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AMERICAN PARTICIPATION IN TUNA FISHERY OF 
EASTERN TROPICAL ATLANTIC 

Gary T. Sakagawa and William H. Lenarz 

Inthe 1950s  and early 1960s,  Canadian and 
United States tunavessels fished in the east-  
erntropical  Atlantic on an exploratory basis.  
It was not until 1967 that a significant number 
of American(Canada, Panama, and U.S.) ves-  
sels entered the fishery. The fleet started 
with three boats in 1967 and increased t o  24 
boats in 1971 (Table 1) .  A l l  but one have 
beenpurse seiners with capacity greater  than 
400 metric tons. Their catches have been 
almost exclusively yellowfin (Thunnus alba- 
cares )  and skipjack (Katsuwonus pelamis) 
tunas. This report reviews the development 
of the yellowfin and skipjack tuna fisheries of 
the eastern tropical Atlantic with respect to  
the operations of the American fleet. 

THE FISHERY 

The a rea  off west Africa bztween 25' N 
and 25O S latitude and east of 25 W longitude 
(Figure 1) is defined a s  the eas te rn  tropical 
Atlantic. Many of the Atlantic tropical tunas, 
especially yellowfin and skipjack tunas, a r e  
caught there.  The fishery was a local, sub- 
sistence industry until 1955. Then, French 
baitboats that traditionally had fished for 
albacore off southern Europe ventured south 
t o  f ishfor  tropical tunas in the Dakar, Sene- 
gal region. The following year  the Japanese 
longline fleet entered the fishery. Today, 
the fishery consists of baitboats and purse 
se iners  of Canada, France,  Ivory Coast, 

1/ 
Table 1. Catch (metric tons) and catch rate (catch/day's fishing)- of 

yellowfin and skipjack tunas caught by American seiners 
in the eastern tropical Atlantic 

Year 

1967 

1968 

1969 

1970 

1971 

Skipjack I 
Catch 

4 73 

3,193 

4,440 

11,423 

16,875 

I'Catch rates for the American fleet are for large purse seiners. The rates are 
not directly comparable to those in Table 4 for the FIS seiners, because the 
catch rates of the FIS seiners are based on total effort of large and small 
seiners, which have different fishing powers. 

The authors are Fishety Biologists, NMFS Southwest Fisheries Center, 8604 La Jolla Shores Drive, P. 0. Box 271, La Jolla,  California 
92037. 
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Fig. 2 - Catch of yellowfb and skipjack tuna6 from the Atlantic Ocean. Source of data ir from Anonymow (1972). 
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Fig. 3 - Length-frequency distribution of the 1971 catch of yellowfin tuna for French-Ivoly Coast-Senegalese (FIS) and 

American vessels. Data for FIS vessels are from Anonymous (1972). 



Nov.-Dec. 1972 MARINE FISHERIES REVIEW 59 

Japan, Norway, Panama, Portugal, Senegal, 
Spain, and the U.S.--and longliners of Korea, 
Japan, and Taiwan. 

THE CATCHES 

Yellowfin Tuna 

In 1971, the total catch of yellowfin tuna 
from the Atlantic w a s  67,600 metric tons 
(Figure 2). This w a s  lower than the high of 
92,400 metric  tonscaught in 1969, and slight- 
ly lower than the 1961-70 average of 68,500 
metric  t on6 . 

Since 1967, the American catch of Atlantic 
yellowfintuna has been almost entirely from 
the easterntropical Atlantic. The catch w a s  
1,000 metric tons in 1967. It reached a high 
of 19,800 metric tons in 1969, dropped t o  
9,100 metric tons in 1970, and declined fur- 
ther to  3,800 metric tons in 1971 (Table l). 
The decline in 1970 was due in part  t o  a shift 
of fishing effort to  skipjack tuna. The 1971 
catch decline probabiy was due to  a combina- 
tion of decreased yellowfin fishing effort and 
increased availability of skipjack tuna. 

The s izes  of yellowfin tuna caught in 1971 
by the American seners and French-Ivory 

Table 2. Proportion of yellowfin and skipjack tunas in the combined catch 
(metric tons) of both species from the eastern tropical Atlantic 

Nation 
and 

type of vessel 

French 
baitboat and 
purse seiner 

Ivory Coast 
baitboat and 
purse seiner 

Japanese 
baitboat 
and two-boat 
purse seiner 

Senegalese 
baitboat and 
purse seiner 

h e r  ican 
purse seiner 

Year 

1969 
1970 
1971 

1970 
1971 

1963 
1964 
1965 
1966 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
1971 

1969 
1970 
1971 

1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
1971 

Yellowfin 
Catch 

Catch 

26,370 
21,400 
20,091 

590 
1,126 

900 
2,600 
2,400 
5;300 
6,500 
7,900 
6,800 
2,400 
5,300 

2,519 

4,676 

978 
6,198 
19,845 
9,065 
3,750 

4,009 

77.0 
65.1 
56.1 

58.9 
57.0 

8.9 
15.6 
22.9 
$7.7 
52.4 
36.7 
53.5 
24.2 
26.5 

79.6 
65.7 
61.9 

67.4 
66.0 
81.7 
44.2 
18.2 

- 

Skipjack 
Catch 

Catch 

7,855 
11,449 
15,722 

41 2 
848 

9,200 
3,100 
8,100 
5,800 
5,900 

13,600 
5,900 
7,500 
14,700 

645 
2,091 
2,880 

473 
3,193 
4,440 
11,423 
16.875 

- 
70 

23.0 
34.9 
43.9 

41.1 
43.0 

91.1 
54.4 
77.1 
52.3 
47.6 
63.8 
46.5 
75.8 
73.5 

20.4 
34.3 
38.1 

32.6 
34.0 
18.3 
55.8 
81.8 

- 

Total 

Catch 

34,225 
32,849 
35,813 

1,002 
1,974 

10,100 
5,700 

10,500 
11,100 
12,400 
21,500 
12,700 
9,900 
20,000 

3,164 
6,091 
7,556 

1,451 
9,391 
24,285 
20,488 
20,625 

100 
100 
100 

100 
100 

100 
100 
100 
100 
100 
100 
100 
100 
100 

100 
100 
100 

100 
100 
100 
100 
100 

- 
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Coast-Senegalese (FIS) baitboats and seiners  
a r e  shown in Figure 3 (Anonymous, 1972) .  
Fish caught by the American seiners  a r e  
comparable insize tofishcaught by FIS large 
seiners  (> 400 metric tons capacity). They 
a r e  different f rom sizes  of fish caught by FIS 
baitboats and small  seiners  ( 4 4 0 0  metric 
tons capacity). The large seiners  caught 
larger  fish than the small  seiners  and bait- 
boats. The reason is that large seiners  use 
a larger  and deeper net that catches the 
large, deep-swimming individuals of a school 
that fishing gears  of small  seiners or bait- 
boats cannot catch. 

Skipjack Tuna 

The skipjack tunaresource of the Atlantic 
Ocean is considered t o  be large and under- 

exploited(FAO,1968). Inthe period 1965-71,  
the total annual catch averaged around 52,200 
metric tons. The annual Americancatch 
prior to  1970 was under 5,000 metric  tons. 
In 1970, the catch increased substantially to  
11,400 metrictons, and to  16,900 metr ic  tons 
in 1971. A s  with the American Atlantic 
catch of yellowfin tuna, most of the Ameri- 
can Atlantic catch of skipjack tuna since 
1966 has been from the eastern tropical 
region. 

In American landings, the species mix- 
ture has changed from predominately yel- 
lowfin tuna in the 1 9 6 0 s  to  skipjack tuna 
in the 1 9 7 0 s  (Table 2).  This shift does not 
appear t o  be as pronounced in catches of 
other fleets that fished in eastern tropical 
Atlantic, 

Table 6. Average catch rate (metric tonsjday's fishing) of yellowfin and 
skipjack tuna for American purse seiners (1967-71) and French- 

Ivory Coast-Senegalese (FIS) purse seiners and baitboats (1969-71). 
The maximum catch rates are underlined 

Month 

January 

February 

March 

April 

May 

June 

J d Y  

August 

September 

October 

November 

December 

American 
seiner 

- 
- 

- 
- 

0.72 

3.96 

4.13 

10.11 

6.64 

4.76 

6.94 

0 

- 

Yellowfin 
E 

seiner 

3.91 

2.17 

2.74 

1.07 

2.01 

6.24 

3.38 

4.16 

4.11 

2.56 

1.08 

2.07 

j 

baitboat 

1.63 

1 .40  

0.97 

1 .20  

1 .13  

1.45 

1 .64  

1 .24  

1 .50  

1.24 

1 .14  

0.98 

- 

Skipi ack 

American I FIS 
seiner 1 seiner 

- 
- 
- 
- 

5.62 

6.16 

3.19 

6.93 

6.59 

7.00 

3.70 

0 

- 

1 1 .19  

0.89 

1.01 

1.24 

1 .95  

3.05 

2.07 

3.22 

1.57 

2.22 

5.46 - 
1 .48  

baitboat 

0.53 

0.31 

0.17 

0.40 

0.78 

0.49 

0.53 

0.76 

1.27 

1.37 

1.02 

0.67 

- 
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Fig. 4 - Total catch (metric tom) and catch rate (catch/day’r fishing), in parentheses, of yellowfh a d  skipjack NOU caught 
by American reinen in 1967-71 by 5” x 5” areas. 
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LIMITED FISFIING SEASON 

Although tuna vessels of other nations, 
France and Spain, for example, fish i n t h e  
eastern tropical Atlantic most of the year, 
the Americanfleet has fished there only dur-  
ing summer and fall (Table 3). The season 
for the American fleet is dictated largely by 
events in the eastern tropical Pacific. Most 
boats of the American fleet a r e  based in 
California. They fish the eastern tropical 
Pacific f rom January until the yellowfin tuna 
catchquota is reached (Joseph, 1970). Since 
the catch rates inthe eastern tropical Pacific 
a r e  high, there has not been any incentive for 
the American boats to  fish the more distant 
fishing grounds in the Atlantic before the 
close of the yellowfin season in the eastern 
Pacific. 

Thepeakseason (1967-71) for the Ameri- 
can f l e e t  has been August t o  November 
(Table 3). Peak season (1969-71) for the FIS 
fleet (baitboats and seiners) that fish year 
round has been summer and fall (Tables 4 
and 5). Therefore, it appears that the Ameri- 
can fleet is fishing during the period when 
yellowfin and skipjack tunas a r e  most avail- 
able in the a reas  presently being fished. 

FISHING AREAS & CATCH RATES 

The catch and catch rate  for 1967-71 by 
5 O x  5'areas for the American fleet a r e  
shown in Figure 4. The distribution of catches 
indicates that yellowfin and skipjack tunas 
a r e  caught close inshore; most of the catch 
is made in  the Gulf of Guinea, In 1971, a 
substantial amount of skipjack tuna also w a s  
caught off Angola. That w a s  the f i rs t  year in 
which the American f l e e t  fished heavily 
(about 711 day's fishing) off Angola (south of 
100s) ;  all its effort w a s  concentrated in 
September and October. The results,  there- 
fore, cannut be judged at this time as typical 
for  areas off Angola. 

The catch ra tes  for 5O x 5O a reas  range 
f rom 0-34 metric tons/day's fishing for yel- 

lowfin tuna and 0-39 metric tons/day's fish- 
ing for skipjack tuna. The higher ra tes  gen- 
erally a r e  associated with areas of low fishing 
effort. However, for some areas,  such a s  off 
Angolainl971 and off the Ivory Coast in  1969, 
the catch rate  w a s  high even when the fishing 
effort was high. 

Discussion 

There is some evidence - -decreasing catch 
perunit  of effort with increase in effort, and 
smaller average s izes  of fish in the catch-- 
that suggests that the total catch of yellowfin 
tunafrom the eastern tropical Atlantic would 
not increase appreciably if fishing effort is 
increased within the a reas  presently fished 
by each type of vessel  (Anonymous, 1972). 
However, if the distribution of yellowfin tuna 
in the Atlantic is similar t o  that in the Pa- 
cific, the catch might presumably increase 
if  the surface fishery (baitboats and seiners) 
is extended farther offshore into a r e a s  p re s -  
ently fished only by longliners. 

From the point of fishing strategy of the 
American fleet, the question might be raised 
whether extending the fishing season would 
result is an appreciable increase in the fleet 's  
catch and catch rate. Results for the FIS 
fleet suggest that this is possible (Tables 4 
and 5). Most of the French catch of yellow- 
fin and skipjack tunas a r e  made during June 
to  January, and the catch ra tes  are relative- 
ly high (Table 6). On the other hand, the 
American catch and effort a r e  concentrated 
in August t o  November. Thus;if the Ameri- 
can fleet extends i ts  fishing season into De- 
cember and January, the fleet 's total catch 
and catch rate  probably would be increased. 
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