska until 1977. Beginning

in 1978, foreign fishery regulations in the Gulf of Alaska coincided with a

sharp increase in U.S. catches off the Washington-California coast (Table 12).

Historically, the Washington-California catches had remained relatively low

and stable, with the United States responsible for most of the effort.
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Significant increases in catches occurred in 1975 and 1976 when the R.O.K.

reportedly harvested 3664 t and 13,693 t, respectively, from the Conception-

Columbia areas. After 1977, U.S. catches increased in each of the Conception-

Columbia INPFC areas (Table 1). A notable drop in U.S. sablefish catches

occurred in 1980 due to reduced prices in the foreign sablefish markets.

Catches in 1978-84 averaged 12,800 t off Washington-California and 9,400 t in

the Gulf of Alaska.

The Vancouver-Charlotte region, which lies mostly in Canadian waters, has

remained a very stable fishery with no apparent major flucuations (Table 13).

After 1977, the U.S. no longer targetted on sablefish in Canadian waters, and

U.S. catches came from the productive U.S.-Vancouver area.

Data Limitations

A complete and accurate table of sablefish catches does not exist. The

catches used in all the tables are compiled from various sources judged to be

the most accurate, The inherent biases and assumptions associated with the

catch data have been documented in the previous text. The reported catch

data are a combination of reported catches and estimates from the NMFS observer

and surveillance programs. There are many discrepancies in the reported

annual catches among the various sources. When possible, the reported catches

were traced back to their original sources to account for discrepancies and

to obtain the best available data. Foreign catches reported prior to the

enactment of the Magnuson Fishery Conservation and Management Act in 1977

cannot be considered unbiased. The catches provided in the- tables contain

recently updated U.S. and Canadian catches and the best available foreign

data combined with NMFS observer and surveillance estimates. No attempt was

made to estimate catches, only to select and compile the best statistics from

the available sources.



Figure 1. --International North Pacific Fisheries Commission areas (Conception-Aleutian

Islands, Bering Sea areas 1 to 4), and Pacific Marine Fisheries Commission

areas (1A to 8D).
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Table l---United States annual sablefish catches by International North Pacific Fisheries Commission areas, 1956-84 (t).



Table 2 .--United States annual sablefish catches using longline gear by International North Pacific Fisheries
Commission areas, 1971-84 (t).



Table 3 .--United States annual sablefish catches using pot and trap gears by International North Pacific Fisheries
Commission areas, 1971-84 (t).
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Table 4 .--Canadian annual sablefish catches by International North
Pacific Fisheries Commission areas, 1956-84 (t).
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Table 5.--Japanese annual sablefish catches by International North Pacific Fisheries Commission areas, 1958-84 (t).
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Table 6.--Japanese annual sablefish catches using lonqline gear by International North Pacific Fisheries Commission
areas, 1958-84 (t).



Table 7 .--U.S.S.R annual sablefish catches by International North Pacific Fisheries Commission areas, 1967-84 (t).

Concep- Mon- C h a r - South- A l e u t i a n
Y e a r  t i o n tergy Eureka Columbia Vancouver lotte eastern Yakutat Kodiak Chirikof S h u m a g i n Islands Totalb



Table 8 .--ROK. annual sablefish catches by International North Pacific Fisheries Commission areas, 1972-84 (t).

Concep- Mon- C h a r - South- Aleutian
Year tion terey Eureka Columbia Vancouver lotte eastern Yakutat Kodiak Chirikof Shumagin EBSa Islands Totalb
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Table 10 .--Incidental sablefish catches by International North Pacific Fisheries Commission areas, 1975-84 (t).



Table 11 .--Annual sablefish catches by joint venture fisheries, 1977-84, by International North Pacific Fisheries
Commission areas (t).
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Table 12 .--Annual sablefish catches from the Conception-
Columbia areas, by nation, 1956-84 (t).
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Table 13 .--Annual sablefish catches from the Vancouver-
Charlotte areas, by nation, 1956-84 (t).
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Table 14 .--Annual sablefish catches from the Gulf of Alaska
(Southeastern-Shumagin), by nation, 1956-84 (t).

Year U.S. Canada Japan U.S.S.R. R.O.K. Othersa Totalb
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Table 15.--Annual sablefish catches from the eastern Bering Sea by nation, 1956-84 (t).
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Table 16.--Annual sablefish catches from the Aleutian Islands by nation,
1963-84 (t).
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Table 17 .--Annual sablefish catches from all areas by nation,
1956-84 (t).
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Table 18.--Annual sablefish catches by all nations, by International North Pacific FisherieS Commission areas, 1956-84 (t).
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