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GEAR AND TECHNIQUE OF THE
SEA BASS TRAP FISHERY IN THE CAROLINAS

By J. B. Rivers*
ABSTRACT

An increasing number of shrimpers along the Carolina Coasts have diversified fishing activities
by producing black sea bass (Centropristes striatus) in commercial quantities. Utilizing baited wire
traps similar to those used in the Chesapeake Bay crab fishery, two=man boats have made landings
ranging up to 6,300 pounds of salable fish. As a daytime fishery, 15 to 20 units of gear, each cone
sisting of a trap, polyethylene line and bamboo flag buoy, are fished along the 10 fathoms curve.
The catch, sold in the round, is handled by local dealers or trucked to northern markets and is com=
pletely dependent upon market supply and demand.

BACKGROUND

The end of the regular shrimp season along the North and South Carolina coasts of the

' United States marks the beginning of a long, unproductive lay-up for the small 35- to50-foot
shrimp vessels (Sundstrom 1957) and their crews. The larger vessels, if capable, generally
"move southward to the more productive grounds either off the coast of Florida in the Cape

' Kennedy and Key West areas, or into the Gulf of Mexico because those shrimp grounds have

- more to offer the shrimp fishermen than the coast of the Carolinas during the winter months.

In 1960, small vessels (35-45 feet) from various ports in the Carolinas began catching
sea bass (Centropristis striatus) with wire-mesh crab traps. Landings have steadily increased
‘since the beginning of the fishery so that the total produc-

2 § LI Black Sea Bass T Fish Landi i
| tion is now close to 2 million pounds (table). Nt e s i T
SEAS Year North Carolina South Carolina

ON 1964 240, 100 224,700
1963 197,563 264,000
The traps are set in depths of about 10 fathoms along |1962 304,033 261,000
the North and South Carolina coasts from the end of the iggé 3%:388 %g»ggg
‘shrimp season in early winter tothe start of the new shrimp |75 1,150,251 791,700

- season in the spring.

Winter weather conditions along that section of the coast constitute a major problem in
the fishery by limiting the number of fishing days. A combination of rough seas and small
\-essels does not provide safe and comfortable conditions, nor does it encourage the recruit-
iment of new personnel or vessels into this new fishery.

VESSELS USED

The vessels now used in the fishery range in size anddescriptionfrom the regular shrimp
vessels (fig. 1) and fancy 20-foot sport fishing boats, to a 110-foot World War II converted
1"escue vessel that operates as a charter fishing boat during the tourist season.

| 'All the shrimp vessels are equipped with a standard trawling winch, which they use for
| mechanically hauling the traps. The winch heads are somewhat inefficient. Modifications to

| increase their hauling speeds would increase the efficiency of the operation by reducing the

- hauling time of each unit.

Some of the vessels such as those previously engaged in sport.and party fishing have
" improvised hauling gear powered by small air-cooled gasoline engines. A small radial davit
at the railigg(fig. 2) with an open block facilitates quick and easy handling of the‘trap warp.
- *Fishery Methods and Equipment Specialist, Exploratory Fishing Station, U,.S. Bureau of Commercial Fisheries, St. Simons Island, Ga.
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Fig. 1 =« A South Carolina vessel, with fish traps and gear stacked

on the stern, preparing to depart for the fishing grounds, Fig. 2 = Hauling traps with a small davit and open block.

None of the vessels is equipped with radar, loran, or any of the newer electronic fish-
finding devices that incorporate the use of the "white line" or the cathode ray tube means of
presentation. Most of the vessels use echo-sounders with flashing-light bottom indicators.
Some are equipped with recorders that give a graphic presentation of the contour of the ocean
floor (fig. 3). Those recorders are more sensitive and register the slightest rise or inden-
tation, which usually indicates the most suitable bottom for catching fish,
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Fig. 3 = Depth~recorder tracings are intently observed as the ves= F e, S '
sel proceeds over or near the prospective areas to conduct the -~ i L
fishery. o it
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The principal gear used in this fishery gl ‘_jﬁ
is the Chesapeake Bay crab trap, similar 5L
to that described by Isaacson (1957). It can L
be purchased either completely assembled s
(current price $4) or in sections ($1.80)tobe = I
assembled by the fishermen. Associated Fig. 4 -Diagram of trap and associated gear which includes 3-inch
. ; diameter, 3-strand polyethylene line anachedwamukertuﬂy.

gear (fig. 4) includes a 3-inch diameter, 3
strand polyethylene line attached directly to the bottom of the trap and to the marker buoy.
The warp-scope ratio is 1.5 to 1 (i.e., 15 fathoms of warp in 10 fathoms of water). The mark-
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‘er buoy consists of a bamboo pole, 12 to 14 feet long, with flotation provided by a standard

* conical crab pot buoy with a hole drilled through the middle. The underwater end is embed-
ju',xded in a 1-quart plastic milk container filled with cement. This acts as a counterbalance and
" rnaintains the pole in an upright position for easier sighting and identification. Colored cloths
" that will not blend in with the sea and sky are used for flags. Some of the fishermen paint
‘rumbers on the flags to help them remember the sequence of their setting pattern. The shoal
‘¢ epths of the area fished, combined with only moderate currents, allow the traps to remain

s tationary on the bottom without anchors.

; FISHING OPERATION

i Since this is a daytime fishery, boats leave the dock in time to arrive on the grounds at
. sunrise for the fishing operation. The fishing area is generally selected fromthe results of
- the previous day's catches or from the captain's experience and knowledge of the fishery.

Ik During the run to the grounds, trap-baiting is completed; the baits are usually menhaden,
I herring, spot, croaker, or mullet. The most preferable choices are menhaden and herring.
Their oily meat appears to excrete a slick that attracts sea bass into the chamber of the trap.

ECHO-SOUNDER TRACINGS ON THE SEA BASS BOTTOM
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Fig, 5 = Depth=recorder tracings made during the fishing operation off the South Carolina coast. The type of machine that made this

tracing does not show indications of fish over the sea bed, but only the contour of the bottom.
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Reportedly, some fishermen have placed cans of catfood in their traps. The cans are punc-
tured with holes to permit the escapement of the contents, which attracts the fish towards,
and eventually into, the trap. The availability of fresh bait is dependent upon the sources of
supply in the various local areas, but frozen bait is readily available to the fishermen. The
current price for frozen bait in the South Carolina area is $6.18 a hundredweight.

Careful attention is paid to the depth-recorder (fig. 5) for indications of significant
changes in the topography of the sea floor. Whenever changes are registered, a test is made
of the area using rod and reel, or hand lines with baited hooks (fig. 6).
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Fig. 6 - Areas indicative of good catches are first tested with
baited hooks and lines prior to setting the traps.

Fig. 7 = Awaiting the signal from the captain, the striker stands
ready to set the trap.

After the boat is maneuvered over the selected spot, a signal is given to the striker and
setting begins (fig. 7). The setting pattern may take varied designs, either in a straight line
or in a circular plan, but each trap is set as a single unit. Regardless of the pattern, the
traps are set as close as possible to the most promising area selected from the results of
the hand-line test fishing. Rapidity and continuity of setting is maintained by the careful and
neat stacking of traps, buoy lines, and buoy (fig. 8). The gear is set without delay whenever
a productive area is located to get the maximum fishing time and to avoid drifting away from
a select area.

Fishing time ranges from 20 to 45 minutes
for each trap, depending upon the setting pat-
tern. The tighter or closer the pattern, then
less time is spent maneuvering; more time is
consumed in retrieving the gear when the pat-
tern is broader or spread out over a large area.

A 2-man vessel fishes an average of 15-20
traps a day. Larger vessels with 5-man crews
can work as many as 40 traps daily, and then at
night may move into the deeper water along the
edge of the Continental Shelf to hand line for
red snapper and grouper,

The most important requirement for suc-
cessful fishing is the captain's ability to locate
the most productive grounds with a minimum
loss of time. Grounds must be tested and gear
must be set and retrieved in the shortest peri-
od possible to maintain a high catch rate per
unit of fishing gear.
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Fig. 8 ~ Buoys and lines are carefully stacked with lines neatly
coiled to prevent fouling.
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Fig. 9 = A small catch of sea bass coming aboard. Incidental Fig. 10 = Fish are dumped on deck or into a box to be culled
catches of scup (porgy) or puffers are also included in the traps. prior to storage in the fish hold,

The optimum amount of time to keep the gear on the bottom is thought to be 15 to 20 min-
utes per trap, because once the bait is gone the effectiveness of the trap is greatly reduced.
It appears that sea bass in this area are attracted to the trap for food rather than shelter as
opposed to the situation in certain other trap fisheries where unbaited traps are successfully
utilized.

When the number of fish caught is temporarily reduced in an area, searches are made to
locate a new and more productive area. Again a captain's knowledge of the bottom topography
of an area adds to the effectiveness of the fishing operation.

After each trap is hauled (fig. 9), the fish are dumped into a box (fig. 10), and the gear is
stacked ready to be used again when needed. If the gear is to be reset the traps must be re-
baited.

The fishing gear method of operation is quite dissimilar to those of the older sea bass
fishery off the New Jersey coast. The season in that area extends from May to December
with June being the most productive month. The Jersey fishermen use the Jersey skiff, a
small (26-30") seaworthy boat, which has ample cockpit space for the handling of the gear. A
single-man boat sets and tends about 500 traps whereas a two-man boat maintains and oper-
ates up to 1,600 traps. Landings have ranged up to 5,000 and 6,000 pounds of black sea bass.
Where the Carolinians search for lumps and test fish with hand lines, the norther_n 11§}1ermen
seek out wrecks and rough bottom and rely on their electronic devices for the indication and
location of commercially significant catches of fish. Another major difference is tbat the
Jersey fishermen use unbaited wooden slat traps (Dumont and Sundstrom 1.961.), Tvluch are set
out in strings of 10 or 20 traps per line instead of singly. This technique is similar t? the
one employed by some of the New England lobstermen. Attempts to increase the trap's pro-
ductivity has led to some experimentation by the Jersey fishermen. These‘mclude using ei-
ther a mirror or a battery-powered light to attract the fish and lure them into the trap.
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SALE OF CATCH ' ‘

Daily catches have ranged up to 6,300 pounds of sea bass, but the financial success of .
trip depends entirely upon the market prices.

At sea the fish are stored in the same type wooden box that is used to pack shrimp f
shipment. A layer of crushed ice is spread on the bottom of the box; then the fish, and fina
another layer of crushed ice is spread over the fish to maintain the quality of the product.

Fish are sold in the round (not headed or gutted). They are handled locally or shipped to
the northern markets. No set price has been established, nor does the price stabilize itself
during the season. The fishermen are fully dependent upon the customers' demand and the
supply in the market, so the prices during a season have ranged from 4 to 40 cents a pound.
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NOVEMBER 1958 SUPPLEMENT OF COMMERCIAL FISHERIES REVIEW
STILL AVAILABLE

Copies of the November 1958 Supplement of the monthly periodical Com-
mercial Fisheries Review are still available. This supplement contains arti-
cles onthe nonsaponifiable fraction of menhaden oil; experimental studies to ex-
tend uses of menhaden oil in the leather industry; physical and chemical char-
acteristics of herring, menhaden, salmon, and tuna oils; chemical and nutritional
studies of fish oils; fish-oil research at the Seattle Fishery Technological Lab-
oratory of the U.S. Bureau of Commercial Fisheries; utilization of fish-oil de-
rivatives in ore flotation; oxidative deterioration of fish and fishery products;
oxidative enzymes in fish tissue.

Requests will be filled on a first-come first-served basis until supply is
exhausted. Write to: Fishery Market News Service, U. S. Bureau of Commer-
cial Fisheries, 1815 N. Fort Myer Dr., Rm. 510, Arlington, Va. 222089.

Created in 1849, the Department of the Interior—-a department of conservation—is concerned with the
management, conservation, and development of the Nation’s water, fish, wildlife, mineral, forest, and park
and recreational resources. It also has major responsibilities for Indian and Territorial affairs.

As the Nation’s principal conservation agency, the Department works to assure that nonrenewable
resources are developed and used wisely, that park and recreational resources are conserved for the future,

and that renewable resources meake their full contribution to the progress, prosperity, and security of the
United States--now and in the future.




