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The American eastern tropical 
Atlantic tun a flee t records its 
second highest total catch . 

Participation by Panamanian and U.S. 
Seiners in 1972 Tuna Fishery of 
the Eastern Tropical Atlantic 

GARY T. SAKAGAWA 

ABSTRACT 

American participation ill the 1972 eastern tropical Atlantic tllllll fis hery i.1 
re\'iewed. For the American fleet (Panam anian and U. S. seiners) th e 1972 season 
was SlIccessful in terms ot to tal ca tch of 24,200 metric to ns of tlilla , second h igh­
est recorded (highest was the 1969 catch of 24,300 m etric tom ) since significant 
numbers of American ('esse ls firs t part icipated in the fis hery in 1967. Catches. 
catch rates. fishing areas, and sizes of ye llow fi n and skipjack I/In(ls caugh t hy the 
American fleet in 1972 are discussed . 

INTRODUCTION 

From April through November 
1972, 33 American purse seiners ' 
fished off west Africa between la t. 
30 0 N and lat. 20 0 S and east of lo ng. 
25 Ow (the eastern tropi cal Atl anti c). 
A total of 12,000 metric tons of ye ll ow­
fin tuna (Thlllll111S albacares) a nd 
12,200 metric tons of sk ipjack tuna 
(KCllsuwonus pelamis) we re caught 
in 3,700 vessel-days of fi shin g. T he 
total American catch (ye ll owfi n a nd 
ski pjack) from the easte rn tropical 
A tl'antic was 18 percent and fis hin g 
effort was 128 percent greate r than 
in 1971. The number of boats, tota l 
fis hin g effort , and length of the season 
were th e highes t recorded fo r th e fleet 

IAmerican purse sei ners refer to vessels 
flYing the flags of Canada. Panama. or the 
United States. In 1972 no Canadian sei ners 
partic ipated In the eastern tropica l Atlanti c 
tun a fishery . Th e 1972 American fleet c o nsisted 
o f 32 Class 6 vessels (greate r than 363 metric 
to ns capacity) and one Class 3 vess el (92·181 
metric tons capaci ty). 

since 1967 wh en significant numbers 
of Ame rican vessel s first participated 
in th e eastern tropical Atlantic tuna 
fi shery (Sakagawa and Le narz. 19n ). 
A review of the American pa rtici pation 
in the 1972 fi shery is pre ented in this 
repo rt. 

TOTAL ATLANTIC CATCH 
OF YELLOWFIN AND 
SKIPJACK TUNAS 

Preliminary catch statisti cs, whi ch 
include principally a ll signi ficant 
catches except th at of the T aiwanese 
longline flee t , indica te that the total 
Atlantic catch (all fleets) of ye ll owfin 
tuna in 1972 will exceed th e 1971 
catch and probably a lso exceed the 
all-time hi gh of 92,400 metric to ns, 
which was recorded in 1969 (Figure 
I) . The increase in the 1972 yell ow­
fin catch occurred prim aril y in th e 
surface fis hery with the American con­
tribution showin g improve me nt from 
a dow nwa rd trend which began in 
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1970 (Sakagawa a nd Lenarz , 1972). 
The total Atlantic catch (a ll fleets) 

of kipjack tun a, n the o th er ha nd , 
decreased 18 percent in 1972 from a n 
all -time high of 86,500 metric to ns 
in 1971 (Figure I) . In the American 
total catch, skipjack a nd ye ll owfin 
tuna contributed about equally, based 
on weight. This was markedly dif­
ferent from the 79 percent skipjack-
2 I percent yellowfin compo ition of 
the 197 I American catch (Sakagawa 
and Lenarz , 19n). 

MONTHLY CATCHES 
AND CATCH RATES 
IN THE EASTERN 
TROPICAL ATLANTIC 

The year 19n wa the first in 
which the American purse eine fleet 
entered the eastern tropical Atlantic 
fishery as early a April. This early 
entry was largely due to the record 
early closing (5 March 1972) of the 
eastern tropical P acific yellowfin tuna 
fishery (lATTC , 1973). Most of the 
33 American vessels participating in 
the Atlantic fis hery had been in the 
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Figure 1.-Total catch 01 yellowlin and skip­
jack tunas in the Allantic Ocean--all fisheries. 
1972 ligures are pretiminary and incomplete . 
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Figure 2.-Cumulatlve calch of yellow!ln and 
sklplack lunas by Ihe American fleel in Ihe 
easlern Iroplcal Atlantic , 1970-72 . 

Pacific yel lowfin fi hery ju t before 
and when it closed. The amou nt of 

effort expended by the Amer ican 
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Figure 3.-Monthly calch rates of American 
.elner. i n the ea.lern tropical Atlantic luna 
fI.hery , 1970-72. 

Aeet in April. howe\cr . v.a\ too ,mali 
to be indicative of a\erage li,hlng 
conditions for that month . therefore. 

the catch and catch rate for rn I are 
not di cu sed in this report 
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Figure 4.--Annual catch , 'e. of A ., Can 
selner. n the ••• t.rn IfOp e-.al . '18" C tuna 
fishery , 1967·72 
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months, August-October. Fishin g fo r 
yellowfin tuna was good in May and 
August (6 . I metric tons/day\ fis hin g) 
and poor in September and November 
(1.5 metri c tons/day's fis hing F igure 
3). For the season as a whole the 
ca tch rate was 3.3 metric tons of 
yell owfin tuna/day' fishing, slightl y 
higher than the 197 I rate (Figure 4). 

The pattern of sk i pjack catches 
was nearly identical to that of 1970 
(Figure 2). About 70 percent of the 
total 1972 skipjack catch was made 
in August-October. Fishing for sk ip ­
jack was good in May (6.1 metric 
tons/da, 's fishing) and poor in 
November (1 .8 metric to n/day's 
fishing, Figure 3). ror the season as a 
whole the catch rate was 3.7 metric 
tons of skipjack tuna/day's fis hin g, 
well below the 1971 rate of 10.0 
metnc tons/day's fishing (Figure 4). 

"BEST" FISHING AREAS 
IN THE EASTERN 
TROPICAL ATLANTIC 

In Ma,-July 1972 the "be t" areas 
of fi hing, in terms of high catch rates 
(conSidering only 5° X 5° areas in 
which five or more fishing days 
were expended ina month l. for the 
American purse eine fleet were 
generally in the northern part of th e 
Gulf of Guinea for yellowfin tuna 
and off Portuguese Guinea for skip­
jack tuna (Figure 5). In August, high 
catch rates ""ere al 0 obtained in the 
northern part of the Gulf of Guinea. 
but the " best" fishing a rea was off 
Benguela . Angola (Ia t. 10 0S and long. 
10° E). "" here 9 7 metric tons of, ellow­
fin tuna/da)'s fishing a nd 17. I metric 
tons of skipjack tuna/day's fishing 

Table 1.-Areas of " best " fishing for American 
seiners , 1972. 

Month Yellow fin tuna SklPlack tuna 

Apr (Insufficient data) (Insufficient data) 
May Congo Congo 
June Ghana-Ivory Coast Portuguese GUinea 
July Gabon Portuguese GUlnea-

Sierra leone 
Aug Angola Ang ola 
Sept Angola Ghana-Ivory Coast 
Oct liberia-Sierra Angola. llberla-

Leone Sierra Leone 
Nov Canary Islands. liberia-Sierra l eone 

Llbena-Sle rra Leone 
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Figure 6.-length-frequency distributions of 
yellowfin tuna caught by American seiners in 
the eastern tropical Atlantic , 1972. 

were caught (Figure 3). In September. 
the fleet had overall poor fis hin g, but 
the " best" skipjack fi hing ""as off 
Angola (Ia t. 100S and lo ng . 10 0E). 
Ghana a nd the I vorl Coas t (lat. 0 ° a nd 
long . O° l. a nd "best" ye ll owfin fi hing. 
off Angola . A no rthwa rd shift in "best" 
fi hing grounds occurred in October 
and ovember. with the "bes t" fishing 
off Sierra Leo ne and Liberia (Iat. 5 ° 
and long. 15 OW) and as far north as 
the Canary I land (lat. 25 ° and long . 
15 ° W) . In October. there was a lso 
reasonably good fishing, especially for 
ye ll owfi n tuna. off Congo and Gabon 
(Iat. OOS a nd long. 5 ° E). A summary 
of the "bes t" fishing areas for th e 
A merican fleet by mo nth for 1972 is 
give n in Table I. 

In 1972 some fis hing effort was 
expended at considerable d ista nces 
offshore ( > 570 km) but no tunas were 
caugh t (Figure 5) . The amount of ef­
fort. howevever. was small (about I 
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percent of total) , so the resu lt may 
not be i ndicati ve of the area ' potential 
as a source of tuna for the urface 
fishery . More exploration is needed 
to determine whether the total yield 
of e pecially yellowfin tuna might be 
ubstanti a ll y increa ed if the urface 

fishery expanded it operations farther 
off ho re. as occurred in the eastern 
Pacific yc ll owfi n tuna fi hery (Jo eph, 
1970) . 

SIZE COMPOSITION OF CATCH 

Three age groups of yellowfin tuna 
were principall y caught b, the Amer­
ican purse sei ne fleet in 1972. About 
70 percent of the catch in number 
wa I-yea r-old fi h (35-70 cm). 24 per­
ce nt . 2-year-old fish (71-125 cm) and 
4 percent, 3-year-old fish ( 126-150 cm). 
Jul y through ovember were the be t 
months for catching I-year-old and 
2-year-old ye ll owfin tuna . and May. 
Augu t , and October were best for 
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Figure 7.-length-frequency distributions of 
skipjack tuna caught by American seiners in the 
easte rn trop ical Atlantic , 1972. 



ca tch ing 3-year-old fis h (F igure 6). 
T he a ve rage length of Je ll o~ fi n tu na 
in th e to ta l Ame rican catch was 70 cm. 

onsiderab ly more ski pjad. tu na 
in nu mber tha n ye ll o~fi n tun a were 
caught in 1972 (5.3 mi ll ion h.ipjack 
\ersu 1.1 million yello~fin). \­

ploitauon \\a principally on the 
young-of-the-year (in the ize range of 
32-55 cm). but ~ome I-year-old ~h.ip­

jach. (about 65 cm long) ~ere also 
caught (FIgure 7l. The average length 
of sh.lpJach. tuna in the American 
catch \\a 49 cm. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF RESULTS 

In 1972 . the I nternational om-
mi Ion for the onsenatlon of t-
lantlc Tuna (I T) adopted a 
minimum Ize limit of 3.2 h.g (5:- cm) 
for yello\\fin tuna \\Ith a pr \1 Ion 
that I nCl(jental catche of yellow fin 
tuna belo~ thl~ minimum Ize hould 

not e\ceed 15 percent of the total 
ellowfin catch by number. Thl~ 

regulation \va ~Iated to begin In 1973. 
and. therefore . did not affect the 1972 
fishery. If uch a regulation had been 
enforced In 1972. a much a per­
cent. or about 1.000 metric tons . of 
yellowfin caught by the mencan 

flee t in that year cou ld no t have been 
landed. 

Although fishing effort of the 
American !leet increa~ed 106 percent 
in 1972 over that of 1969. the year 
of the largest American catch of 
yel lowfin tuna (Figure I). the ye llow­
fin catch decreased 39 percent. The 
catch rate of yellowfin tuna a l 0 

decrea~ed from I I metric tons/day's 
fi hing to 3 metric ton /day' fi . hing 
(Figure 4). and the average length of 
yello~ fin in the catch decreased from 
122 to 70 cm. Probable cause for 
thi are: \'ariable recruitment strength. 
e.g .. 2-year-old were the d minant 
age group in 1969 and I-year-old in 
1972 : sh i ft i n ~patial-temporal dis­
tribution of fi hing effort. e.g .. i>ince 
1970 the fleet ha concentrated its 
eff rt off ngol a dunng a major 

part. eptember and Octobcr. of the 
sea,on. change In a\allability and/or 

abundancc of sh.lpJach. tuna. e.g .. 
4.40() metric tons or I t-l percent of the 
LOtal 1969 catch and 12 . 100 mctric 
tons or 50 percent of the total 1972 
catch ~a~ ~h.lpjach. tuna. fhhermcn 
a\oldlng thc capture of large fhh In 
1972 becau e 01 their high mercury 
content. or the actual abundance of 

yellowfin tu na decrea ed in 1972 with­
in the geographic boundaries where 
the surface fishery operates. 
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