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THE JAPANESE ALBACORE FISHERY OF THE NORTH CENTRAL PACIFIC

By W. G. Campen, Translator,
and
B. M. Shimada, Fishery Research Biologist

Recent developments have focused a renewed intercst on Japan-
ese activities in the Albacore fishery in the area north of lMidway
Island. On September 19, 1949, a SCAP directive granted the Jaoan—
ese permission to extend thelr fishing grounds eastward to 180° east
longitude between 24° and 40° north. That the Japanese were ready
and anxious to take immediate advantage of this opportunity to re-
turn to one of their most promising prewar fishing grounds is evi-
denced by reports that vessels shortly therecafter returned to Javan
with sizeable fares of Albacore from the newly-opened area. A pro-
bable reason for the Japanese' eagerness to exploit these albacore
grounds is revealed in a news story of September 25 which reported
the shipment of 1,20C tons of frozen Albacore from Japan to West
Coast camners.

l/ The information upon which this article is based was drawn
from a number of Japanese sources, the most important being
the reports of the Fisheries Bureau of the Ministry of
Agriculture and Forestry covering the Albacorz explorations
of 1938 and 1939, the report of the conference on the Alba-
core fishery held under the auspices of the Society for the
Promotion of Marine Fisheries in 1936, as.published in the
magazine Oceanic Fisheries Kaiyo Gyogyo, No. 4, 1936, and a
manuscript history of the Japanese offshore fisheries com-
piled by a group of Japanese fisheries experts for the
Fisheries Division of SCAP.

Note: This material originally appeared in the Pacific

Fisherman and is reproduced by permission of the
Editor.
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Fig. l--Area covered by Japaicse Albacore explorations prior to the war. The solid line encloses the
survey area sel up by the Japanese government, The dotted line encloses that portion of the
area which has oeen reopened to Japanese exploitation by a recent SCAP directive. The track
is that of an exploring cruise made by the Fuji Maru in the summer of 1938.
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Fig,2--An example of Japanese longline gear used in Albacore fishing. This particular basket of line,
fished by the Mie Maru in 1939, had a trunk line 150 fathoms in length which carried 11 branch
lines (not all of them shown in the sketch), each with one hook. The eight short branches were

primarily designed to catch Albacore, while the three longer branches caught Big-Eyed tuna, mar-
lin and shark. ;



The area north of Midwgy was the scene of one of Japan's most
impressive efforts at fisheries development in the years immediately
preceding the war. Faced with a need of foreign exchange and a fall-
ing off of the Albacore catch from coastal waters, the Japanese gov-
ernment heavily subsidized the exploration of new fishing grounds in
an ambitious program which, in point of vessels and personnel invol-
ved, is without parallel on the eastern side of the Pacific. The
historical background of these developments makes an interesting
study of the way in which national tastes and eating habits can in-
fluence the growth of a great international fishery.

JAPANESE VALUED ALBACORE ONLY FOR EXPORT MARKET

The Albacore has, of course, been known to the Japanese for
many years, probably ever since they first began to fish for Skip-
Jjack, but it was regarded by them until rather recent times as a
worthless fish, or even as a nuisance. The Japanese consume the
greater part of their tuna catch either in the form of raw fish,
for which the larger species such as the Bluefin tuna, Big-Eyed tuna,
and Yellowfin are favored, or in the form of dried fish-sticks, which
are produced almost exclusively from Skipjack, Albacore, with its
pale soft flesh, is not esteecmed as raw fish nor does it lend itself
to the manufacture of a good dried product. The Japanese, moreover,
believed that the Albacore was varticularly adept at stealing bait
from longline hooks, and one of the common names for it was esatori
or "bait-taker." A certain amount of Albacore was caught, however.
by skipjack boats fishing with live bait off the coasts of the main
Japanese islands, and during the R0s the Japanese discovered that
canned Albacore was very favorably received in foreign markets.
particularly in the United States. From that time until the out-
break of the war the fishery underwent a rapid development, the
catch at all times being regarded primarily as an article for ex-
port.

TWO DISTRICT FISHURIES DEVELOPED FOR ALBACORE

As the Japanese Albacore fishery developed during the '30s
it had two quite separate aspects. There was a summer fishery
which was primarily carried on by live-bait boats operating within
500 miles of the coast of Honshu, and an offshore winter fishery
by longline 2/ vessels which fished up to 1,700 miles east of
northeastern Japane.

g/ The longline method of fishing is an exclusively Japanese
development for fishing subsurface levels which has been applied
profitably to the Albacore industry. The gear consists basically
of long cotton lines which are suspended at various depths by means
of surface floats. A number of baited hooks are hung from this main
line, and the number of hooks used and their spacing are governed by
the depths fished and the species sought.
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The sumner Albacore fishery mowved northward along the Japanese
coast with the Sldipjack fishery, but the catch tended to be con-
centrated in the spring months when the Ski“j ¢k fishing had not
yet got into full swing. The Albacore fishery did not extend as
far north as the Skipjack fishing grounds off northeastern Japan,
where the greater nart of the Japsncce Skipjack catch is taken,
and in any case there appears to have been & tendency for the
fishermen to abandon Albecore fishing as soon as the Skipjack
beczme more abundant. On the winter grounds in mid-Pacific, the
centers of fishing activity for Albaccre secmed to progress from
north to south during the scason. This fact gave rise to the
hyrpothesis that there was actually a great c*roulur mlgration of
fish in a clockrise dircction bebween szbout 24 and 44" north
latitu Some Japanese fisheries authorities believed, however,
that there vere threc separete Albacore populations which simply
nmoved north and scuth with scoson2) changes in the water tempera-
turss. Albacore ;*uundrr~“"p selisved to be lirited to tempera-
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The problems of the industry were gone into thoroughly, probable
reasons for the decline in the summer Albacore catch and the poor
quality of the winter catch were discussed, and the conclusion was
reached that the best way out of the difficulties in which the
fishery found itself would be to conduct exploratory fishing to
determine whether Albacore could be taken on the mid-Pacific
grounds in the summer as well as in winter. As a result of this
conference the Japanese govermment plamned a progrem under which
grants of funds would be made to prefectures which would permit
their large research vessels to tezke part in a coordinated ex-
ploratory expedition under the direction of the Ministry of Agri-
culture and Forestry. Invitations to participate were issued to
all of the prefcctures having an interest in the Albacore fishery
and detailed plans were drawn up specifying the items of expense
which would be paid by the central governmment and the conditions
of nrocedure and standards of performance which would have to be
met in order to qualify for subsidies.

SUBSIDIZED EXPLCRATORY IISHING

Eleven prefectures responded to the invitation and 11 vessels,
ranging in size from 104 to 269 tons, took part in the first program
of exploration from May 1 to September 30, 1938. The area covered
by the survey wag between 165 west longitude and 175° east longitude
and 28" and 44° north latitude. This was further subdivided into
three survey areas of equal extent, with three vessels assigned to
the easternmost area and four to each of the others. A total of 31
trips to the fishing grounds were made by the 11 varticipating ves-
sels, all but two of them making three cruises apiece. Longlines
were the principal gear employed although some surface fishing by
conventional pole and line methods was conducted, and a total of
308 stations were fished. During this expedition, 11 hooks were
used per basket of gear, a basket holding from 150-180 fathoms of
main line. The average anount of gear f{ished by one vessel, of
150 tons and upward, was 200 baskets or the equivalent of approx-
imately 30 miles of line. 3Bait used was salted sardines and frozen
mackerel and squid. The total catch of Albacore was only 3,773
fish, with some of the boats failing to catch even one of the long-—
finned tunae.

The overall average catch per 100 hooks fished per set by all
vessels during the whole exploration was 2.76 fish. In addition,
a considerable number of Big-Eyed tuna, marlin and shark were taken.
The catch of all of these vessels was sold on the open market in
Japan to help defray the expenses of the expedition. Rather ex-
tensive records of oceanogravhic data were teken at each station
fished, and the participating prefectures were required to submit
detailed reports covering all aspects of theilr vessels' operations
including days at sea, times fished, kind and value of catch,
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daily logs of fishing and oceanographic observations, and track
charts of each voyage. Subsidies paid by the central government
amounted to 171,500 yen, approximately $40,000 at the prewar rate
of exchange.

FISHING IN THE PATH TO BE I'OLLOWED IN WAR

The results of this first expedition did not seem very im-
pressive as far as the actual catch of Albacore is concerned.
lowever, the Japanese evidently considered them promising, or else
considered their need for new Albacore grounds a desperate one,
for in 1939 a second foray into the same area was made, this time
with the vessels of nine prefectures taking part. A similar ex-
pedition was also made in 1940, after which international develop—-
ments called a halt to further Japanese fishing expansion in the
Central Pacific. There has been some speculation as to whether
these operations may have had any military significance, and the
track charts of the voyages do show that some of the vessels
fished very close to Midwgy Island. The information on weather
and sea conditions which these vessels gathered may have been of
interest to the Japanese Navy, and the original reports were
classified, but the contents indicate only that the Japanese were,
in the years immediately preceding the outbreak of the war, in-
tensely interested in finding rich Albacore grounds in Hawaii's
backyard.
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