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Max size: 130 cm  
Max age: 25 years 

    

Introduction  
Taxonomy: Saithe Pollachius virens (Linnaeus, 1758) (Order: Gadiformes, Family: Gadidae) belongs to the 
gadoid family or cod-like fishes. The genus Pollachius is represented by two species: saithe P. virens and 
pollack P. pollachius [1]. 
Comm. 

common names 
Danish Sej Icelandic Ufsi 
Dutch Zwarte koolvis Latvian Saida  
English Saithe Norwegian Sei 
Estonian Süsikas Polish Czarniak 
Faroese Upsi Portuguese Juliana / Escamudo 
Finnish Seiti Russian 

 

French Lieu noir Spanish Carbonero  
German Seelachs Swedish Gråsej 

 

General: Saithe (or coalfish) is a semi-pelagic North Atlantic species that occupies the deeper waters over 
the shelf edge and beyond and, although frequently taken in bottom trawls may form dense layers in 
midwater. However, juveniles occupy inshore habitats and recruit to the exploitable stock at an age of 2-3 
years old. Owing to this separation between adults and juveniles, discards in targeted saithe fisheries are 
generally low. Saithe is an important commercial species in many European countries.  
Minimum Landing Size: 35 cm in the North Sea (EU waters), 32 cm in Norwegian waters, and 30 cm in the 
Skagerrak and Kattegat.   

Distribution 
Biogeographical distribution: Saithe is a boreal species distributed in the western Atlantic from North 
Carolina to southwest Greenland, and in the eastern Atlantic from the Bay of Biscay to Iceland, Spitzbergen 
and the Barents Sea.   

The bathymetric distribution of saithe is very broad, living in shoals in both offshore and inshore areas 
depending on size and age, and occurring in midwater, close to the bottom and even near the surface. Adults 
sometimes display extensive diel vertical migrations and may be found hundreds of metres above the bottom 
during night time, as well as close to the bottom, down at depths of more than 300 m during day time [2].   
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Spatial distribution in North Sea: The distribution of saithe in the area covered by ICES-FishMap highlights 
their concentration in the northern part of the North Sea and in the Skagerrak and Kattegat, along the shelf 
edge. Young saithe (< 30 cm) are most abundant in the more coastal waters near Shetland and in the Kattegat, 
where they congregate in sea lochs and escape representative sampling, while larger saithe (30 cm) are more 
widely distributed between these two regions, with a clear zone of high abundance along the edge of the 
Norwegian Deep (Fig. 1). Tagging experiments have shown that young saithe gradually leave their coastal 
nurseries during the spring [3] to join the offshore component of the stock [4].   

Figure 1. Average annual catch rate (number per hour fishing) for saithe in the quarter 1 IBTS survey, 1977-2005.  

Habitat characteristics: O-group saithe are found pelagically in the open northern North Sea, from where 
they move to sea lochs along the Scottish and Scandinavian coastline. Not infrequently they spread out to 
reach the outer harbours in the South. They remain there close to the shore during the first three years of life, 
while performing limited migrations. Overall, habitat characteristics are wide ranging depending on life 
history stage.   


