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JAPANESE LONGLINE FISHERY IN GULF OF ALASKA 

Jim H. Branson 

Since early 1964, Japanese longline ves
sels have maintained a fishery for sablefish 
in the Gulf of Alaska. This fishery remained 
stable at 8 ship s through the first 3 years. 
In1967,however, the number of ships jumped 
to 23, which made at least 30 trips. In 1968, 
the number was 21 s hip s and over 43 trips. 
The catch has increased from 4 million pounds 
annually in 1964 -66 to an estimated 20 million 
pounds in 1968. 

The gear used by the Japanese is capable 
of taking halibut. Only short distances sepa
rate their sablefish operations from some of 
the best halibut grounds in the North Pacific. 
For this rea son, these ships have bee n 
boarded and inspected, whenever possible, by 
Bureau of Commercial Fisheries personnel, 
acting under the authority of the International 
North Pacific Fisheries Convention. To date, 
only one ship has been found with hal i but 
aboard, and there is reason to believe those 
fish may have been taken in the Bering Sea . .!J 

Available information indicates the Fish
eries Agency of Japan did not 1 ice n s e any 
longliners to fish in the Gulf until September 
1967. Prior to that time, in fact, the Agency 
had pun ish e d some ships for fishing there 
without licenses. 

The typical Japanese lo n g lin e r works 
alone. It makes trips las tin g as long as 3 
months, dresses and freezes the catch as it 
comes aboard, and returns to Japan only when 
it has a full load. This may be as much as 300 
metric tons. The ve sse 1 s observed in the 
Gulf of Alaska have hailed from many differ
ent ports, and most are owned by small com
panies or individuals. 

The recent inc rea s e in the nUl"lber of 
Japanese ships in this fishery, some lew and 
apparently designed for fisbing in northern 
waters, may signify increased interest in the 
sablefishresource of the Gulf. To date, there 

appears to be little decrease in fishing suc
cess, which has been uniformly high since the 
fishery began. 

DEVELOPMEJ. TT OF THE FISHERY 

The first confirmed sighting of a Japanese 
longline vessel in the Gulf of Alaska was in 
April 1964, southwest of Unimak Island . By 
the end of 1964, 8 different s hip s had been 
sighted in the Gulf, some as far east as l\1id
dleton Island (long. 146 0 \\.). 

By i\Iarch 1965, Japanese longliners had 
extended their fishing to the waters off south 
eastern Alaska, as far east as long . 1350 \\ . 

Eight individual ve sse 1 s were identified in 
1965. 

The fishery did not expand in 1966; in fact , 
only 7 individual vessels were involved . The 
effort, however, shifted east again; almost 
all sightings were made east of Kodiak Is 
land, principally on ~Iiddleton and Chichagof 
grounds. 

In 1967, fishing effort more than doubled . 
Twenty-three boats were reported in the Gulf 
of Alaska and some made 2 or even 3 trips 
during the year. Fishing effort was still con
centrated east of Kodiak Island, the bulk on 
Middleton and Chichagof grounds . 

In 1968, 22 longliners were 1 ice n sed by 
the Japanese Fisheries Agency to fish i n t he 
Gulf of Alaska. At least 21 vessels made a 
total of over 43 trips. Fishing effort shift ed 
even further east: all but 7 expeditions con 
centrated on the Chichagof grounds . 

Observations of this fishery by BCF per
soenel over the past 4 years indicate t he catch 
is almost entirely s a b 1 e f i sh (Anoplopoma 
fimbria). There also are a small percentage 
of rockfishes (Sebastodes sp .) and an occ a 
sional halibut (Hippoglossus s t enol epis). 

Mr. Branson is Supervisory Fisheries Management Agent, BCF, Office of Enforcement and Surveillance Kodiak Alaska . 
YIn early Feb. 1969, a second Japanese longline fishing vessel 'Daiei Maru No. 85' was seized for vioiation of 'the Convention . The 

vessel was fishing in the eastern Gulf of Alaska and had halibut aboard. 
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Fisheries Management Agents have obs e r ved 
halibut on Japanese l ongline gear on only 2 
occasions since the fishe r y started in 1 964; 
in both cases, the fish we r e s h a ken off t he 
gear without being brought aboard. It appear s 
that only a very small percentage of the c atch 
will be halibut- -as long as fishing is confined 
to 200 fathoms or m o re , as almost all is . 

F ISHING GROUNDS AND METHODS 

Japanes e longline grounds in ·the Gulf of 
Alaska can be s eparated into 7 majo r areas 
(fig . 1). Thes e start in th e wes t a t approxi
mately long . 1650 W. with th e banks south of 
Unimak Pass , pr o g r es s eas t th rough the 
Shumagins , C hirikof , Kod i ak, Mid dIe ton, 
Yakutat , and end with Chic hagof a t about long. 
1350 W. All are a djace nt to, but outside 
(de epe r) , ext re m ely good h al i but grounds. 
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s lope to abyssal depths . The longliners gen
erally attempt to put their gear on this shelf. 

The gear used for sablefish in the Gulf is 
i dentic a l t o t hat used by the J apanese in their 
longline fishery for halibut in t he Bering Sea. 
Hooks, groundlines, etc ., are t he same size, 
and squid i s the preferred bait fo r bot h spe 
c ies . A u nit of gear, called a "set, " consi s t s 
of 80 t o 100 met ers of approximat e ly l~ -inch 
diameter groundline coiled in a flat wicker 
and ¥rass basket. Branch lines, or "gang
i ngs' in t he U. S. fisherman1s t e r m inol ogy, 
are s lightly l ess than 1 meter l on g; t hese are 
placed about 2 met e r s apart a long t he ground 
line, giving an average of 40 - 50 hooks t o t he 
basket. Two hun d red fifty t o 300 of t hese 
sets are tied together to compri se a " l ong
line" that may be 20 m iles l ong. 
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Fig. 1 - Major Japanese longline grounds in the Gulf of Alaska. 

The a verage dept h fi shed by the longliners 
has been 300 fathoms, a lthough gear has been 
observed as shallow as 150 fathoms and as 
deep as 550 fathoms . Th e line is set a long the 
contours of the bottom r ather than across, so 
most of a s e t will be at t he same a v era g e 
dept h . Throughout most of the 7 Gulf areas, 
there t e nds t o be a nar row shelf ranging from 
250 to 350 fathom s, bet ween t he break of the 
Continental Shelf a t 100 fat homs and the final 

The gear is set through an opening at or 
near the stern, while t he ship is underway at 
6 or 7 knots; the ends of the line are marked 
with buoyed flags and, usually, a radio trans 
mitter buoy. In addition, a buoyed flag may 
be attached every 100 baskets or sets , The 
ends of the mainline are anchored. A rock, 
about the size of a grapefruit, is placed at the 
junction of each set to hold the groundline on 
the bot tom. The gear is left to so a k for 
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around 5 hours and then picked over a power 
line hauler or "gurdy. " Hauling proceeds at 
about 3 miles or less per hour, so gear re
covery time runs from 6 to 8 hours . The line 
hauler is positioned on the main deck, usually 
on the s tar boa r d side just forward of the 
wheelhouse, along with the fish bins and clean
ing tables. 

The mechanics of the f ish i n g operation 
are basically the same as those used by U.S. 
and Canadian longline fishermen. However, 
be c au s e of the small units of gear and the 
use of baskets, etc., it wastes considerably 
more manpower. Instead of 6 -12 men aboard 
a comparable U.S. vessel, the Japanese ships 
average 26 -28 men. The Japanese boats are 
considerably 1 a r g e r than those used in the 
North American halibut fishery, ranging from 
120 to 185 feet. 

As the sablefish are brought aboard, they 
are he ad e d and eviscerated and put in flat 
metal trays that hold ap pro xi mat ely 40 
pounds. The loa de d trays are pIa c e d on 
shelves in an air -blast freezer usually lo
cated on the main deck underneath the wheel
house. The sharp freeze capacity of the ves
sels inspected has run from 6 to 12 metric 
tons per day. After 5-8 hours in the sharp 
freeze, the fish are knocked out of the trays 
in blocks and glazed. Then they are shifted 
to a refrigerated hold, w her e they remain 
until delivery in Japan, or transshipment to 
a refrigerated cargo ship. 

" 

VESSELS AND CATCHES 

All the s hip s in the Gulf of Alaska long 
line fishery have been standard Japanese 
longliners . These ships have engine, qu ar
ters, and pilot house aft, a large working deck 
run n in g from front of the wheelhouse fo r
ward, and equipped with one or more verti
cal shiv line haulers on the starboard side 
of the main deck, just forward of the super
structure. They have ranged from 120 to 185 
feet long and from 211 to 534 gross tons . All 
are equipped wit h refrigeration, and head, 
e vis c era t e, and freeze their catch on the 
grounds. Refrigerated -hold capacity var ies 
from 100 to over 300 metric tons . 

Until late 1966, all ships observed in the 
Gulf had open working decks . These make 
aerial observation of their catches reason 
ably easy. Infall 1966, however, a few ships 
arrived with co v ere d work spaces . These 
allow only the briefest glimpses of f ish in g 
operation from a patrol aircraft or ship . In 
1967, some new ships appeared to have this 
covered working deck as part of their origi 
nal construction, rather than as a later, tem
porary, additlOn. Presumably, the working 
deck on a Ion g 11 n e r is covered only for a 
northern fishery; open decks are preferable 
in the southern longline fishery for tuna and 
billfish. The appearance of 0 rig ina 1 con
struction aim e d solely at a northern water 
fishery may herald increased Japanese in 
terest in the longline fisheries of the North 
Pacific and Bering Sea. 

Fig. 2.- The longliner, 'Asahi Maru #7, I hauling gear in Gulf of Alaska. Typical of most longliners fish ing sablefish o ff Alaska: 
m~chmery and crew spaces are aft, sharp-freeze compartments underneath the wheelhouse, and open working deck. Built in 1963 , 
lt 15 192 gross tons, 128 feet 10n9, powered by a 6 cylinder slow-speed diesel, and has a crew o f 24 . The baiting shelter is visible 
on the stem; so is opening from which gear is set. 
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Fig. 3 - Typical deck arrangement for Japanese longliner working sablefish. The line is brought in through cut in bulwarks on star
board side. The fish are dressed on table on port side. Headed and gutted sablefish are visible in bin between #1 and #2 hatch. 
The rectangular metal freezer trays are visible stacked against break on foredeck. The pipe chute on portside leading aft is used to 
move baskets of longline gear aft to the baiting shed, where they are recoiled, baited, and reset. 

Fig. 4 - The gurdy operator watches Ion g 1 i n e as it com e s 
aboard over vertical hauling shiv. He gaffs fish and removes 
them from hook. The fisherman, right foreground, uses long 
bamboo pole with gaff hook on end to retrieve fish that may 
fall from gear as they break water. Crewman sitting directly 
behind gurdy coils skates or sets of the longline in a metal 
wash pan as they come over gurdy breaking each skate as it 
comes aboard. When he has one skate in wash pan, he dumps 
it into flat wicker baskets piled alongside him. Crew mem
ber with small gaff hook and basket is picking fish off deck, 
where they are dropped by gurdy operator. He moves them in 
basket to dressing tables on portside. 

Fig. 5 - The butchering table on portside with gear-return chute 
visible on left. Fish are headed, eviscerated, and washed with 
sea water. Thenthey go down chute on right side into tub full 
of circulating water. From there they go either to a temporary 
storage bin or directly into freezer pans. Crew member on ex
treme right is untangling at least 6 or 7 baskets of longline prob
ably fouled during setting operation. 
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Fig. 6 - The Japanese long liner.; dress fish by cutting off head and 
pectoral fins and then eviscerating Without making slit m belly. 
Fish washed and ready for freezing are m bm m foregound. 

Fig. 7 - Crew member.; bait longline gear with small pieces of 
squid. A 2-pound squid furnishes about 20 to 2S baits. Gear is 
set in opening, in background, by moving baskets down long 
wooden chute. A crew member turns baskets as they are being 
set, so hooks do not become tangled with gear by dragging 
across it. 

Judging from theIr r gistry numbers. the 
ships observed in the zulf over th_ past 5 
years have com ~ from at 1 as t 7 different 
pr fectures in Japan. Over 13 different own
ers have be'/1 identified, mostly small com
panies or in ividuals, although some larger 
compani s. such as IIokoku Suisan K . K •• have 
b en represented. 

1 he length of a single fishing trip varies 
from G to 12 weeks; the av rag is around g-
10 w eks . Traveling time between Japan and 
the grounds in the middle Gulf of Alaska is 
18 or 19 days . Pri r to 1968, there was no 
resupply of the longtin rs by support ships or 
other f ish i n g vessels . Recently, ho vever, 
the Japanese overnment has permitted both 
res u p ply and transshipment of the catch. 
Many fishing vessels take advantage of it to 
stay on the g r 0 un d s for extended periods. 

The average daily catch, according to cap
tains in t e r vie e d during the board 'ngs, 
ranges bet een 2 and 8 metric tons; the 
overall avera e is 4! metric tons. The size 
of the indi' al fish var' es from 2 ~ to over 
10 pounds. Ith the av rage around 6-8 
pounds. Tnere has been little or no reported 
or observed decline tn either daily catch or 
average size since the first observation::; in 
1964. Generally. success seems to be 'gh 
in this fishery . BCF personnel have made 
repeated observations of gear being brought 
aboard v Hh as many as 75 -80 perc ent of the 
hooks holding fish . 

The yearly take of sableflsh by Japanese 
longliners from the Gulf of Alaska probably 
averaged about 4 million pounds a year for 
1964. 1965. and 1966. This Jumped to ap
proximately 12 million pounds in 1967. and 
again to 18-20 million pounds in 1968. These 
figures are based on an average vessel ca 
pacity of 200 ton s and a full loa d for each 
trip. The number of trips per year that can 
be identified were, respectively. 11, 10, 9. 
30, and 43 . As a comparison. the 1965 catch 
of sablefish by G.S. fishermen in Alaska was 
2.311,000 pounds. and 1.000.000 po u nd s in 
1967. 

U.S. SURVEILLANCE AND INSPECTIO 

The first Japanese longliner was detected 
in the Gulf of Alaska in 1964 by a joint BCF 
C 0 a S t Guard a e ria 1 patrol out of Kodiak. 
Since then, a special effort has been made to 
record the presence of these ships and. when
ever possible. board and inspect them for the 
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Fig. 8 - A commOn mod if i cat ion of standard Japanese longliner in Alaskan waters is temporary shelter deck over main working 
deck. The 'Fukuyoshi Maru # 15' was built in 1954. It is 297 gross tons, 135 feet long, powered by a 650 hp. slow-speed die s e 1, 
and carries 28 men. The gear is coming over starboard side. The butchering area is out of sight unde r shelter deck. 

Fig. 9 - The 'Eikyu Maru #58' was built in 1967, primarily for the northern water longline fishery. Shelter over working area is per
manent and part of original construction. Baiting and gear-setting areas are also enclosed in hull, rather than placed in temporary 
house on upper deck. The ship is 299 poss tons, 124 feet long, powered by a 700 hp. slow-speed diesel, and has crew of 28. 
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presence of halibut. Under the International 
North Pacific Fisheries Convention, parties 
to w hi c h are the U.S., Can a d a, and Japan, 
Japan has agreed to refrain from taking hal
ibut of North American origin in the eastern 
North Pacific. The terms of the Convention 
authorize the inspection of the ships of one 
country by officials from another party when 
there is reasonable cause to suspect a viola
tion. 

Of the many Japanese longliners checked 
by BCF Age n t s in the Gulf of Alaska, only 
one vessel, the IEitan Maru,' has been found 
with halibut aboard. There is reason to be
lieve these fish may have been taken in the 
Bering Sea. 

LEGAL ASPECTS OF FISHERY 

From the U.S. standpoint, a Japanese long
line fishery in the Gulf of Alaska outside of 
the 12 - mile contiguous fishery zone for spe
cies other than halibut (Hippoglossus steno
lepis) or salmon (Oncorhynchus spp.) is legal. 
It is in accord with the provisions of the In
ter national Convention for the High Seas Fish
eries of the North Pacific Ocean. However, 
because the Japanese gear used for sablefish 
and other de mer S a I species in the Gulf is 

identical to that used for h a lib u t, any such 
fishery is bound to be a matter of great con
cern to the U.S. A shift of only a few miles 
on the fishing grounds could change the Japa
nese take from almost 100 percent sablefish 
to nearly 100 percent halibut. 

The Government of Japan, which issues 
Ii c ens e s to its fishing vessels to f ish in 
specific areas of the world's oceans, appar
ently did not issue any licenses for longliners 
in the Pacific east of long. 1750 W. until Sep
tember 1967. Therefore, by Japanese law, 
the vessels sighted from 1964 through Sep
tember 1967 were fishing in the Gulf of Alas
ka illegally. It is known that in several in
stances, in 1964 and 1965, the Japanese Gov
ernment took some punitive act ion against 
their longliners found fishing in the Gulf of 
Alaska. 

The first full licensing year, 1968, saw 22 
ships licensed by the Japanese Government 
to fish with longline gear for sablefish in the 
Gulf of Alaska. The J a pan e s e Fisheries 
Agency 0 per ate s patrol ships in the North 
Pacific. However, they seldom work as far 
east as the longline grounds in the Gulf. As 
far as is known, none of these ships patrolled 
the 7 major fishing grounds prior to 1968. 

WHY DO TIDE RANGES IN THE SAME GEOGRAPHICAL AREAS OF 
THE WORLD DIFFER SO GREATLY? 

~ addition to eff~cts of the moon and sun, tide ranges are affected by shape and di
m e nSlOn ?f the coasthn~ and sea floor. In some restricted water areas (bays, channels, 
etc .), h e 1 g h t s may bUlld up to 50 feet and tidal currents of as much as 10 knots occur • 

. Tides movi.ngupstream in an estuary are slowed down by bottom friction, and the fol
lowm g water plIes up. The water rises more rapidly than it falls and the flood stream 
has higher velocity than the ebb. ' 

Some areas of great tidal ranges are the Bay of Fundy, Bristol Channel, and the Sea 
of Okhotsk. The famous Bay of Fundy tidal bore moves more than 100 billion tons of wa
ter a day. 

There are also areas in the world that are almost tideless; amonr, these are the Medi
t erranean' Baltic, and Ad ria tic Seas, and the Gulf of Me x i c o. (' Questions About The 
Oceans," U.S. Naval Oceanographic Office.) 


