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Herring investigations on the North-West and West coasts 

While the main herring fishery off the north-west coasts covered the period 

October 1973 to February 1974, a considerable quantity of herrings was also 

landed during the period March - September 1973* m e  section of this report 

covering the north-west coast is thus divided into two sections, that coneern& 

with the period Wrch to September 1973 (the off season) and that with the period 

October 1973 to February 1974 (the min season), A further sectioa dleabs 

with the fishery off the County Galway coast, 

Herring research was continued on the north-west coast (~ennsd~ 1973) from 

March to September 6973 and samples from the catches landed a% Killybegs an& I 

Burtonport were examined, The hemiqs sampled were taken by boats using 

bottom trawls mainly, who fished on a wide area ranging from Tory Island in the I; 1 
north to Bgle Island in the West, &st of %he herrings were landed in Ellybegs 

and Burtonport with occasional landings at Uncasslagh, Tellin and Bgheroarty, 

Landings during this period amounted Ls v7,018 eras which were valuedl at 

8255,825. In addition 925 mans valued at 63681 were used for reduction to 

fishmeal, The small quantity which was reduced for fishmeal was non-comercia1 

herrings which also contained amounts of sprats throughout, The landing figures 

for 1973 with the comparable figures for gseeeediw years were as fallows:- 



During the period lk%rch - September 1973 P.pproximteW 300 f i s h  were e a d n e d  fo r  

age8 length, sex, maturity qnd vertebra1 counts, I n  addition 5100 f i s h  sere 

examined f o r  length and the i r  ages estimated by using a raised age distribution. 

The percentage f a t  content was estimated from f i l l e t s  m d  the mmbers of f i sh  

per kilogramme of each sample noteds 

Age and Recruitment: For the first time since 1946 %he? '1963 year c lass  was not; 

the dominant age group, The three year old f i s h  (1970 year c lass )  were d0nalnan.B; 

throughout the summer months while four year old fish (1969 yeas elass)  wese also 

well represented, Throughout this perf08 the 1963 year c l a s s  varied from 10$ 

- 2% of the f i s h  examined, The raom%hlyage dis t r ibut ion i s  shorn  in table 1, 

Nlaturities: Up t o  the end of Jms the majority of  f i s h  examined were recovering 

spents i.ee stage VIIIe From July o n m d s  the gonads began t o  matwe and f i l l .  

(stage 111) a d  they advanced through stages I11 and IV ( f i l l i n g )  to  stage T 

( fu l l )  i n  l a t e  A u g u s t  and September, From the f i s h  examined there wese indicotioaa 

that spawning would commence i n  late September and would continue t k o w o u t  the 

month of October, During the sampling period quantit ies of immature f i s h  (stage PI) 

also appeared among the catches, being particularlynmerous! i n  June, &nthPy 

maturity dis t r ibut ion are shom in, table 2, 

Vertebral Countsi The vertebral  count, together with the maturity stages, a r e  both 

used as character is t ios  i n  defining and kdent ifyfw different  races of herring* The 

wm.nts throughout the summer 1110nLhs were typfoal of an autumn spawning component and 

t h e n  was no evidence of a mixture of any other race during this tins. 

During the months April ,  m y  and ear* 

June the f i s h  examined were c lass i f ied  as stage I1 (immature) or  stage P?II 

(recovering spent). During t h i s  time the fat oontant remained on (496 - 9.6) As 

the f i sh  began t o  feed and develop i n  early June the f a t  content increased n p i d l y  and 

reached a mx,imum of 21% in early July. On the other haad the numbers Per kil@ 

a s  the f i s h  fattened and improved i n  quality. Average f a t  a0Qten-b. 

and numbers per kilogramme a re  shom in table 3 .  



North West c -  -,R 

i '  

The w i n  herring fishing comenced i n  October 1973 and continued u n t i l  n8id-Feb~a~~y 

1974, A t o t a l  of 66,401 crans valued a t  f21,077,024 was landed at =Slybegs &wing 

th i s  period, While the total landiw figare deese::sed by approximately 6000 ox-sns 

from the 11972/73 f i g w e ,  the value of the catch increased substantiol'ly (by 54%) 

and reached a record level,  exceeding ,890,000 f o r  the f i r s t  time. Once ag&in 

this was due t o  a very keen demand by local buyers voho were supplying continental 

markets, Severe gales over on @%%ended period were no& sindusive %o a @toady 

supply of f i s h  with resul t ing keen demand when f i s h  become available, The 

monthly landings i n  cram, the value and the  average price per  cran are  shown below, 



1 

I 

I 

I 

 kin^ the season fourteen pairs of midwates trawlers and three boats I 
I 

using r ing nets took part in the& :;ht?_ry. The numbers partakiw in the I 

I 

fishery in previous years were;- 

Paired midwater trawlers Ringnet t era 

11 2 1 974/72 

1 970/74 9 1 

h estimate of stock abundance for herrings from the northwest coast I I 

; ' 

is obtained by studying the variations that occur in the catches per \ ' 

I 
effort. The index used for estimate is the average catoh per ! 

I 

landing per paired midwater trawlpr for the seeeon. This is approximately I I 

: 
I 

the same as the number of crms per night's fishing. Although a of I 

\ I 

, 
factors influence the oatch per effort, such as changes in efficiency, larger 

' I  

! 
nets, increased horse-power and carrying capacw,  general trends in the t 

I 

'* " r I 

I 
population can be observed by studying the figures which for the six seasons 

/ 
k ! 

were as follows: , 
I 



The figures for 1973/,+ lo- iot include landings made in October rshich contained 

considerable quantities of' mackerel. If the 1 969/70 figure is disregarded, as 

it was unusually low because of very severe weather conditions, the figures for 

the remaining seasons do not show any pirticular trend, indicating that the 

stock has remained fairly stable. The catches each year have been balanoed 

by t b  recruitment, although the disappearance of the 1963 year class nuy 

lead to a slight drop in stock size until another very heavy year class enters 

the fishery. If the total oatch for the fishery is divided by the oatah per 

effort of midwater trawlers, the resultant figme will be the theoretical 

effort figure exploited on the whole fishery in number of nights fishing. 

These figures are shown below 

As can be seen there has been a gradual  increase in the effort which has 

doubled in the last six seasons. As the total catch has also inoreased and 

the catch per effort has shorn no apparent decrease the indications ore that 

the stock is able to maintain the present rate of fishing. 
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Scient i f io  investi@t+"3,n1!' Saapl iw was continued during the main season on 

herrings landed on the north west coast, Herrings were examined f o r  l e a t h i ,  

sex, maturity and r ac ia l  characters, Bat content and the numbers of h e r r i ~ s  

per kilogramme was also noted, 

Age and reoruitment: A s  with the s m e ~  f ishery the 1963 yeas c lass  f a i l e d  

t o  dominate the autumn spawning eomponentr For the f i r s t  time since, the 

inf lux of the 1963 year c lass  in to  the f ishery i n  1966, there  was eviitenae 

i 

that  recruitment of three year old f i s h  was above the average sf  %be las$ six 

seosona, The age dis t r ibut ion of the winter spawning component (although %his  

I component does not contribute much $0 the overall  landings) i s  much l e s s  varied 
1 

than that of the autumn component and the same variations do not occur i n  the 

l strength of the recruitment, It i s  l ike ly  that  the forthcsmirg years f ishery 
I 
i w i l l  be based mainly on four  and f ive  year old f i s h  together wiih the r-inder. 
I 
I 

of 1963 year class,  The age dis t r ibut ions f o r  the l a s t  seven seasons f o r  both 

autumn and winter spawning components a re  shown in  table 4 r  
1 

I t A s  explained in Kennedy (1970) the f a t  
, 

, content i s  related t o  the development of the gonadso Pa  October the f a t  content 

of f u l l  f i s h  was 1 6  and spent f i s h  896, After spawning was completed and a s  the 

f i sh  continued t o  u t i l i s e  i t s  f a t  reserves, the f a t  content gradually decreased 

and reached a minimum figure of 5,5$ i n  l a t e  February when herring f ishing on *has 

North-West coast v i r tua l ly  ended, Bowever herring continued t a  be landed on the 

west coast and these figures have been recorded, The average f a t  content 
, 

(based on f i l l e t s )  and the numbers of f i s h  per kilogramme a r e  shown i n  tab le  3. 

I1 West Coast 

Herrings were landed a t  Galway and Rossaveal i n  small quant i t ies  throughouf the 

Wmmer months, Examination of these herrings showed that  they b e l o w d  to the 

same race a s  that  on which the autumn spawning fishery i s  based* The shoals were 
'. 

first located i n  the usual area,  south of Cashla Bay but i n  ~ebruary/&mh f i sh ing  

- was being carr ied out north of S l p e  Head, off the Cleggm area, The major portion 



of the landings were made by,boats using paired midwater trawP8, Bpprod.mteb  

twenty pairs  from Dublin* WBexrfor4, %a%erford, Cork, Kerry, Donegal ~ ( 3 1  k lway  
i L  

took gart i n  the fishery and the biggest landings were made i n  Februaq OE& 

Narch when boats arrived from other f isheries ,  The monthly landings af  herrfWo, 

the t o t a l  value and the average price since the fishery s t a r t ed  i n  1949870 are 

shown below, While the quantity landed was higher than the 19?2/73 t o t a l ,  Lha 

value due t o  the exceptionally high prices was app~odmately 905 hi&es than the 

previous season, 

I 

Scientific Ekaminationst Samples of herrings were examined i n  the usual way 

during the year, The average f a t  contentm and numbers per k i l o g r a m  a re  shorn 

, i n  table 1. The percentage age dis t r ibut ion f o r  eaah season, shown beloww, 

i s  similar t o  that  found i n  the north western f ishery with the 1963 year class 

(non 10 year olds) no longer the doninant year claas. 
1 

Age i n  years 



Recruitment of two an? t h e @  year old f i s h  appeared to  be above average s t r e m t h ,  

An examination of the maturity data showed that  these f i s h  spawned sometime i n  

October although the exact whereabouts of the spawning beds i s  not yet b o m 2 2  

The main lengths per age c l a s s  were again consistently higher than those from 

the northwest coast, 

; Disposal of catch A s  with the northwest coast a keen demand f o r  herrings by 

buyers enabled a l l  h e n i w s  t o  be cleared without d i f f i cu l ty  and no herrings were 

used f o r  reduction to  fishmeal, Herrings were exported t o  the following comt r i e s ,  

France, Federal Republic of Germany, Denmark, Greece, Norway and United Kingdom, 

The majority of herrings were exported as  frozen f i l l e t s ,  and other types of 

process used included headless spiced, sa l t ing ,  marinating, whole frozen and a 

small quantity exported fresh, I n  addition small quantit ies were consumed on the 

home market as  f resh herrings or  Eppers,  

Gear and Catch Effort 

During the season a m a x i m u m  of twenty pairs  of boats using midwater trawls took 

part i n  the fishery, TMs was a considerable increase on previous years and 

reflected the demand and prevailing prices f o r  herrings, Because of the number of 

boats par t ic ipat ing this year an analysis of the catch e f fo r t  f igures was made 

f o r  comparisons elsewhere. The quantity of herrings landed by boats using pi-s  

ddwater trawls was approximately 49,000 crans and the catoh e f fo r t  f igure was 94 

crans, While this f i m e  was higher than t h a t  on the south coast i t  a s  not 

as high as the northwest coast, It i s  l i ke ly  tha t  the catch e f fo r t  f igure would 

improve as the  skippers becoma more familiar with the f ishing grounds off the 

west coast, 

Conclusions 

1, Autumn spawning herrings of good qual i ty  continue t o  be taken on the 
northwest coast during the Summer months* These herrings belong t o  the 
same race a s  those taken durfng the main winter fishery, 

2 *  The 1963 year c lass ,  which has dominated this fishery since it f i r s t  appeared 
i n  1966, has now considerably diminishedr The f i shery  during 1973/74 was 
based t o  a large extent on t h e e  and four  year old f i s h ,  



Recruitment of tkree 'year  old f i s h  was above average, 

The t o t a l  stock fromathis area appesrs t o  be rather s table  and able t o  
maintain the present r a t e  of fishing which i s  continuing t o  inorease, 

The winter spring spawning race i s  s t i l l  present i n  the  area but i s  not 
taken i n  any quantity. 

The f ishery off the Galway coast could be further daveloped i f  shoals 
were located prior t o  spawning i n  October. 



,, Yomg Herring S m e y  

A young herring survey mas ~lgldertaken by the research vessel  Cu Feasa dming 

' August. This was a continu-tame of the programme started last year and it i s  

hoped t o  continue the p r o n a m e  i n  future years* The object of these c d s e s  

i s  t o  study the  abundance of young herrings not normally caught by trawlers, 

By estimating the abundance of young herrings before they r ec ru i t  t o  the adult 

! stocks, i t  w i l l  eventually be possible t o  foreoast the a r r i v a l  of good year olasaas 
I 
I 

I and then make more accurate prediction of the f ishery possible. The gear used 
I 

1 during the survey was a bot t~rn  trawl f i t t e d  with a hemirig bag, The BuraCion 

of each haul was a half hour and herring were examined f o r  length, sex, m a ~ u r i t y  and 

vertebral count. By emmining the vertebral counts it was possible to  c l a s s i fy  the 

herring in to  thelr  racea, e.g, aukearrapr spawning o r  spring spawning. However a l l  

herrings examined had a vertebral  count which indicated tha t  they belonged t o  

autumn spawning component, Plk herrings examined were two year olds and the 

greatest number were caught east  of Spiddal i n  Galway Bay. By contrast few 

herrings were taken fmw o f f  St J o b ' s  Point i n  Donegal Bay at t h i s  time, with 
I 

sprats dominant i n  the catches, Bowever there were reports of irnmture f i s h  i n  

this area at a l a t e r  stage, 

The author aohowledges with thanks the assistance of skippers and others 

who stapplied data f o r  t M s  paper* Xe a l s o  wishes t o  thank Hessrs Killybegs Sea 

Foods L t d ,  Millybegs Gloog, CampPrel1.s Sea Foods LLdg Galway Bay Sea Fooda Ltdo 

and ?JP Hanlon, Dublin for ths f a c i l i t i e s  kindly afforded him a t  t he i r  premises, 
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Table 1 $ age rnonthl~ 8istributl.on Age in years 



I 

Table 3, Percentage Fat , ,content asad. nunabsr per k i l o  

I Rosbeg recovering spents 

I Galway Bay - north sound 

' October Tory  Island 
I 

! Galway Bay - north sound 

Donegal Bay (north) 

January "1974 Stags of Broa&aven 1 spent 6 e 2  

I Glen Head - Wlinbeg 1 spent 

I Galway Bay - north sound 1 spent 



Table 4. Percentage age dis t r id i -  ~ o a a  (4utumn spawners) 
/ 

Age in years 

Age in years (winter spring spawners) 


