
SENATE No. 169.

The Committee on the Fisheries to whom was committed the
petition of T. D. Eliot and twenty-five other petitions in aid,
aggregate number of names 3,028, asking for a Prohibitory
Fishery Act; also, sixty-two remonstrances, aggregate number
of names 7,958; also, William L. Bradley Manufacturing
Company at Weymouth ; Pacific Guano Company at Wood’s
Hole ; Cape Cod Railroad Company, and Resolutions of the
Gloucester Board of Trade against the same, have duly con-
sidered the same and submit the following

The petitioners claim that several modes of fishing now in
use, as by traps, pounds, purse-seines, sweep-seines and gill-nets
are increasing it the waters along the shores of this Common-
wealth, and that these novel modes of fishing are fatally preju-
dicial to the production and increase of fish, and ask the
legislature to enact such laws as will protect the fish and those
of the community that are interested in their continuance

In the hearings before the Committee on theFisheries there was
no evidence to convince them that there is any necessity for the
passage of such an Act as is asked for by the petitioners. It ap-
peared in the evidence that the soup, tautog, sea bass and
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striped bass in Buzzard’s Bay have diminished, during the last
few years comparatively few having been caught in that locality,
while in other places outside of that bay the fishermen have
seen no diminution in these species, but rather an increase. It
does not necessarily follow that when fish leave a locality which
they have long been accustomed to visit annually, that they have
been driven away by over-fishing. Changes are taking place
from year to year, and during the past fifty years many species
that were abundant, and in their annual migrations visited our
waters and remained on our coast during the summer, have
long since disappeared, and years have passed away and not one
of them is seen in our waters, while others have appeared that
are new, and increase in numbers annually ; others, again, have
disappeared and after many years the same species has returned
in great abundance and again become annual migratory species,
visiting our shores each season. Such have been the changes
long before a weir, trap or pound existed in Massachusetts
waters, and while nets were used only to a limited extent.

The cause of the diminution of fish in Buzzard’s Bay may
be a scarcity of the bait on which they are accustomed to feed,
as large beds of mussels on which some of these species feed
have been killed by star-fishes, (five finger, so called by the
fishermen). The refuse of manufactories, as copper works, gas
works, and prussian-blue works, and other deleterious substan-
ces thrown into the water, have also affected the clams and
other species of mollusca (shell-fish). These causes may have
tended to diminish the numbers of fish that in past years have
visited this locality. But the great cause that has driven many
species from our waters is the bluefish, which appeared on the
coast of Massachusetts, south of Cape Cod some thirty-five years
ago, but did not appear until 1847 north of the Cape ; wherever
they appear they drive away nearly all other species of fish.
During their stay they are caught with hooks, nets and weirs.

North of Cape Cod the weirs catch mostly bluefish, which
are taken in great numbers as they go in shore. One weir at
Eastham caught last season no less than 65,000. When the
north-east storms of autumn drive into our bay the colder waters,
the bluefish leave, and other species of fish which were driven
away by them on their arrival, re-appear as the mackerel, men-
haden, and others that are marketable. The bluefish have been
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no doubt the principal cause of the diminution of other kinds
of fish during their stay on our coast.

The weirs south of Cape Cod catch mostly bait fish, as her-
ring, (alewives) and menhaden, which are sold to vessels be-
longing to Gloucester, as bait for their George’s Bank fishery.
If this mode of fishing were discontinued, Gloucester vessels
must be without bait for a part of the season and the large fish-
ing fleet of Cape Ann must lie still.

Scup, tautog, sea bass, striped bass, and other kinds of fish
that are not used for bait are caught by the weirs in our waters
south of Cape Cod only in small quantities, and as a secondary
and incidental matter; the amount of these kind of fish caught
by such weirs is too small to have any considerable effect upon
the increase or diminution of these species. As soon as the
bluefish arrive on our coast, about the first of June, these weirs
are taken up, being made of net which is easily destroyed by
the bluefish, it would not pay to keep them down longer.

The geographical distribution of fish along our coast is so ex-
tensive, their numbers are so great and the number of eggs pro-
duced by them is so vast, requiring only a small percentage to
mature in order to overstock the waters, that no general legisla-
tive enactment can be needed for their continuance or increase.
The comparatively small quantity taken by man can have but
little effect in diminishing their numbers, and but little tendency
to exterminate the race. Though in small bays and arms of
the sea it might be possible in certain seasons to produce, by
overfishing, a perceptible diminution of the fish then visiting
them, yet the evidence brought before the Committee failed to
show that such had been the case in any of the bays in this
Commonwealth, and if there were in any season a diminution
from such cause in our bays they would probably be replen-
ished in the succeeding season by a fresh supply from the ocean.

Whenever fish have left any bays or localities permanently it
has been in most cases from causes unknown to us, and Acts of
legislation would be powerless to bring them back.

In view of the evidence produced before them, the Committee
see no reason for recommending prohibitory legislation, a
asked for by the petitioners.

The Committee may here call attention to the British Com-
mission, appointed to inquire into the sea fisheries of Great
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Britain and Ireland, whose report was laid before Parliament in
the year 1866. This commission consisted of Professor Thomas
H. Huxley, Messrs. George Shaw Lefevre and John Caird, who
are among the ablest men in Great Britain in their several de-
partments. It visited nearly all the fishing localities of Great
Britain and Ireland and the adjacent waters ; it examined a
vast number of witnesses, asked and received answers to nearly
sixty-two thousand questions, and probably made a more thorough
investigation than was ever before made by any commission.
Though many of the fishing localities examined by them had
been fished over for many centuries, and though in addition to
our modes of fishing by weirs, nets and seines, the beam trawl is
there used, which is far more destructive to fish and their spawn
and young than any mode of fishing employed or approved by
us, yet that commission came to the unanimous conclusion that
there was no danger to the sea fisheries, either in the open sea
or in bays and arms of the sea, from overfishing, and that any
restriction was unnecessary and useless, and they recommended
that all the existing prohibitory or restrictive statutes of Great
Britain should be repealed.

The Committee, in conclusion, report unanimously that the
petitioners have leave to withdraw.

Per order of the Committee,

N. E. ATWOOD, Chairman.


