
By Shana Miller

It'sthat time of year again. Schools of blue fin tuna

are working their way north through the Mid-At­
lantic Bight to their summer feeding grounds.
Will New York and New Jersey experience a re­
turn of the red-hot fishery for small fish seen in

2005? Will New England see a resurgence of giant bluefin,
elusive for the last several years? Or will reports of blue­
fin catches be few and far between, as has become all too
common in recent years?

A team of world-class scientists led by Stanford profes­
sor Barbara Block is trying to a.nswerthese and other ques­
tions about the status and whereabouts of bluefin tuna.
From the Gulf of Mexico to the Gulf of Maine, and Ireland to
Spain, they hunt bluefin - not to kill, but to tag. Rather than
your run-of-the-mill spaghetti tags, they use sophisticated
microprocessor-based electronic tags that not only give
release and recapture locations, but depth, temperature
(of both th,e water and the fish's body in some tags), and
geographic location (based on light level) for every day in
between.

Why all the fuss for a fish? Bluefin tuna are not just an­
other fish. They are renowned for their immense size,
power, speed and trans-oceanic migrations. They are the
ultimate sport fish - anglers who have had the privilege to
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fight one on rod and reel will likely treasure the event for a
lifetime. Bluefin are also the target of a billion-dollar global
fishery. Individual fish sell for tens of thousands of dollars,
and in 2001, one 444-pound Pacific bluefin sold for nearly
$175,000 atTsukiji Market, Tokyo'sfamed fish auction. With
such a high price on their heads,it is not surprising that
bluefin tuna have been severely overfished. Populations in
the western Atlantic have declined by nearly 90 peKeAt,
and scientists have predicted that eastern Atlantic bluefin
will go commercially extinct within a few years.

The steep decline of Atlantic bluefin has ensued despite
nearly 50 years of international management. Clearly the
management system is flawed, and Block's tagging re­
search (a.k.aTag-A-Giant, or TAG) is gathering information
on bluefin movement patterns, behavior and environmen­
tal preferences and scrutinizing the assumptions on which
management is based.The hope is that with better science
comes better management.

TAGGING GIANTS
Finding bluefin to tag is half the battle when it comes

to TAG research. Over 85 percent of the Atlantic tags have
been deployed in North Carolina. Eachwinter for 11 of the
last 12 years, the TAG team has hosted a bluefin "tourna-
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fisheries, and eastern fish feeding in
western waters are artificially inflat­
ing estimates of the western stock
size. Current management is based
on mixing rates less than 5 percent;
TAG data suggest mixing is closer to
20 to 30 percent, and management
should be revised accordingly. Man­
agers should also take precautions
to prevent targeted fishing pressure
on bluefin when they're in large ag­
gregations at the identified feeding
hotspots.

Data related to spawning in the
Gulf of Mexico are among the most intriguing TAG find­
ings. Spawning appears to occur in cyclonic eddies and is
focused in the northwestern Gulf to the west of the warm
loop current.

Oscillatory diving at night is a likely signal of spawning

behavior, as the bluefin mew be diving to cool down dur­ing some sort of surfaceAilating ritual. Although targeted
bluefin fishing has been prohibited in the Gulf since 1982,
bluefin are vulnerable to high bycatch mortality on long
lines targeting yellowfin tuna and swordfish because the
warm surface waters in the Gulf are low in oxygen and
stressful to giant bluefin.

With information on the location and timing of spawn­
ing provided by the tags, a discrete time-area closure-could
be designed to protect bluefin during the critical repro­
ductive period.

TOWARD BETTER MANAGEMENT
Information gleaned from Tag-A-Giant research has the

potential to greatly influence and improve fisheries man­
agement for bluefin tuna, and TAG scientists are working
closely with members of the management community to
encourage consideration of the best available science when
developing regulations. As Atlantic bluefin populations
continue to decline, it is clear that a change is in order.

Regulations for bluefin tuna assume separate eastern
and western populations in the Atlantic, divided by an in­
visible line at the 45-degree west meridian. Yet TAG data
illustrate that while the populations do indeed sort to sep­
arate spawning grounds in the Gulf of Mexico and Medi­
terranean, there is extensive mixing of the populations
on North Atlantic foraging grounds. As a result, the more
severely depleted western fish are vulnerable to eastern
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