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Introduction 

ICNAF Res.Doc. 73/80 

The purpose of this document is to summarize the landings of witch flounder and to indicate 
trends that have occurred in recent years. This species has become of increasing importance particularly 
to the Canadian inshore and near water fleet, especially in ICNAF Division 3K and to a lesser extent in 
the northern half of Division 3L because of the decline in the abundance of cod, the introduction of 
larger boats, and the use of gillnets. In addition to this, since flatfish generally have become more 
important to the industry in recent years, quota regulations presently in force on plaice and yellowtail 
could result in increased fishing for witch offshore especially near Funk Island Bank and northward to 
Hawke Channel, as well as in Divisions 3N-30 and 3Ps. 

Division 3K (Table 1) 

Nominal catches of flatfish in ICNAF Division 3K were not completely separated by species until 
1970. Poland, however, separated Greenland halibut since 1964. Assuming that these 1970 and 1971 figures 
roughly reflected the proportion of plaice and witch, the Polish catches of "unspecified flounder" were 
separated on the basis of 97% witch and 3% plaice. For the USSR the 1970 and 1971 rroportions of witch 
in the total catch of about 32% was used to estimate the quantities of that species in the previous years. 

The Canadian fishery for witch occurs principally in the Notre Dame Bay area in depths of 140-200 
fath (256-366 m) (Fig. 1). The fishery has gradually moved farther offshore beyond Funk Island, possibly 
because of the depletion of the virgin stock and as larger boats were added to the fleet (50-100 tons). 

It seems probable that witch fished by the Canadian inshore boats and by the European fleet 
belong to the same population. No tagging data are available on movements of witch in this area; however, 
Powles and Kohler (1970) reported seasonal movements of witch flounder off Nova Scotia and it seems 
possible that witch in Notre Dame Bay move to deeper water during the winter. 

Apparently the same length groups are taken inshore as in the offshore fishery with the different 
proportions apparently being a function of the type of gear and mesh size (Fig. 2). The Canadian gillnets 
catch more fish in the larger size groups than the Polish otter trawlers. 

Division 3L (Table 2) 

Canadian landings of witch in Division 3L were almost entirely from inshore areas by gil1nets. 
For Poland and the USSR it was difficult to tell how much of the reported "unspecified flounder" was 
witch. In 1970 and 1971 when the flatfish species were separated the Polish and USSR catches were very 
small and the proportions probably not representative of the previous years. However, in the case of 
Poland at least, a substantial proportion of the lIunspecified flounder" was probably witch. 
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Oi.isions 3N and 30 (Table 3) 

The Canadian fishery for witch was primarily as a by-catch of the haddock fishery of the 1950's 
and early 60's. The USSR began catching substantial quantities in 1966 (5713 tons) with an estimated 
catch of about 16 thousand tons in 1967, 13 thousand tons in 1968 and about 15 thousand tons in 1971. 

Oata from research cruises by the St. John's Station indicate that most of the witch are along 
the southwest slope of the bank (Division 30) and along the southern tail (Division 3N). 

Division 3Ps (Table 3) 

The Canadian fishery for witch in this Oivision was primarily by otter trawler although some 
Danish seining also occurred during the 1960's in Fortune Bay. The fairly substantial USSR catches in 
1968 and 1969 of "unspecified flounder" may have consisted entirely of plaice if the 1970 and 1971 
figures were indicative of previous years. The latter country reports 336 tons of plaice only in 1970 
and 407 tons of plaice and 11 tons of yellowtail in 1971. 

Discussion 

Oata on which to base an assessment of the witch populations in Subarea 3 are at present lacking. 
One of the major gaps in the knowledge of witch in Subarea 3 is the location of the juvenile.fish. The 
only place where small witch were reported was along the south coast (3Ps-3Pn). Powles and Kohler (1970) 
reported good catches from the northern part of Division 4R. in the Esquiman Channel. The latter area 
may be a possible source of recruitment for Division 3K. However. research cruises on the Grand Bank 
and northward to Funk Island Deep and Hawke Channel have not produced any substantial numbers of small 
fish. Powles and Kohler (1971) suggested that off Nova Scotia at least 10-30 em (2-5 yr) witch were in 
deeper water than the older mature fish. 

Although we have no real knowledge of stock size, research vessel catches and the catches from 
the commercial fishery would seem to indicate that the stocks are not large when compared with American 
plaice on the Grand Bank. A very high effort level by the ~SSR in 1967 and 1968 in Divisions 3N and 30, 
although primarily for cod, probably did not produce more than 16 thousand tons of witch. 

The relatively good catches made in Division 3K and in the southern part of 2J apparently were 
primarily composed of large old fish constituting part of the virgin stock of that area. The removal of 
some of these fish may be an asset in some respects; however, without further knowledge of the size of 
the spawning stock it might be prudent to limit the total removals in all areas at least until more 
information is available. The St. John's Biological Station is starting a research program during 1973 
and with the data previously collected more precise information should be available in 1974-75. 
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Fig. 1. Map indicating places mentioned in the text. 

D7 



160 

120 

80 o ... 
a: 
:;) 
I/) 

~ 40 
~ 

l: 
I/) 

G: 

- 7 -

A.ICNAF DIV. 3K 
GEAR: Gillnet 

• I, , , 
6 • II 

1/2 -8 mesh , ';1972 , , 
U65-203mml 
140-200foth. 
(256-366 m I 

, I 
, I 
, , 1 , , , , , , 

, I 
I ..,. 
I.- : , .. tOO I, 
I. • #0-
I • • \ '\ 
, 0 1970 I' \ 

, 0 \ 

, 0 \ 

, 0 \ 

, 0 I 
I I , , 

\ 
,4 \ , , \ 

~ I , , 

o 
• I 1 " 

-~,-=---- I ,------'-Of---

g 
a: 
~ 160 

a: ... 
CD 

~ 120 
z 

80 

40 

o 

I ' 
B. I \ FED REP GERMANY 
POLAND 1969 ,': (RESEARCH) 1969 
GEAR' Ott T I I ,GEJlR: Otter Trawl . er row , ,_""" 120 mm 

114mm ~o .. : I 230-240foth. 
197- 219foth. 0." , (420-552 ml 
(360-401 ml : t : 

:' 'POLAND 1968 

o 

o GEAR: Otter Trawl 
: 1/1I4mm 
o ,164-186foth. 

: '(300-340ml 
o , 

o 
o 

o 
o 

o 
o 

o 
00 

000 

... \ 
o I 
eJ( _. 

I 0 

'", 
,00 

00 .... __ -:; \ 
\" 

30·5 38'5 46·5 54·5 
LENGTH (eM) 

62·5 70'5 
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