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A clue to the mysterious scarcity of nackerelv$hich periodically occurs off 
the northeastern coast of the United States, alternating with cycles of great 
abundance, is contained in a study of the Atlanti;;c mackerel published today by 
the U. S. Fish and W ildlife Service. b 4 

The repor't on the mackerel', basis of one of the oldest and most productive 
fishing industries in the Unite'; States, was v:ritten by Oscar Elton Sktte., one of 
the country's foremost marine biologists, and is the first of'a series of papers 
eventrally to be puslished on the life history of the species. The present re- 
oort deals with the critical early stages of development which have been found by 
6 :~r. Sette to determine the later abundance o f fish of commercial size, 

. Although the present yield of the Atlantic Coast mackerel fishery is about 
60,000,000 to 80,000,OCO pounds annually - of which the United States takes about 
three-fourths and the Canadian fishery the remainder--the catch has sometimes 
fallen as low as 1~,@00,000 poLllds. The largest catch ever made was landed in 
low!+--231!+,000,000 pounds. 

During the long history of the mackerel fishery, the catch has repeatedly 
declined or increased by as muchas ICC, CCO,OCO pounds tiithin a period of only a 
fw yezrs. 

Because of the adverse economic effects of these fluctuations on the fisher- 
men and on the conduct of business in the fish markets, the Fish and W ildlife 
Service and its predecessor agency, the Bureau of Fisheries, have carried on a 
biological study to discover why ‘mackerel may be scarce one year and abundant the 
ne:& , and to find, if possible, a means cf managing the fishery to iron out the 
more extreme changes of abundance. 

By towing fine-meshed nets through the surface waters from Chesapeake Ray 
to Cape Cod, between 1329 and 1932, Hr. Sette was able to collect the eggs and 
larval stages of the mackerel and to d iscover not only the location of the major 
spawning areas but the relative survival of the young fish produced in the dif- 
fcrent years. 

In one of the years covered by the survey-- 1932--only about one young mack- 
erel survived for every 100,000 eggs spawned. Probable causes of this extremely 
high mortality were several: in that season the microscopic surface life on which 
the baby mackerel feed was scarce; also, the usual direction of the prevailing 

. . 



winds was reversed , causing a strong southerly draft of the surface currents and 
car:-,-,Y.nz the young maclzerel out of the normal nursery area for the species. 

Such unfavorable conditions result in very few young being added to the 
mackerel population. This fact is reflected in poor catches a few years later. 
IsJhen several unfavorable years occur consecutively, the mackerel. fishery experi- 
ences one of its periodic depressions. On the other hand, when food'for the 
young mackerel is ~~lentifJ.1 -and wind and water temperatures are suitable, a very 
large crop of young survives &d !:;ackerel again become abundant. 

The vessels from which Mr. Sette and his assistants followed the early life 
of the mackerel were the old TJ. S.'Fisheries Steamer GANXT, no longer in service 
and the AEATROSS II, which was taken out of service in June 1932, as a Govern- 
ment economy measure. Comnploti~n of that seasonts bbservations was mide'possible 
when the Woods Hold Cceanogr:X>hic Institution put its vessel, the ATIXNTIS, at 
Kr. Sette.ls disposal during J??ne ani J-.L~;F of that year, Lacking vessel facili- 
ties'cf any kind since 1932, ii; has not been possible to re2ee.t the'measuretient 
of ma.ckerr.21 mdrt$lity. 

Whe: it is i>OSSi.ble %O record the mortality of baby,mackerel in enough ad- 
dj-ticnal seasons , Mr. Sette ;)oLl-!x out, bioiogists will be able to work out'the 
size of the spawning stock needed to main:ni!l h-i.gh i?roduction in the mackerel 
fishery. . . 

I. 
Titled "Biolo,T of the Atlantic Yaakerel of North America; P&+t I: 'Early 

Life Eistory," the accollnt of Kr. Settz'ts st udies is published as Fishery~Bulle- 
tin IJo. 3Y of the Fish and Wil.tili.fe Service an., d may bk obtained fron'the Super- 
intendent of Documents, .U. S, Government Printings Office, Washington, D. C,, for 
25 cents.. , 
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