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THE TRASH FISHERY OF SOUTHERN NEW ENGLAND 

IN 195cf 

By Richard E. Sayles· 

GROW1H OF 1HE FISHERY 

Greatly increased landings of "trash fish" ( spe cies for:roorly discarded during 
trawling operations) at New England ports during 1949 caused concern because of their 
possible effect on the existing fisheries in the area, especially since there were 
rumors that large numbers of young haddock, cod , and 
flounaers were included in these trash landings. 
With the continuing growth of the trash fishe ry dur
ing 1950, the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service began 
a systematic sampling of the landings, so as t o ob
tain an estimate of the quanti ties contribut e d by 
each of the several species landed at southern New 
England ports during that year. 

RED HAKE (UROPHYCIS CHUSS) IS ONE 
OF THE LEADING SPECIES INCLUDED 
IN NEW ENGLAND TRASH FISH LANDINGS 
AND COMPOSES 28.9 PERCENT OF THE 
TOTAL. 

As reported by Snow (1950), trash fish had been landed in small amounts prior 
to 1949 for use as mink food. The increased uSe of fish meal in poultry and hog 
feeds led to an expanded demand by reduction plant operators for raw material to 
augment that afforded by the existing production from menhaden, cannery waste, and 
offal. This Situation, together with the fa ct that flounder fishing (the mainstay 
~ the small draggers) was poor, led fi shermen to land trash fish in ever-increas
ing quantities. 

If tnis new and growing fishery were dependent in a measurable part on the 
young of important edible species, it might adversely affect the established fish
eries. However, this concept can be acce pted only if the mortalities between juve
nile and adult stages were proved to be l ow, and if the advantage to the marketable 
species in having their ccmpeti tors and predators removed ~re disregarded. 

TOTAL LANDINGS 

Landings of trash fish at southern New England ports totaled 90.3 million pounds 
(table 1) during 1950, an increase of 20.1 percent over the 1949 landings of 75.2 
million POUhds. '!his rise, while not as large as that of the previous year when 
trash fishing commenced indicates t ha t the market for trash fish in this area is 
being maintained ' . 

New Bedford was again the lead ing port wi t h 56 million pounds, or 62.1 percent 
of the total. Landings at all southern New England ports increased steadily during 
the first five months, to a peak of 15.8 million pounds in May, Then, during the 
last week in that month, the price offered by dealers at New Bedford was reduced 
from $20 to $15 a ton. Similar reductions took place at other ports, resulting in a 
steady decre-ase in trash landings for the last six months of 1950 at all ports, as 
fishermen concentrated on more prcfitable species. Landings at all ports for r~ovem
~ were only 2 2 million pounds Thus waile the total poundage exceeded that of 
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1949, the trend during the hitter ,Part of the year :w 
increases relJorted from I,J;l.rcn 19/.9 to 1 • .uy 1950 . 

rev rSll of the steady 

Table 1 - Southern New E~nnd Trash Fish Landin"si 1949-5O!I 

1 9 5 a 1 9 4 92/ 
Thousands Fe centage Thousands PerceDtage 

Locality • of Ibs . of Total of 1ba. ot Total 
New Bedford, Mass. . .............. 56, 04.1. 62.1 44,115 58.6 
Gloucester, Mass. ................ 14,10.3 15 . ? 14 , 567 19.4 
1Pr0vincetown, r-tass.Y ••••....• • ·· . 0,542 6 • • 2 , 234 3.0 
Boston, !"Iass. .................... 393 0 .4 - -
!point Judith, R. I. .............. 9 ,404 10 . 4 9 ,989 13.3 
Stonington, Conn. ................ 4 735 5.2 4 290 5.7 

Total ....................... 90 298 100.0 75 L1.95 100.0 
liFOR REDUCTION AND ANIMAL FOOD. AL~HOU H THESE FIGURES CO ER o LY THE PORT I 01 CATEO, THEy 

PROBABLY ARE VERY CLOSE TO THE TOTAL NEw ENGLAND LAt,OI S FOR THESE YEARS. OT INCLUDED 
ARE LANDINGS IN MAINE, BUT THE SEA HERRING LA OED, I THAT ST~TE 
TION PURPOSES IN SOME CASES) IS NOTHCO SIDERED"A TRASH FISH 

(ALTHOU H SOLO fOR REDUC-
D THE LANDI Of OTHER 

SPECIES THAT COULD BE INDICATED AS TRASH f"I SH ARE NE II IBLE. 
f/LANDINGS AT MINOR CAPE COO PORTS INCLUDED. 

SPECI ES CO\1PO~ ITIO 0 TIfE I 

I eXl:U11ined san1ples of the landings at Provincetown an at e'l Bedford in !.:assa
chusetts and at Point Judith in Rhoje Isl&nd . 

Thirteen catches we~8 sampled at New Bedfor , 5 at 
Judith by eX8Jlining several baSKets of fish as unloa 1 

an at Point 
Sorting eech 

recording t!',e 

the weight of 
foun that t:'e 

ro .. 10C to 

Table 2 - SpeCies Composition (Estimated) 
of the 1950 Trash Fish Landings at 
Provincetown and New Bedford, Y~ss., 

and Point Judith, R. I. 
Species Thousands Percentage 

Composition of Ibs. of Total 
Principal Species: 

Red hake ••••••••••• 21,903 28.9 
Eel pout .......•... 15,916 21.0 
Skates • tt ••••••• ••• 0 ll,520 15.2 
Whiting •••••••••••• 8,185 10.8 
Long horn sculpin •• 6,973 9.2 
Goosefisn •••••••••• 4,699 6.2 
Butterfish •••• ••• _. 2,350 3.1 
Daylight flounder •• 1,364 1.8 
Yellowtail " 834 1.1 .. 
Other food speciea1l 1,137 1.5 
Other trash speCies&" 909 1.2 

Total •••••••••••• 75.790 100.0 
~I NCLUDE: DABS, BLACKBACK FLOUNDER, FLUKE HAD-

DOCK, COO, WH,TE HAKE, SEA BASS, SEA HERRING 
HICKORY SHAD, ALtWIVES, AND SCUP. ' 

WINCLUDE: TOADF -.>H, SHORT HORr, SCULPIN SEA RAVEN SPINY DOGFISH, SEA ROBIN FPUR-SPOTTED FLOUNDER, AND INVERTEBRATES. ' 

e size of 

to be loa e1 on the tr ck, 
men an ealers gave excelle!'lt co-
operation u ring all sar:.¥ling opera
tions • 

The pr~ctice of tl:iking b8s~ets 
at intervals d ... !"i b t e n10ading 
of I:i vessel reveale • !'or the roost 
art, that the S e species appeared 

in successive blislCets but the rela-
, ' ed 

ti ve nurr.oers of a gi ven species varl 
conside!'3Dly between baskets conprl s 

ing the s3.IDple. '!'he spe ' ies conpo
sihon 1njin~Hed by I:l given sanple, 
tnerefore 15 a reliable index of th 
cOrr:pOsiti~n of a ve ssel t s load, b~t 
the rela ti ve nunber S of eacr. specles 

deteI'T'lined bv conbining the nurr;bers 
in each bask~t are at best only 
roue;h est iI;.a te ~ of the a c tUB 1 nUl'·-

. t in the 
bers of each specle s pre sen .' 
load 'rnus the species cor.:.pOSl

tlO . , -
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of the landinbs from Provincetown to Stonington , as shown in table 2, may be re
garded as reliable for species present, but the pound.ages shown are only &n esti
mate of the true quantities. 

It will be noted in table 2 t hat r ed hake was the predominant species, with 
eel pout and sk&tes following in that order. Of the important edible species, 
whiting were landed in the greatest numbe r s, comprising 10,8 percent by weight of 
the trash fish landed in ports where cat che s were sarr.plej, 

3 

New Bedford landings included only small quantities of such edible species as 
yellowtail and blackback flounder, dab, butterfish, scup, haddock, and c01, Per
centages of these species ranged from 1 to 4 pe rcent by weight, except for one sam
ple which contained 9.2 percent yellowtail flounder. 

At Provincetown, yellowtail flounder was the only important edible 
pearing in large numbers. Three samples conta ined by weight 11,14, and. 
respectively, yellowtail flounder. Other edible 

species ap-
23 percent, 

species, such as blackback flounder, cod , and 
haddock ranged from less than 1 percent t o a max-
Urum of 4 percent. 

At Point Judith, one sample contained 40 per
cent butterfish. Other samples at this port yield
ed less than 1 percent of blackback fl ounder, scup, 
and fluke. 

Conversations with fishermen during field 
trips indicated landings of small yellowtail floun-
ders at ProvincetowIl in greater numbers t han were 
observed in the samples examined at that port. 
Other reports dealt with landings of small butter
fish at Sandwich, N'..assachusetts, and at Point Ju
dith, Rhode Island, I was unable to confirm the 
Sanliwich report, One vessel ' s ca t ch at Point 

_. 

, ... 

ONE OF THE SKATES INCLUDED IN THE 
NEW ENGLAND TRASH FISH LANDINGS. 
ALL SKATES COMPOSE ABOUT 15.2 PER
CENT OF THE TOTAL. THIS PARTICULAR 
SPECIES IS THE BARNDOOR SKATE (RAJA 
~). 

Judith, as mentioned earlier, contained 40 percent butterfish by weight, Such re
ports often become exaggera ted and the fishermen, with few exceptions, are conser
vation-minded enough to t r y to avoid taking trash fish in areas known to contain 
large numbers of the young of important edible species. Therefore, the unconfirned 
reports cannot be accepted as seriously affecting the estirna+e of landings by species 
which appears in table 2. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
The 1950 trash fish l andi ngs f or southern Kew England were 90.3 million pounds, 

Vfuile greater than the 1949 l andings of 75.2 million pounds, a reversal of the 10 49 

WHITING (MERLUCCIUS BIL INEARI S ) ALTHOUGH INCLUDED IN NEW ENGLAND TRASH 
LANDINGS, COMPOSES ONLY ABOUT 10 . 8 PERCENT OF THE TOTAL 
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trend was indicated when landings decrease d steadily during the latter half of the 

year. 

Fifty-six million pounds or 62 , 1 percent of the lWldings were made at New Bed
ford, while in 1949 only 58 .6 percent or 44 mil l ion pounds of the total landings 
were reported at that port. 

Sampling of the landings at Provincetown and New BedfoM, W.8ss., and at POint 
Judith, R. I., showed that red hake ccmpr i sed 29 percent, eel pout, 21 percent and 
skates 15 percent of the t otal. 

New Bedford, \nth the 
important edible specie s , 

bulk of the l andi n gs, showed the smallest percentage Of 
One sample containe d 9 , 2 percent yellowtail flounder, 

ANGLERFISH OR GOOSEFISH (LOPHIUS PISCATOR
~) IS ALSO INCLUDED IN THE NEW ENGLAND 
TRASH FISH LANDINGS, BUT THIS SPECIES COM
POSES ONLY 6.2 PERCENT Of THE TOTAL CATCH. 

Others y i elded from 1 to 4 percent yellow
taU and blackback flounder, dabs, haddock, 
cod , butterfish , and scup , Thus, the New 
Bedford sample s fail ed to show appreCiable 
quantitie s of young or mature individuals 
of the impor tant e d ibl e species, 

Three of t he f our samples taken at 
Provincetown showed 11, 14, and 23 percent, 
re speotively , of yellowtail flounder, mth 
1 to 4 perce nt of blackoack flounder, dabs, 
cod , white hake , bu tterf ish J and pollock, 

On the basis of the samples taken , it appears t ha t t he New Bedford fleet is 
not exploiting the young or mature individuals of th e important edible species to 
any appreciable extent. On the other hand, large number s of small yellowtail 
flounders were landed at Provincetown, and at least one load of small butterfish 
was landed at POint Judith, Rhode I s land, One sample a t Point Judith contained 
40 percent butterfishj others showed small quantities (less than 1 percent) of 
blackback flounder, scup, and fluke. 
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