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An indicative note on a role of permanent thermocline

as a factor controlling the longline fishing ground
for bigeye tuna
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(Far Seas Fisheries Research Laboratory)

NAKAMURA (1954) emphasized the good correspondence between ocean current and distribution of
tunas and billfishes. Further examination on this matter by the same author (1959) led him to draw
a theory that each species takes its own center of distribution in a specific ocean current. However,
his theory, a working hypothesis in a sense, has not always been successfully applied to bigeye tuna,
especially those inhabiting in the tropical waters. For instance, the spawning group of this species
occurs in the North Equatorial Current area in the western and central Pacific Ocean as his theory
explains, but lately the occurrence of the spawning group has heen recognized even in the South
Equatorial Current area in the eastern tropical Pacific.

In the present paper. the problem is re-examined from a different point of view from NAKA-
MURA’s and an important role of the permanent thermocline is discussed as a factor controlling the
formation of the longline fishing grounds for bigeye tuna.

In Fig. 5 are shown the areas. where the permanent thermocline, bottom of the surface mixing
layer, is approximately 100-150 m deep. This fits well to the actual range ol longline fishing grounds
for bigeye tuna in the tropica! Pacific and Indian Oceans shown in Fig. 1. Judging from the depth
of longline hooks suspending in the water, approximately 100-120m on the average, it seems practical
to assume that the formation of the longline fishing grounds for bigeye tuna depends on whether
longline hooks successufully reach the permanent thermocline. This relation is schematically represent-
ed in Fig. 4, in which N- and S series, designated after the Northern and Southern Bands of
Tropical Pacific Ground as seen in Fig. 2 respectively, correspond to the actual commercial longline
fishing ground for bigeye tuna.

In the temperate waters lacking the permanent thermocline, on the other hand, patterns of occur-
rence of high hooking-rate are well related to the current systems as already suggested by NAKAMURA
(1959).

The followings are the "working hypotheses’

on the occurrence of bigeye tuna brought out in

this study :

fa) In the tropical waters, major concentration of bigeye tuna does not occur in the surface mixing
layer but does in or due below the permanent thermocline which indicates a discontinuity
between the Tropical Mixing Water and the Equatorial Water or the Central Water. Under
such circumstances, effective catch is expected only when the thermocline and longline hooks
are nearly at the same depth.

(b) North of southern margin of eastward current system of the Subtropical Current Linkage in the
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northern hemisphere (vice versa in the southern hemisphere), the mixing layer is not developed.
The Central Water occupies from surface to some depth in the eastward current system of the
Subtropical Current Linkage. In this case, bigeye tuna occur at surface as well as deeper layer
simultaneously. There is no barrier to prevent longline hooks from encountering the fish. No
bigeye tuna are distributed on the polar side of northern margin of eastward current of the
Subtropical Current Linkage where the Subpolar Water dominates.

{e) Thus, the habitat of bigeye tuna is in the intermediate space bwiween the Tropical Mixing
Water and the Medium Layer Water including the Subpolar Water (Fig. 3),

On the basis of these hypotheses, some phenomena are successfully explained or interpreted as
follows :

(1) The water temperature of the permanent thermocline in which bigeye tuna inhabit ranges from
17°C 10 22°C which well corresponds to the optimal water temperature suggested by UDA (1957),

{2) In the past studies, bigeye concentration is not observed to coincide with the occurrence of
high primary productivity in the tropical Pacific Ocean (Fig. 7), Probahly primary productivity
is concerned with the mixing layer ahove the thermocline, whereas the inhabiting depth of
bigeye seems to be in or just below the thermocline, so that bigeve are screened from primary
productive system. On the other hand, vellowfin has a habitat above the thermocline and conse-
quently good coincidence is success{ully observed hetween the distribution and the primary
productivity.

(3] A notably increasing gradient from west to east in the average size of the fish caught by the
longline in the Pacific Ocean is reported (YABUTA and YUKINAWA 1958 and KUME 1969), In
the eastern area of this Ocean, the thermocline is located in shallower depth, which raises the
habitat of bigeye tuna as a result, and therefore longline hooks can reach the swimming layer
of larger fish which is assumed to pe deeper than that of smaller fish. In the western part of
the ocean, the thermocline is too deep for hooks to reach for capturing larger fish. As a matter
of fact, larger fish appear much more in the catch from the eastern part of the Pacific.

(4! In the Indian Ocean, yellowfin abundance has recently decreased remarkably to 1/2-1/4 of the
initial level in terms of hooking rate, while higeye population is still sustained at about 80
percent of that in earlier years, though both species are distributed horizontally in almost the
same manner (Fig. 8), These observations indicate that higeye tuna has a deeper habitat, so
that the longline hooks are less effective for this species than for yellowfin tuna.
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Fig. 1—1 Distribution of hooking-rate of bigeye tuna in the Pacific and Indian Oceans
in the second quarter of the year, April-June
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Fig. 1-—2 Distribution of hooking-rate of bigeve tuna in the Pacific and Indian Oceans,
in the fourth quarter of the year, October- December
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Fig. 2 Designation of major commercial longline fishing grounds for bigeye tuna
(surrounded by dotted lines) in the Pacific and Indian Oceans superimposed
by border lines hetween major ocean current systems (solid lines)

One degree square with a hooking-rate of more than 1,0 is marked by a
small open circle.
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Various supposed types of the formation of
lingline fishing grounds for bigeye tuna in the
tropical Pacilic Ocean where the permanent

thermocline is in existence

Effective catch of bigeye tuna is expectable
when longline hooks are suspended approxim-
ately at the depth of the thermocline, as pointed
out by dotted areas in the panel. Each panel can
be applied practically to the areas as follows :

Type A and B+ 120°"E—160"W
Type Cand D 160°W—120"W
Type E = --oee East of 120°W

508
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Fig. 5. Illustration of the area in which effective catch of bigeye tuna by longline is
supposedly expected
Shaded area : Permanent thermocline is well developed. Depth of the thermocline
is between 100 and 150m and approximately in accordance with
that of longline hooks.
Dotted area : Permanent thermocline is not developed. Habitable water of bigeye
tuna (the Central Water) ranges from surface level to some depth.
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