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I~1~Of:,i~i4TlOt~l~.L REPORT - SABLEFISH 

The sablefish hc...s filacie a modest contri butioii t~ O ~ - C C J L ~ ~ ' S  col~~mercial foodfish 
landings since the early part  of ti.lis czntury, usually incidental t o  the halibut 
longline fis1?nry. Trcwl ca~rgkt s z b l e f i s ; ~  tqgw dc,r,~inate latldings, b u t  i n  recent years 
a , ~ o t  fishery has developed off Aatoria m c !  14ewpcrt. 

Sablefish were f i r s t  used by a few Pacific coast Indian t r ibes .  They fished 
lines construc.i:ed frctil tke 1c1?g s t ipes  (stisp3rting stocks) of kelp and with hooks 
fasnioned from i:zmloci: knots. T!:? f j sh  were prepared for  eating by sun-drying 2nd 
smoking. In 1325 some f i sh  sal ted a t  an I i ~ d i a ~ ~  village were shipped to  Victoria 
where ~ 3 i i l p l ~ s  w r e  fa\!or~bIy receivzd. ~y 13d3 schoeners were oi14l'itted to  f i sh  fo r  
limited lc~ca? m~rkets .  I ts  po;:~l.:.~.:'ty as a srt~cked product began absut 1910 when 
leading hate: s ai!-,l restaurcntn f :: t1.e Pu;ct Sound rcgion fc?atured sablefish as 
"tc2rbecged A1 ?s!:a i j l  ack Cod.'. 

The sz5Icfisi1 i s  a lo:qg s l e c ! ~  t'isl.1 k l i t h  r. co.1-jca7 s!;aped head, snnil teeth  and 
eyes arld a ve:y ~ii?-al', c3ilda1 peduncle c r  "! :~nd7ei i  (avca j u s t  in front of the t a i l ) .  
The s l l a~e ,  l ike  t h a t  of ti:., al!?zcore ttrna, appsws t o  122 Ciesig~'led f ~ r  speed. The 
back a;:d side i s  s'iz*;;e black tr! g!*?enisii ?;-aj/ w i t h  1 S ~ ' ; t  grr7;; t o  white below. 

The c?ccc;t?.;i ccm:.:wr. nzix 5 s  s~t~lci ' . !~!; ,  bu.2 i t  !r, a1 yo c31 led blackcgd, coal f i sh ,  
ski 1 f i  sl; 69.3 c:iiid'~F.Ssk, . '~c ! . .c l  fAi;17 2.1-c r,?.~rkc;tcd as "szslied cod:' i n  Ccl i fornia,  
and sm;?; 1 f i l  lc:?:zd i;:?!; m.3y b;z ~arlii:-3::d c.5 bntt~riisl~. 

Sableff  sh  Sbli:!Pi c:?cc (2 :!ea?- ;?: d z z p  w a t e r  between 140-400 fztiiorns (260-730 m). 
Spabin? r?g { j ? ~ c ? l - ~ !  ? y ur,c,j;-s f rs3 U:czcm5:::;-. t r  Aprf 1 z:td 1?wl<s '; ;7 J?..nrrar.y ai?d February. 
A s ~ t 1 1  f t?nale wl-i l l  I)?-sducc! aLc!.it 1!\-:,:2?9 eg57 ci:j Te a 1 a r y  40 5 2 ,  (102 cm) female 
will prcdcs.:! l,;jS3,UC';) ~ n a s .  ..? v /'.bo!lt 5G% of tke m1e.s r,:zt:!!re a t  5 years, 23.5 in.  
(50 cm) m d  4-'i!) (I.$ kg) whl:fe 56% ~l;q?:::-St,)j f o r  f e ~ ~ 3 ~ 5  i s  2t 7 yezrs,  28 i n .  (71 cm) 
and 6% 17b (3-0 kg). 

Ecqs and I-?I.-v~F! 
d - 1 -  -.-I.-- 

--. 
Eggs apparently ?.?x huoyarlt :7i?C! \--is2 t 9  th2 S C T ~ ? C C ~  :. ~. 

. -. . c;-e sna l l ,  0.08 i n .  
(2-1'5-2.10 MI;?) i:! &ismeter, and 7nsk .S?c ciil g !o t~ ' l $  which i s  u;ual ly zpparcnt in 
f ish egzs. Spaw:~ and larvse I fvr l  2 pelc!;ic c;:tstc~cc ( s t  the w ~ c y  cf  ocean currents) 
for  ahau: cns yczr, and src uzr.:?'liy c a r ~ h c d  i ~ z ? o r c  by zurfzce waters. 

Juveni les  --. ..- 

Juveniles are f ~ u n d  in surf~:? wrl i n s k r c  m-?nrS d~wn  t o  d j o u t  52 fm (150 m) 
usually in sha!:~w waters a l c ~ g  tl?? ccaz ts ,  'tn st;-al'ts f n  fnlartd ~-7rir.e waters. 
Juvenile sab1cfir.h fut-rfl lzrc;e s c i ~ ~ ~ l s ,  and occasi~!ia3 1.v 5r~:ee;lt sc!loois come into 
inshore h a r h r s .  I:.; Ai a ~ k a ,  C C : ~ C C ~ - ~ X . ~ ? O : ~  9-f jt.:v:.:n=i 12s z3ve f;:to sh3110~v water 
amils of bays and i111ets during tbn suime;' m n t h s .  
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ADULT LIFE HISTORY 

D i s t r i b u t i o n  

Sablef ish range iroi.1 ;aja Ca l i fo rn ia  to t; ie J e r i n j  Sea and eastuarc! t o  the north- 
eastern coast or' Ja~an.  AJui t s  1 i v e  on t i le  bottom and ap1)ear t o  prefer  blue c lay  and 
hard nud bottorli ?!i t h i n  o r  near submarine canyons o r  basins. 

Adults tend t o  i n h a b i t  uepths greater t.:~an 82 frn (150 r11) and are folat~d i n  
concentrations o r  as ind iv idua ls .  They are rgost abundant i n  Sod-520 fci (366-914 m),  
and grobably cove i n t o  w r y  dee? crater dur ing the \ l i n t e r  (LeyonJ G33 fra o r  1,525 m). 
Huults s h i f t  i n t o  s~i i le~ir i~i :  sl~al lovrer \ ra ter  dur ing tile sumwr, oux l a rge r  f i s h  are 
general ly  found i n  deeper \.later. Sablc f is i i  yerleral ly move u+ i n  t i le water colurin 
d u r i n ~  the day and re tu r i l  t o  " i ~ u  bot ton  a-i; i l i y i ~ t .  This noverant i s  Lel  ieved t o  be 
re l a ted  t o  1icj1-t anti feeding. 

Aye and GrowG~ 

Lengt,~ o f  sao le f i sh  i s  deter~n i r~ed by masur ing  from the ti;) of the snout t o  the 
fo rk  o f  tile t a i l  ( fork lengtrl). Average lei~g.i;il by age i s  si~o\!n i t 1  the followisig table, 

Table 1. iiean lencjtil i n  inches o f  (iregon sablef is i i .  

Age ,;ales Females 
(years ) ; lea11 l engtiil i iean lenij tt~ 

1 13.7 (34.3 cm) 13.S (35.1 cn) 

5 23.0 (58.4 cn) 24.6 (62.5 an) 

7 26.1 (CG.3 co) 27.4 (G9.6 crd) 

Scales are used f o r  age determination. Closely spaced c i r c u l i  (concentr ic  markings 
on the scale) represent periocis o f  retarded gro\:rth. This m t i l o d  o f  aging i s  based on 
the b e l i e f  t h a t  f i sh ,  l i k e  trees, grot] t i~ roug i lout  l i f e  and annuli  ( " r ings")  are formed 
year l y  and a t  about the sarne t iw  eac;~ year. 

For the f i r s t  hlo years, i.lales and females grow a t  about the sane rate;  t i iereafter, 
feinales grovj a t  a f a s t e r  rate. tiaxifiun s i ze  i s  about 42 in.  (107 cm) a t  about 20 years 
old. ~arost sab le f i sh  weigh less  than 30 Ibs, and f i s h  weighing 50 l b  (22.5 kg) are rare, 
One f i s h  (head on, eviscerated) was reported t o  weigh 126 I t (57 kg), 

1 4 i  grat ions 

Extensive tagging studies ind ica te  t h a t  movement i s  usual 1 jr l o ca l i zed  and on ly  a 
feor f i s h  make long r j~ igrat ions.  ilo1:rever, s o w  interchange of f i s h  occurs between the 
Jer ing Sea, the Gulf of Alaska and o f f  the P a c i f i c  rdorti~west. Sablefish tagging studies 



i n  the p r i nc i pa l  f i s h i n g  areas frora cent ra l  Vancouver I s1  and, B r i t i s h  Col usibia t o  
~lo i i terey,  Ca l i f o rn i a  ind ica ted  t h a t  north-south migrat ions were f a i r l y  we1 1 balanced 
i n  a l l  areas, and no re l a t i onsh ip  was seen between s ize  o f  f i s h  and d i r ec t i on  o r  
ex-tent o f  111i y ra t ion.  

H study based on mer i s t i c  counts1/ (number o f  vertebrae, g i l l  rakers, f i n  rays 
and spines) ind ica ted  sab le f i sh  d i d  no t  in terming le  f ree ly .  This study ind ica ted  t h a t  
there were f ou r  rnajor stocks be twen  cent ra l  !:lashington and southern Cal i fornia,  and 
t h a t  one o f  the stocks extended froin cent ra l  !JasEiington t o  northern Cal i fo rn ia .  

THE FISHERY 

I n  1914-15, the U.S. Bureau of Fisher ies survey vessel Albatross reported a 
reasonable abundance o f  sablef ish on Heceta Bank, Oregon and o f f  the !:lashington coast 
froril Grays Harbor t o  Cape F la t te ry .  A s c t l i n e  f i she ry  was soon establ ished between 
Destruct ion Island, \lashington and Cape Beal, B r i t i s h  Columbia. A few Seat t le  boats 
s ta r t ed  f i s h i n g  o f f  ~Jewport i n  1913, and both Sea t t le  boats and Oregon-based s e t l i n e  
vessels were f i s h i n g  on Iieceta Bank by 1924. The sab le f i sh  f ishery developed as a 
secondary a c t i v i t y  t o  ha1 i bu t  fisii'inrj. 0r-i g ina l  grounds were o f f  Mashington and 
B r i t i  sil Col umbi a, bu t  t i le 19201s, e f f o r t s p r e a d  t o  Oregon, Cal i f o r n i  a and A1 as ka. 

Growth o f  the f i she ry  was st imulated by meat shortages dur ing both wor ld wars, 
demand for  v i  tamin-r i  ch f i sh  1 ivers ,  and shortened ha1 i bu t  seasons. Unti  1 1940, 
over 50"L o f  the U.S. landings came from o f f  !lashington. Alaska l e d  i n  landings durii.19 
the 194ir1s, and then !lashington recaptured the lead u n t i l  1965. Since 1965, Ca l i f o rn i a  
has dominated d o i i ~ s  ti c 1 andi ngs accounting f o r  5 6 - 7 0 h f  the catch. P r i o r  t o  1969, 
most U.S. and Canadian-caught sab le f i  sh were caught by long1 i ne  gear. Trawlers became 
important suppl iers of c, -b lef ish dur ing ;lorlci Llar II, and t rawlers  now account f o r  
most o f  -the domestic landings. 

Oregon iias maintained a low, bu t  f a i r l y  s tab le  domestic production of sab le f i sk  
w i t h  the exception o f  a sudden peak catch i n  1943 o f  1.12 m i l  l i o n  l b  (508 m. t.). 
Recent i n t e r e s t  i n  sab le f i sh  resu l ted  i n  a land ing o f  1.10 m i l l i o n  l b  (499 mot . )  i n  
1976. Today, most o f  dregon's sab le f i s i l  1 andings come from trawlers. The Coos 3a.y 
area now receives the 1 argest  Oregon t rawl  1 andings. Oregon t r ap  (pot)  1 andings are  
greatest  i n  Astoria. 

Oregon's major sab le f i sh  grounds are located o f f  the Col urr~bia River, o f f  ilewport 
and on Heceta Bank. Other f i s h i n g  areas are o f f  Til lamook and Cascade Head. 

P r i o r  t o  1958, U.S. and Canadian f i s i i e m n  ca r r i ed  on the on ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  
f i she ry  on sab le f i sh  w i t h  annual catches ranging f r ~ m  4.4 n i l l i o n  l b  t o  21.0 m i l l i o n  
l b  (2,000-9,500 m. t. ). I n  recent years, sab le f i sk  have been heav i ly  exp lo i ted  by 
fo re ign  nations, espec ia l ly  Japan, Korea and the U.S.S.R. By 1976, e i g h t  foreign 
nat ions were harvest ing sablef ish,  p r i n c i p a l l y  i n  the Gul f  o f  A1 aska. Foreign catches 
i n  the i4.E. P a c i f i c  and Bering Sea peaked i n  1972 a t  144.2 m i l l i o n  l b  (65,400 m.t.). 

1/ A stock o f  f i s i i  i s  o f ten  d is t ingu is i ied from another stock by di f ferences i n  - 
physical  character is t ics ,  such as number o f  vertebrae which may be s t rong ly  
inodi f i ed  by envi ronment. 



Sablef ish i s  usual ly marketed as a smoked product. It i s  an extremely o i l y  f i s h  
t h a t  y i e l d s  a super ior  q u a l i t y  srmked product. For smoked, sa l ted  and p ick led  products 
on ly  f i s h  5 l b  (2% kg) and l a rge r  are used. Increased production o f  sab le f ish 
f i l l e t s  and steaks has recent ly  occurred. This suggests a po ten t ia l  for  expansion 
i n  the f resh market and f o r  increased use o f  small sablef ish. Fresh sablef ish, whi le  
very o i l y ,  have pure white f l esh  and a m i l d  f lavor .  

Recent domestic consumption has been 77% smoked, 16% f i l  l e t s  and steaks, 6% 
sa l ted  and 1% pickled. This u t i l i z e s  a ne t  weight o f  about 4.1 m i l l i o n  l b  o f  processed 
product valued a t  about 3.8 m i l l i o n  dol lars.  

Sport Fishery 

Sport u t i l i z a t i o n  i s  minor throughout most o f  tf ie sablef ish 's range. As a spor t  
f ish ,  i t  i s  a feeble f i g h t e r  a t  best. Only small f i s h  are found i n  shallow water. 
However, s?or t  f i s h i n g  f o r  sab le f i sh  i s  ?- : - f ! lar  i n  the i4onterey Bay area. Schools o f  
sab le f ish in f requent ly  conceritrate i n  Cal i i o r n i a  waters around pub1 i c  p ie rs  where 
high y ie l ds  are taken by spor t  fishermen. 

Thanks are due t o  the comlercial f isi~ermen and seafood processors who have 
provided valuable assf stance and information on the l i f e  h i s t o r y  and f ishery o f  the 
sablef ish. 


