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The Atlantic Coast Surf 
Clam Fishery-1974 

JOHN W ROPES and GEORGE E. WARD, Jr. 

ABSTRACT -The 1974 surf clam fishery produced landings of 96.1 million pounds 
of meats, 14 8 million pounds more than In 1973. Landings at Virginia ports were 34 
percent higher than In 1973 and amounted to over half of the U. S. total. An increase 
In landings at Atlantic City, N J., contributed substantially to an increase in New 
Jersey landings and other ports showed more moderate gains or losses. 
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l.mlling ul urf cl.lm\, Spill/Ill \(JliJi,I
lima, .titlng the :\\Jddlc tlantIc Bight h;1\e 
tC.I(/II\ Innea cd IWIll the beglnnmg olthe 

In lderI da) II her) In I Y4 - untIl toda~ 

rhl re our.·c upplle, mo,t of the meat, for 
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of 9 yes e ls. as in 1973. made up lhe 
fi hing fl ee l in the Middle ll amic Bight. 
The Virginia fleel increa ed by I I to 32 

esse Is. Four ve 'eb \\ re ba ed at Chin
cOleague. 5 al 0)' ter , 3 at KiplOpeke. 19 at 

Cape hurles. and I at Lillie Cret:k . The 
DI\ ision of lallstics and larl-e t e\\'s ob
served that as many a .+2 es e ls used the 
Virginia pons al various limes . The addi
tional 10 vessels were migra11l s 10 the area 
from 1110re nonhern pons . 

The 1\l ar) land Ii ee l co n,j.,ted of 13 
\ e ~ se l,-4 Ie " than in 1973. Three \er) 
efficie 11l \ e",e l, landeu their calch In Dela
\\are. although their home pon \la, ape 
l'-I a)- Wlld\lood . IOla l of 44 \ e"e l, C )111 -
pn,ed tht: Ne \\ Jer"e ) fl ec l T\\ e11l) -1\\0 
\ e.,-,e l, were ba,eu at are lay -Wlld 
\\ ()od-~ f~\ler lhan In 1973: II at POint 
Pt..: ... ,anl-a decrea,e 01 2: :.l1ld 1 \ e"e l, 
,hilted to ll anl ic C11~ to Incre~"e lh ul !lee l 
10 I I The :"\ e\\ 'I (Irl.. fleet. ba,cd IlHl,tl) .11 

Table 1.-Surf clam vessels and landtngs by area (1973 - 74). 

Number of vessefs landings ,n m,llIons of Ib 

Jt:! c p'rt 

II()I{\I\IIO Ol R( ~ 

Area -'.1.:..97..:3 ____ 1974 1973 

Ch'ncoleague 10 
Norfolk Va 

Cape May-W'ldwOOd N J 
AllanJlC C,ly N J 
Lewes Del 
Ocean C'iy d 
Long ISland N Y 
PO,"I Pleas ani 

TOlal 

Includes one pan·lime clammer 
Inc udes one ba,1 clam vessel 
Includes two ba'i clam vessels 

'21 
30 

8 
2 

t17 

'7 
'13 
98 

'0 IS e S 0 338 m IOn pounos 0 ba'l 
TCi18 IS I ss 0 250 loon poundS 01 bs, 

32 
22 
II 
3 

'13 
'6 
II 

433 
125 
47 
66 
75 
32 
4 

98 ____ '819 

--- 1974 

582 
126 
64 
58 
54 
38 
35 

'957 
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Figure I .- Monthl) landings of surf clams at pons 
In Virginia. Maryland . Delaware . ew Jersey. and 
New York-1974 . 

Freeport. Long I land. decreased by I to a 
total of 6 ve se ls. Eight ves els quit c lam
ming. 2 ank . and 10 new vesse l were 
added t the total fl ee t in 1974. Thi re ulted 
in no net change in the number of vessels. 

Landings of96.0 million pound of meats 
were 14.8 million pounds ( 18 percenl) 
higher th an in 1973 (Tab le I) . Virginia land
ings increa ed from 43.3 to 58.2 million 
pounds, a total of 14.9 million pounds (34 
perce nl) ove r those reported for 1973. 

May 1977 

Month ly catches ranged from 3.1 to 6.0 
million pound and averaged 4.6 million 
pounds (Fig. I). Maryland landings of 5.4 
million pounds were lower than in 1973 by 
28 percent (2. 1 million pounds). Monthly 
catche ran ged from 0 .2 to 0.8 million 
pounds and averaged 0 .5 million pounds. 
Delaware landings of 5 .8 mi llion pound 
were 0.8 million pounds lower than in 1973 ; 
monthly catches ranged from 0.2 to 0.6 
mi llion pounds and averaged 0 .5 million 
pound . New Jer ey landings of 22.5 mil 
lion pounds were 1.2 million pounds (6 per
cent) hi gher than in 1973 . Ports of landing 
were at Cape May- Wildwood. Point Pleas
an t. and At lantic C it y. Landing at Cape 
May- Wildwood we re 0. 1 million pounds 
hi gher than in 1973. Thi port has supplied 
more th an half the New Jer ey landin gs 
since 1967 and its contribution was 56 per
ce nt ( 12 .6 milli o n po und s) in 1974 . 
Monthl y catches were from 0.4 to 2.1 mil 
lion pounds, averagi ng I . I mi llion pounds. 
Ves els at Point Plea ant landed 3.5 million 
pounds. The decrease at thi s port was 15 
percent (0.6 million pound ), averag ing 0.3 
million pound. Ves e ls at Atlantic Ci ty, 
however. landed 6.4 million pounds, a 36 
percent ( 1.7- million pound ) increase over 
1973. Monthl y landings were from 0 .3 to 
1.3 mi ll ion pound and averaged 0.5 million 
pound . The increase at Atl antic City more 
than compensated for the lower landing at 
Point Plea ant and contributed to the in
crea e in total New Jer ey landings. New 
York landing of 3.8 million pounds we re 
0.6 million pounds higher than in 1973. 
Monthl y landings were from 0 .2 to 0.4 mil 
lion pounds, averagi ng 0.3 million pounds. 

In summary, Virginia landings were 6 1 
percent of the 1974 total- New Jer ey 23 
percent. Maryland 6 percent , Delaware 6 
percent , and New York 4 percent. By con
tras t, 1973 landings by the respec tive tate 
were 53 percent, 26 percenl, 9 percent , 8 
percent , and 4 percent. 

FISHING STATISTICS 
FROM INTERVIEWS 

Interviews were obtained from vesse l 
captains monthl y throu ghout 1974 at Oys
ter, K iptopeke, and Cape Charle , Va .. and 
twice each month at Ocean City, Md . This 
ac tivity re ulted in 162 and 230 intervie w 
fo r the re pec ti ve tate. The Division of 
Stati tics, ational Marine Fi heries Ser
vice , NOAA, provided 128 interviews for 

the months of April, June, Jul y, and August 
in 1974 at Point Plea ant , .J . The records 
deri ved from these interviews included the 
fo ll owin g: locations of vesse l fishing opera
tion , bushels of clam taken during the 
fi shing trip , depths fi hed. hours pent 
fi hing, and ize compos ition of the catch. 

Figure 2 hows 2,250 quare nauti cal 
miles of ocean with inten it y of ve seloper
ation plotted on 5- X 5- nautica l-m il e area. 
Ves el from Virginia fi shed in 2 1 of the 
southernmo t areas; those from Maryland 
fi shed in 49 off the Delmarva Peninsul a; and 
tho e from New Jersey fi hed in 20 of the 
northernmo t areas. From I to 46 ve se ls 
operated in an area durin g the sampling 
period. The average numberof trips per area 
was 5, or 0 .2 trip per quare mile . As a sca le 
of intensity of fishing. < 0. 1 trip per quare 
mi le (1-2 trips per area) indicated light fi~h
ing ac tivity. 0. 1 to 0.6 trip per quare mile 
(3- 15 trip per area) moderate fishing 
ac ti vity. > 0.6 trip per sq uare mile ( 16+ 
trips per area) heavy fi shing ac ti vi ty. The 
Virg ini a fl ee t conce ntra ted in a 525-
square-mile area , fished most intensely in a 
75-sq uare- mile area. moderately in a 225-
square-m ile area . and li ghtl y in a 225-
quare- mile ana. Mary land vesse l were 

di tributed in a 1.225-square-mile area, 
fished most inten ely in a 75-square-mile 
area, moderate ly in a 525- quare-mile area, 
and li ghtl y in a 625-square-mile area. ew 
Jersey vesse ls concenlrated in a 500-square
mile area. fi hed mos t inten se ly in a 
25-sq uare-m ile area. moderately in a 300-
square-mile area, and li ghtl y in a 175-
sq uare-m ile area . 

Ve els interviewed from Virginia fished 
at depths of 10.7 to 30.5 meter (35 to 100 
feet), averaging 20.1 meter (66 feet) ; from 
Maryland at depth of9 . 1 to 35. I meter (30 
to I 15 feet) . averaging 20 .7 meter (68 
feet); and from ew Jer ey at depths of 12 .2 
to 33 .5 meters (40 to 110 feet), averaging 
22.3 meters (73 feet) . Catch rates for Vir
ginia. Maryland , and ew Jer ey are hown 
in Figure 3. [n Virginia catch rate of more 
than 200 bu he rs per hour were reported at 2 
fi hing area. 100 to 199 bu hel per hour at 
5, 50 to 99 bushels per hour at 12, and 49 
bushels or [e at 2; the mean catch per hour 
in anyone area ranged from 8 to 682 bushel 
( [36 to 1[ ,594 pound) . In Mary[and the 
catch rate in 17 area averaged 25 to 49 
bushel per hour and were Ie than 25 
bu hel in the remaining 32 area . The mean 
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Figure 2 - The area and Intensit) of surf clam fishing b) the Point Pleasa nt . N.J .. Maryl and. and 
Virginia fleet in 1974 (based on 520 interviews) . 

catch per hour tn an} one area ranged from 3 
to 60 hw,hcl\ (51 to 1.020 pound,) . In ell. 

kr,c} Ihe LatLh late 1115 alea, <I\er<lged 25 
III ..\l) hu,hel, rCI hllur. In the rellldlning 15 

<lICd' thc L<lllh 1<lle <I\cr<lgcd Ie" Ihan 2~ 
hu,hel, rCI hoUt I he IllCitllliilLh reI' h,lur 
In .Ill) IInc alca 1;JIH!ed tnllll 6 tll"\2 hu,hel, 
(1{)2 to 71,,\ r,)ulld,) 

hgurc 4 ,hm\' thc meall ,hcli length, ttl 

be higher In ! ell. Jer,e) and ;vtaryland than 
In Vlrgtllia . The clal11, In all el,\, Jer\ey 
fhhing area, averaged (ner 170 mm (6 7 
inche,:) In Mar) land the mean ~hell length 
from..\ area, wa, over 170 mill. from 133 to 

170 mm (52 Inchl:' to 6 .7 IIlche,) In ..\..\ 
area,. and Ie." than 133 mm (5 2 IIlche ) In 
I area. In Virginia mean clam ,Ize In 1,,\ 
area, ranged lrom 133 to 170 mill and In 7 
area, v. a, le~, th n 133 mm 

In Virginia contlnuou,: fi,hlng lIl11e trip 

effort for the ve"el., Intervle\.\ ed ranged 
from 2.5 to 30 hour,: 1110nthl} average, 
were 6.0 to 12 .3 hour, (Fig . 5): and the 

annual average v. a,: . 9 hour~ per tnp. Land
Ing~ per trir were 23 t 3.700 bu,:hel (391 
to 62.900 pound of meat,). averaging 
1.1 9 bu,he" (:20.213 pounds) . Monthly 
mean catch rate,: per hour ranged from 10..\ 
bu,hel~ (1.76 pound,) to 22 bu,hel, 

(3,876 pounds). averaging 161 bu hel 
(2.737 pounds), up..\ I bu~helq697 pounds) 
from 1973 . Lo\\ trip landing . and effort. a~ 
in earlier year,. were often the re~ult of gear 
breakdol,\,n \\ hich curtailed normal fi~hing 

operations. Length, of clam ranged from 
97 to I mill (3 . to 7 . ..\ inche ). monthl) 
l11ean lengths ranged from 121 to 13 mill 
(..\ . to 5.4 inche ). averaging 132111111 (- .2 
in he ). down 3 mm (0.1 inches) from 
1973 . 

In Maryland day trip effort for the ve el ' 
interviewed ranged from 3 to 14 hour. 
monthly average ranged from 5.6 to 10. 1 
hour (Fig. 5), and the annual average wa 

. I hour . Landings per trip were 17 to 448 
bu hel (2 9 to 7.6 16 pound of meat ). 
averag ing 182 bu hel (3.094 pound ). 
Monthly mean catch rates per hour were 18 
bushel (306 pounds) to 37 bu hels (629 
pound), averag in g 23 bu hels (3 19 
pound ). up 1 bushel ( 17 pound) from 
1973. Lengths of clams ranged from 106 to 
192 111m (4.2 to 7.6 inche ), averaging 160 
mm (6.3 inches). Monthly mean lengths 
were consistentl y 150 111m or higher ( 150 to 
169 111111 or 5 .7 to 6.7 inches). indicating 
1110st clams were taken from off hore beds. 
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Thl' fleet ,I\eraged 0.3 more hour, of 
Ihhlng lime per trip In 197-+ than 197.3 anJ 
concentrateJ on nft,hnre bed, Falrl) ,wble 
catehe, re,ulted Imm Ii,hlng an area t\qce 
<I' large a' Ihal 01 Ihe fl eel' In I e\1 Jer,e) or 

" Irglnl'l. 
In el\ Jer,e). JJ) tnp effon lor the 

ve"el, Inlen iewed al Point Plea,ant ranged 
fro111 2.5 to l-l hour,: <1\ erage, for the 
1110nlh, of Apnl. June. Jul). and ugu,t 
ranged fr0111 8.5 to 9 .-l hour, (Fig 51. and 
the four monlh <1\ erage 1\ a, 9 I hour\ . 
Landing' per tnp \\ere 25 to 370 bu\heb 
(-l25 to 6.290 pound, of meat,). averaging 
192 bu,he l, (.3.26-l pound,). ~-1ean monthl) 
c::l tch rate\ per hour \\ere I to 2-l bu,hel, 
(.30610 -lOB pound,). a\'eraging 22 bu,hel\ 
<J7-l pound,) . Length, of clam ,,> ranged 
fmm 1-l5 to 226 mill (5.7 to 8.9 inche~). 
ave raging I 6 mm (7 . .3 inche') ' iVl onlhl) 
mean length, \\ere all 150 111111 or higher 
(167IoI9mmoro .6to7Alnche,).The\e 
catehe, were a ll from off..,hore bed, 

T AT OF TREND 
OF THE FISHERY 

The 96. 1 million pounds of wrl clam 
meat, landed in 197-l i\ the highe,t annual 
tota l 10 date. Thi, re,uited from an incrcm,e 
in effort on bed, off Ihe irginia coa,!. 
,imilar increa~e in 1973 1\ a~ reponed b) 
Rope,. 1errill. and Ward (197:) to be in 
re,pome to I) in rea\ed demand and 2) 
lOll er landing' from the coa,tal area f 
1aine through irglnia of o th er major 

e 111mercial clam, . weh a, the hard clam 
( I crcl'lIaria 11I('1'(,(,II£1ri£1). oft clam (AIm 

arellllrl<ll. and oeean quahog (ArCf/cli is 

/lIlIdleli I. Landlllg' of the,e 'pecle hm e 
been 10\\ ,ince I C)72 . In 197-l. landlllg of 
the three 'pecie ... amou11led 10 21 .2 million 
pound, of 111eat, or I percent (If the I 17 3 
million pound, of ela111 meat han e'ted 
fr\1111 the total re,oun.:e It I~ clear thaI the 
uri clam re,ouree I' ,u'talnlllg the bult.. of 

the demand for clam prnduch in the United 
tate, 

A larger re'ldent fleet oceupleJ \ Irglnla 

port, In 19 -llhan 1973 (32 \' 211. but the 
nU111ber of mlgranl \ e"e1 \\ a '111ailer ( 10 
" 20) and. III all. -l3 percenl of the total wrf 
clam fleet fhhed Virginia b d, In the re,pec
tile )ear, Intcn le\\ record, mdlcated lanJ
mg' per rnp Increa,ed In)111 an • .1\ erag > ,)! 

956 bu,hel, (16.252 pound, 01 111eat ) In 
Iq7J tl) 1.1 ,'9 bu hel, (20.~1J pl)und lin 
I q7-l and the 1110nthl) mean ' at ' h rate per 
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hour increa ed by 4 1 bu hel ' (697 p und ) 
from 120 bu hel (2.040 pounds) in 1973 . 
The fleet concentrated in a relative ly small 
area. mo t of which had been reported a the 
Virginia fi shing area in 1972 and 1973 . 
tern dredge vesse l , which can harvest 

greater quantities of clams than other ve -
-el (Ropes. 1972). increa ed from 6 to 13 at 

the Virginia port between 1972 and 1974. 
Ba ed on the average per ve se l catch of 3 
million pound per year (Rope s, 1972). the 
stern dredge essels m;t have accounted for 
67 perce nt (39 mil l ion pounds) of the 1974 

irgi nia landings. 

A smaller Mary land fleet (4 Ie s) landed 
2.1 million pounds fewer meat in 1974 than 
1973. In 1974 , operations expanded to in 
clude 500 more square miles of ocean: aver
aged 0.3 more hours fishing time: 9 more 
bu hel of clams per trip : and caught clams 
that averaged only I mm (.04 inch) mailer. 
Thi s sli ght increase in effort wa not 
sufficient to campen ate for the fewer ves
se ls. 

A smaller fleet (2 Ie s) at Poi nt Plea ant , 
.J .. landed 0.6 million pounds fewe r 

meal. in 1974 than 1973. In com paring in 
terview stati stic for 1974 w ith 1972 (none 
were a ai lab le for 1973). an eq ual amount 
of fishing area was occ upi ed, but the 
ground ~ ex tended more north and ~o uth and 
near h re areas were avoided in 1974. The 
fleet averageo 0.2 hour les\ fishing t ime and 

Table 2.-landings by state 
and distance from shore (data 
from W. E. Brey, Division of 
Statistics and Market News, 
National Marine Fisheries Ser
vice, NOAA). 

Siale 

New York 
New Jersey 
Delaware 
Maryland 
Virginia 

Total 

'Less ball. 

landings (millions 
oflb) by distance 

from shore 

0+ to 3 miles 
3 miles and over 

'38 0 
' 121 10.4 

0 58 
0 54 
5.5 52.7 

21 4 74.3 

caught an ave rage of 2 1 more bushels of 
c l am~ with a mean length 28 mm ( 1. 1 
inche ) larger than in 1972. The mean of 
158 mm (6.2 inches) reported for 1972 was 
the highest record at that time. The much 
larger 1974 size may be due to sampling 
bia , although the fleet concentrated on 
offshore bed of large clams. a is indicated 

by a higher average number of bushel s per 
horter day trip than in 1972. 

In 1974. landings from beds 0+ to 3 
mile of2 1A million pound were 22.4 per
cent of the annua l total : ew Jersey vessels 
took 56.5 perce nt of the to tal catch from 
in hore beds: Virginia vesse ls took 25.7 
percen t: and ew York ve e l ~ took 17.8 
percent (Tab le 2). A ll New York landings 

were from in hore bed. Inshore bed olT 
New Jersey contributed 12 . I mi llion pouno~ 
(53.8 percent) to that state'~ landings: 74. 
percent of these were from off Cape May
Wildwood: 24 .7 percent off tlantic Cit): 
and 0.5 percent off Point Pleasant. None 01 

the landings in Delaware and Maryland 
were from inshore stoc ks. A lthough Virgi n
ia ves els landed li ghtl y more than a 
quarter of the tota l inshore ca tch. the 5.5 
million pounds was only 9.5 percent of that 
state's total (52.8 million pound ). H igh 
catch rates on in hore beds are expected to 
result in landing from these stocks as high 
or higher in ubseq uent years. 
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