SPOTTED RATFISH

History of the Fishery

The spotted ratfish or chimacra (Hydrolagus colliei) is
presently not uscd commercially in California, and probably is
caten only rarcly on the occasions when it is caught by
recreational fishermen. However, fillets of chimacra have re-
cently been imported into California, probably from Argentina
and Chilc. and have been sold in restaurants as well as fish
markets. Chimacras, called "ghostsharks® in New Zealand
where the fillets arc sometimes marketed as “pear fillets,” have
been eaten there as well as in South Africa for many years.
Chimacras are also used as food in China, but no information is
available on the amount consumed. The Jarge liver also yiclds
an all-purpose oil of good quality, which has been used as an
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extcrnal and internal medication as well as a lubricant. Spotted
ratfish s commonly taken in trawl nets, and may represent a
sizable underutilized resource in California. Total world land-
ings arc on the order of 3,000-4.000 tons annually, primarily in
New Zealand, Chile, and Argentina.

Spoticd ratfish arc commonly found in the bycatch of
bottom trawi nets. They are also caught by baited hooks that arc
fished ncar or on the bottom, and in bottom sct gill nets.

Spotted ratfish or chimacra. Hydrolagus colliei.

Status of Biological Knowledge

Thespottedratfishis an extraordinary fish, withasilvery to
bronze body datted with numerous white spots, and a smooth,
scalcless skin ofien having a metallic cast. Large groen cycs are
sct in a head that rescmbles that of a rabbit. The strong dorsal
spinc contains a venom which, though not Icthal, can causc
scvere pain. Chimacras arc similar to sharks in having a
cartilaginous rather than bony skelcton,

Found from western Alaska to the tip of Baja California,
and in the northern part of the Guif of California, it is common
in depths from 1,000 to 1,300 fcet in spring. It is a bottom
dweller, and occurs in shallow watcrs in the northern extremes
of its range. but has been found as deep as 3,000 fect.

Studics which usc marks on vertebrac and spines have not
been successful in estimating the age of ratfish, nor have those
which usc cye lens weights and body length modes. Femalcs
apparently grow to a larger sizc than malcs. In onc collection of
448 ratfish, no malcs were as long as 20.4 inches, while ten
females were between 20.4 and 21 inches. The largest recorded
length is 38 inches.

Some females are mature at a length of 18 inches, whilc all
arc maturce by the time they are 20 inches long, Fertilization is
intcrnal. Malcs have two hooked clasping organs in front of the
pelvic fins and, like malc sharks, arc equipped with a pair of
claspers which arc used to transfer sperm capsules into females.

The female lays Jcathery cgg cases which are five 1o six
inches long and arc widc at oncend and narrowly tapered at the
other, which sticks into the mud bottom. Egg-laying usually
occurs in spring and summer, but some females and most males
arc reproductively active throughout the ycar. Egg capsules are
probably laid in pairs, and it is possible that fertilization of a
sccond pair of cggs may follow soon after the first pair is
rclcased, and that those are relcased soon thercafier.

The teeth of ratfish arc arranged in three pairs of large flat
plates, two pairs in the upper jaw and one pair in the lower.
Feeding habits reflect an opportunistic nature, and the dict
includes clams, snails, shrimps, nudibranchs, annclid and
polychactc worms, coclenterates, amphipods. small fishes, and
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heart urchins. Many large fishes such as lingeod, rockfish, and
halibut. as well as scveral specics of sharks and marine mam-
mals, probably cat ratfish.

Spotted ratfish in the Guif of California apparently migrate
scasonally. but this may be duc to special hydrographic condi-
tons within the Gulf and may not be indicative of distribution
patterns clscwhere.

Status of Population

Nothing is known about the size of the population of
spotted ratfish. The specics has never been purposcly sought in
California, but is caught regudarly by fishcrmen targeting other
specics. Spotted ratfish are common in relatively shallow
smooth bottom grounds where trawlers work, and are also
found in rocky arcas. Since they are not gregarious, it is rarc 0
catch them in large numbers. Fecundity is low and, like sharks,
chimacrasare probably morc susceptiblc tooverfishing than are
bony fishes, which produce a large number of offspring.

Susumu Kato
National Marine Fisherics Service
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