FISHERIES MANAGEMENT

Deep-sea Finfish Fisheries: Lessons

from History

By Jon A. Moore

ABSTRACT

Recently, the depletion and increased regulation of shallow-water fishery resources have generat-
ed greater interest in the potential of deepwater fisheries. Smaller-scale fisheries for deep-sea ani-
mals have been conducted in certain locations around the world for more than a century, but large-
scale commercial deepwater fisheries are a more recent phenomenon. An examination of past and
current deepwater fisheries shows what we can expect from the development of new fisheries tar-
geting unexploited deep-sea resources. Previous deepwater fisheries exhibit a pattern of rapid
development, depletion of the resource, and very slow recovery. If future deepwater fisheries are
to avoid this fate, development of new fisheries will require a better understanding of the re-
source, its relationship to the environment, and a precautionary approach to resource management.

cientists have long been
- interested in fishes of the

deep sea, but only within
. the last few decades have
fishers and fishery managers
become aware of the potential or
need for developing larger-scale
commercial fisheries for deepwater
resources. Deepwater finfish fish-
eries are usually conducted with
trawl or longline gear, although a
few deep-sea fisheries have devel-
oped using traps or gill nets
(Duthie and Marsden 1995). These
fisheries capture fishes that typical-
ly live at depths of 200-1,500 m,
generally along the continental
slope or around seamounts. The
purpose of this paper is to review
past and current deepwater fish-
eries to identify common patterns
in development and discuss the
implications of these patterns as
they pertain to development of
future deepwater fisheries.

Until recently, shallow-water

fishery resources were so plentiful
and accessible that few people con-

ducted fisheries for deep-sea fishes.

Traditional deepwater fisheries did
develop, in some cases more than a
century ago, near oceanic islands
with steeply plunging slopes. Such
fisheries are still found in Madeira
(Leite 1989), the Comoro Islands

(Stobbs and Bruton 1991), Hawaii
(Haight et al. 1993), Polynesia (Mer-
rett and Haedrich 1997), and the
Japanese Archipelago (Seki and
Tagami 1986). These fisheries typi-
cally consist of handline or longline
operations from small boats and are
labor-intensive.

With the worldwide depletions
of shallow-water fisheries during
the last few decades (FAO 1997)
and the recent economic successes
of certain commercial deep-sea fish-
eries [e.g., New Zealand and Aus-
tralian fisheries for orange roughy
(Hoplostethus atlanticus)], deep-liv-
ing resources are receiving much
more consideration. Many coun-
tries are exploring the potential for
fisheries at greater depths [e.g.,
Canada (Pohle et al. 1992); many
European countries (ICES 1995,
1996, 1998); Australia (Newton and
Klaer 1991); India (Devaraj 1996);
Falkland Islands (Coggan et al.
1996); South Africa (Anonymous
1997a); and Namibia (Anonymous
1998)]. Most countries have concen-
trated their efforts on deepwater
demersal fishes (Anonymous 1997b;
Merrett and Haedrich 1997) so, con-
sequently, this paper primarily will
discuss demersal fisheries, but a
brief mention of deepwater pelagic
fisheries is merited.
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Historical perspective on
deep-sea fishing in
Canadian and U.S. waters

The U.S. Fish Commission
(USFC), an early progenitor to the
National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMFS), conducted exploratory
trawling for shallow-water and
deep-sea fishes along the U.S. East
Coast starting in the 1870s, and
later along the West Coast and
around U.S. territories in the Pacific
during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century. From those ini-
tial studies George Goode and asso-
ciates produced two monumental
works, The Fisheries and Fishery
Industries of the United States (Goode
1884-1887) and Oceanic Ichthyology
(Goode and Bean 1895). The former
publication did much to promote
fisheries in the United States, but
made little mention of any fishing
below 200 m. As Goode (1884:177)
stated in reference to one deeper-
dwelling species, “it is hardly to be
expected that, with the present sup-
ply of excellent food-fish to be
obtained [in shallow waters] at so
much smaller expense, our fisher-
men will take the pains to go in
search of it.” Although the latter
work (Goode and Bean 1895) was a
substantial contribution to scientif-
ic knowledge of the deep-sea fish
faunas, it also did not inspire
much development of commercial
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