
THE SOUTH PACIFIC BEGINS 
SKIPJACK SURVEY PROGRAMME 

By R.E. KEARNEY, SPC Skipjack Programme Co-ordinator 

Catches of skipjack (Katsuwonus pelamis) from the area served by the South Pacific 
Commission have approached 200,000 tonnes per year in recent years. Catches of this 
magnitude would realize approximately US$160,000,000 per year as frozen fish on 
today's world markets or more than US$400,000,000 as processed tuna at the retail 
level. As skipjack is a highly migratory species it is obvious that this resource must be 
regarded on a regional basis and its exploitation and conservation considered indepen
dently of national boundaries. 
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Foredeck programme's research vessel showing several of the live bait tanks. 

Recognising the importance of the skipjack 
resources to the future of the Pacific Islands, the 
first meeting of SPC's Expert Committee on 
Tropical Skipjack, which was held in Papeete, 
Tahiti, in February 1974, recommended that SPC 
seek funding for a regional, three-year skipjack 
tagging and survey programme. In September 
1975 the International Centre for Living Aquatic 
Resources Management (ICLARM) funded the 
position of Programme Co-ordinator for one year 
and in October of the same year a detailed 
Proposal for a Skipjack Survey and Assessment 
Programme in the Central and Western Equatorial 
Pacific Ocean resulted from the second meeting 
of the Expert Committee on Tropical Skipjack. 

The objectives of the Programme as defined by 
the Expert Committee were to provide: 

(1) a better understanding of the migrations and 
stock structure of skipjack, thus determining 

the degree to which fisheries in different 
areas exploit the same stock and, hence, in
teract with each other; 

(2) valuable survey information on the general 
distribution and availibility of skipjack and 
baitfish as the basis for further development 
and management of the resources within the 
region; 

(3) be t t e r knowledge of the populat ion 
parameters (growth, mortality, etc.) of each 
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skipjack stock, thus enabling better 
assessment of the current status of these 
stocks and of the -effect of fishing on them. 

Most of the countries and territories of the 
South Pacific Commission will have declared 200-
mile zones of extended fisheries or economic 
jurisdiction by the end of 1978. This further em
phasises the importance of this programme now. 
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Chumming a school of skipjack with live bait. 

Tagging skipjack and recording vital information 
by back-mounted tape recorder. 
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Funding 
The proposal put forward by the Expert Com

mittee estimated annual expenditure on the 
programme at approximately US$903,000 per an
num over the three-year period and stipulated that 
all funding would be obtained outside the regular 
South Pacific Commission budget. Recent 
revisions of this estimate, taking into account fluc
tuations in the relative values of the currencies of 
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Final stages of hauling the bait net. 

New Hebridean villager reading SPC tagging 
poster. 
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the funding sources and world wide inflation, 
have indicated that annual expenditure should be 
closer to US$930,000. Thanks to most generous 
contributions from Australia, France, Japan, New 
Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United 
States of America, funds sufficient to enable the 
programme to commence were committed by 
September 1977 and recent upward revision of 
one contribution has guaranteed funding slightly 
in excess of the estimated amount. 

Staffing and vessel charter 

Recruitment of programme staff began in 
August 1977 after the positions had been adver
tised internationally. Scientists employed to date 
have come from Australia, France, Japan, New 
Zealand and the United States of America as well 
as the South Pacific countries and territories in 
which the programme has operated. 

As the programme activities are largely centred 
on its research boat, high priority was given to 
chartering a really suitable vessel. In August 
1977, after several months of investigation into 
the suitability of available vessels, the "Hatsutori 
Mam", a Japanese live bait and pole vessel of 192 
gross tonnes, was selected. A charter agreement 
between SPC and Hokoku Marine Products Com
pany Limited of Japan, covering the operation of 
the Hatsutori Maru for ten months, was 
negotiated in Japan in July and agreed and signed 
in August 1977. This initial charter agreement 
covered the periods from 19 September to 18 
February 1978 and 19 March 1978 to 18 August 
1978. The vessel spent the period 19 February to 
18 March fishing commercially in Fijian waters. 

Area surveyed during the first cruise 

After all the countries and territories for which 
SPC works had been consulted and all available 
skipjack and baitfish catch and effort information 
had been considered, a cruise plan for the first 
five months was adopted. This first cruise was 
restricted to the western regions of the SPC area 
for several reasons. 

Firstly, the skipjack and baitfish resources of 
this area were known to be substantial and 
vulnerable to the type of gear carried by the Hat
sutori Maru; secondly, the senior scientists, the 
captain and most of the crew had had experience 
fishing in this area; thirdly, sizeable commercial 
fisheries for skipjack were operating in three of 
the five countries to be visited and comparative 
estimates of the Hatsutori Maru's performance 
would therefore be possible. 

On 19 September 1977, the Hatsutori Maru 
departed Japan for Kavieng, Papua New Guinea, 
where the scientists and nine Fijian crew joined 
the vessel. At 0700 hours on 5 October the 
operational phase of the programme commenced 
when the vessel departed Kavieng for northern 
New Hanover to commence fishing. After com-
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pletion of the survey in Papua New Guinea, the 
vessel arrived in the Solomon Islands on 1 
November and subsequently moved on to the New 
Hebrides (6 December) and New Caledonia (14 
December). The vessel left New Caledonia on 19 
January 1978 for a brief return visit to the New 
Hebrides, where it operated for three days before 
leaving for Fiji on 23 January. The first charter 
was completed on 18 February. 

Survey and research methods 

The survey methods used by the programme 
are as far as possible identical to those used in 
existing viable commercial fisheries. Variations 
are of course employed where required, par
ticularly when new or modified techniques are ob
viously necessary. 

All baitfish taken to date by the Hatsutori Maru 
have been captured at night around bright under
water lights with a stick-held dip net ("bouki-ami") 
25 metres square, although beach seine and lam-
para nets will be used in future cruises. 

In daylight hours schools of tuna, located by 
visual scanning of the ocean, are attracted to the 
vessel by broadcasting handfuls of live bait. The 
skipjack and other tuna are then captured by pole 
and line. Those selected for tagging are injected 
with a yellow plastic dart tag bearing the inscrip
tion SPC NOUMEA bracketed by a number in 
duplicate, and then put back live in the sea. Skip
jack and tunas not tagged are kept on board for 
biological analyses. 

Precise records of all bait and tuna fishing ac
tivities, in addition to scientific results, are kept in 
a series of six logs in which entries are made at 
the completion of each activity. The data con
tained in these logs is then analysed at the Com
mission's headquarters in Noumea using the most 
modern scientific and data processing techniques. 

Various series of reports based on the program
me's findings are prepared for distribution 
primarily to the countries and territories for 
which the South Pacific Commission works. These 
include a separate preliminary report of the work 
completed in each country or territory; quarterly 
reports of tag recapture information; and annual 
reports of the programme's progress. Occasional 
publications dealing with specific results which 
warrant special consideration (for example skip
jack migration or growth results based on tag 
recapture information) will also be issued. 

The return of tags found in recaptured skipjack 
or tuna is encouraged by the offer of a reward (a 
special Skipjack Programme T-Shirt) for each tag 
returned with information on the date and place 
the fish was recaptured and its length from the tip 
of the snout to the fork of the tail. In addition, it 
is hoped to hold a lottery at the end of each year 
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TABLE 1 
SUMMARY OF BIOLOGICAL DATA FOR ALL COUNTRIES TO 31 DECEMBER, 

1977 

Species Total No. Total No. Total No Total No. Total >. 
Measured Weighed Examined of Gonads examined 

for Sex Examined for stomach 
Content 

Skipjack 1 
Yellowfin Tuna 
Frigate Tuna 
Double Lined 
Mackerel 
Mackerel Tuna 
Dolphin Fish 
Bigeye 
Spanish Mackerel 
Rainbow Runner 
Barracuda 
Dog Tooth Tuna 
Totals 
All species 1,795 827 965 983 557 

529 
174 
28 
20 
16 
15 
6 
3 
2 
1 
1 

678 
65 
28 
20 
16 
13 
. 
3 
2 
1 
1 

831 
60 
18 
19 
15 
15 
— 
3 
2 
1 
1 

833 
79 
18 
19 
15 
12 
-
3 
2 
1 
1 

419 
76 
19 
5 
16 
10 
5 
3 
2 
1 
1 

when one or more tag numbers will be drawn at 
random from those recovered and the sender ap
propriately rewarded. 

Progress results 
Because of the need to await clearance by the 

respective governments of the programme's ac
tivities in each country and territory visited, it is 
not possible at this time to detail the results ob
tained during the first cruise. Furthermore the 
most interesting information from the recapture of 
tagged fish will come after the fish released have 
had more time to disperse throughout the western 
and central Pacific, that is during the next two to 
three years. It is, however, possible to give broad 
summaries of the • work carried out and the 
Programme's achievements in general. 

At the completion of the first cruise, surveys 
had been carried out in four countries or 
territories and a fifth was well underway. The first 
four and half months' work saw the release of 
19,200 tagged skipjack, 954 yellowfin tuna and 5 
bigeye tuna. This total was more than 30 per cent 
greater than the goal of 15,000 releases for the 
first cruise. Of these 20,159 releases, more than 
270, predominantly skipjack, have already been 
reported as recaptured. Three thousand four hun
dred and eighty one individual fish have been 
analysed (Table I) to obtain the required 
biological information. 

In addition, excellent progress was made with 
baitfish surveys and research, and detailed 
analyses of the 109 hauls made at 44 different 
baiting localities have been completed. A total of 
8,208 buckets (containing 1.5 kg each of fish) of 
live bait were captured at an average of 75.30 
buckets per haul or 117.26 buckets per night 
fished. Experiments with improving the handling 
and transportation techniques required for the 
delicate bait species encountered in the tropical 

western Pacific have been most encouraging and 
are continuing. 

Additional results will be obtained from the 
more than 100 juvenile tunas taken from the 
stomachs of captured skipjack and tuna, which 
have been sent to outside laboratories for iden
tification, and from the skipjack blood samples 
collected, which are at present being analysed by 
biochemical genetic techniques for the possible 
elucidation of the skipjack stock structure in the 
central and western Pacific Ocean. 

All aspects of the programme have proceeded 
at least up to schedule and most are ahead of ex
pectations. It is indeed most gratifying that the 
first cruise has proceeded so smoothly and that a 
bright future for the programme appears assured. 
This is particularly pleasing at a time when the 
countries of the region have given notice of their 
intentions to co-operate fully in a regional ap
proach to the problems associated with fisheries 
management and the declaration of 200-mile 
zones of extended jurisdiction, for the programme 
is one of major significance for the understanding 
and future management of the fisheries resources 
of the region. 

Future cruise schedules 

The second cruise of the Hatsutori Maru was 
scheduled to begin in Suva, Fiji on 19 March 
1978 and progress in turn from Fiji to Tonga, 
Wallis and Futuna, American Samoa, Western 
Samoa, Tuvalu, the Gilbert Islands and the Trust 
Territory of the Pacific Islands before ending in 
Japan on 18 August. Additional research cruises 
of the Hatsutori Maru or an alternative vessel are 
scheduled to commence in the Trust Territory in 
about September or October 1978 and then in
clude Tokelau, French Polynesia, Cook Islands, 
Niue and New Zealand. • 
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