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Abstract

Catches of witch flounder in Subdiv. 3Ps during the last 10 years (except
for 1977) have been less than 1000 t annually and in more recent years have
been less than 500 t annually. The fishery is made up of a by-catch fishery on
St. Pierre Bank by otter trawlers and a mixed groundfish fishery in Fortune Bay
mainly by Scottish seiners. The maximum age in the population has declined
from 22 years to 14 years between 1976 to 1986, but has been relatively stable
since 1980. Biomass estimates from surveys are highly variable and do not
indicate any particular trends. Mortality estimates indicate that very little
fishing mortality has occurred in recent years, however, despite this the age
span of the population has not increased.

Résume

Les prises de plie grise dans la subdivision 3Ps au cours des 10
dernigéres années (sauf en 1977) ont @té inférieures a 1 000 t par année, et
au cours des derniadres annges, sont tombées a moins de 500 t par annee.

La péche est composée de prises fortuites sur le banc de St-Pierre par des
chalutiers et une péche mixte de poissons de fond dans la baie Fortune,
surtout par 1la méthode de la senne écossaise. Dans les populations,
1'3ge maximal est passé de 22 ans & 14 ans entre 1976 et 1986, mais reste
relativement stable depuis 1980. Les estimations de la biomasse faites a
partir de relevés sont fortement variables et n'indiquent aucune tendance
particuliére. Les estimations de la mortalité indiquent qu'une trés faible
mortalité due 3@ la p8che s'est manifestée au cours des derniéres années,
mais que la gamme d'dge de la population ne s'est pas élargie.



The Commercial Fishery

The fishery for witch flounder was reasonably stable at about 1000 t
annually during the early 1960's, however, in the late 1960's catches increased
to over 4000 t then declined in general to former levels. During the last 10
years (with the exception of 1977) annual catches have been less than 1000 t
and in the last 6 years have rarely exceeded 500 t. The preliminary catch
figures for 1986 suggest removals of 658 t (Fig. 1 and Table 1).

This fishery on St. Pierre Bank has always been a by-catch fishery of
other major groundfish species in particular cod, American plaice and redfish
and as a result of declining catches of these other species it is expected that
catches of witch flounder would also decline. In the Fortune Bay area of
Subdiv. 3Ps there is also a small Danish and Scottish seine fishery where witch
flounder is taken as part of a mixed catch of Greenland halibut, cod and
redfish.

Although catches were small in 1986 an age sample from the commercial
fishery was obtained. The catch at age is shown in Fig. 2. The age ranged
from 5 years old to 13 years old, however, about 85% of the catch was obtained
from ages 7 to 10 inclusive.

Data From Research Vessel Surveys

Research vessel surveys using stratified-random design have been conducted
on St. Pierre Bank since the early 1970's mostly by the research vessel
A.T. CAMERON and usually during the months of February and March. In more
recent years, however, with the retirement of the A.T. CAMERON and the
acquisition of the two new sister ships ALFRED NEEDLER and WILFRED TEMPLEMAN
different ships and gears have been employed to conduct the surveys and no
adjustments to catch rates of the various vessels and gears have been made.

The results of the surveys presented as mean weight per 30-min. set per
stratum are shown in Table 2 for the years 1976 to 1987. Although coverage has
never been complete, for the more recent years the more important strata for
witch flounder have generally been surveyed. The highest estimate of biomass
in the series was 8090 t in 1977 despite the fact that this was one of the
years of least coverage. It is also of note that 1977 was also one of the
years of anomously high catch levels. Biomass estimates over the last 5 years
have fluctuated between 2800 and 6200 t giving an average of about 4300 t.

Age Composition from Research Surveys

Estimates of abundance ('000s) from surveys during 1976-1986 are presented
in Table 3 with a comparison of the 1976 and 1986 catch at age shown in Fig. 3.
The age span has declined from 22 years old in 1976 to 14 years in 1986. The
maximum age declined systematically from 1976 to 1980, however, since 1980 the
age composition has been relatively stable although recent catch levels have
been well below some of the historically high levels of catch.



Long-Term Estimates of Mortality

Since the age structure during the last 7 years has shown relative
stability the abundance estimates were combined and catch curves were
constructed (Fig. 4). Depending upon the age range one chooses to use for the
calculations the mortality estimates can vary substantially. Using the age
range of 7-12 where most of the catch now occurs the fishing mortality is
probably close to half that of natural mortality. These catch curves are of
course largely a reflection of events that occurred in the 1970's when catches
averaged about 2000-3000 t. On the other hand, these catches were probably
comprised of many age groups that no longer exist in the population. The most
perplexing observation is that despite the fact that very little fishing
mortality appears to have been exerted on the stock over the last 7 years the
age span is not increasing as in the past. It may very well be that this stock
may have reached some new equilibrium at a Tevel much lower than in the past.
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Witch - average weight (kg) per 30 minute set - NAFO Subdivision 3Ps. (No. of sets shown in parentheses.)

Table 2.
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Witch Flounder in Subdivision 3Ps
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Fig1. Nominal catches of witch flounder by &1l countries

in NAFO Subdivision 3Fs during 1963-86.
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Catch curves of Research Witch, 1980-1986
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