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Cutlassfish or ribbonfish, Trichiurus lepturus L. of the
Trichiuridae family, known as "palasz" in Poland, is of considerable
importance to the Polish deep-sea fisheries operating on the West
African shelf. As sho~Tn by commercial catches, tbis fish occurs in
large numbers in the area from Cape Dlanc to Cape Verde. The catch of
this species in 1970 in the Polish fishery reached about 1 000 metric
tons and had shown 0 relatively steady increase. It makes, on an average,
about 5% of the bottom trawl catchos and 15% of the pelagic trawl catches.
The majority of our catch is takon by bottom trawl.

Until now the biology of the eutlassfish from the N.W. Afriean
waters has not been studied. Our observations were made in tho period
from January to ~iay 1970, and were carried out on board the commereial
fishing vessel B-23 - H/T "Murena" operating in this aroo.

A total of 11 000 spoeimens was measured and 2 600 annlysed in
more detail. These were moasured and weighed, their sex, maturity stage,
age and food eomposition were determined.

Length ond weig~t eomposition

The longth data ''lore grouped into 5 cm" (total length) size
closses. The length of eutlassfish eought by MIT "Hurenn" varied from
30 to 145 em. There was 0 provalonco of speeimens 40 to 50 cm and
95 to 105 cm. longe (Figuro 1, Tablo·1). 1090 specimens were woighed
with guts and gonads. The minimum weight was 30 g and the maximum
4 500 g. Most frequent were fishes weighing 0.5 to 0.7 kg. From January
to May the monthly length frequonciosshifted slightly to the right. This
was most likely connected with their growth.

Age composition

Thc species is scaleless. The age was determincd from 2 600
otoliths collectod in the period of observations. The pairs of otoliths
were removed from the fish, cleaned, and examined with thc help of 0
projector, using xylane os clooring agent.
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Tho otolith io ~nthGr olliptienl in shape, roundod at tho
pooterior end, nnd pointed nt the anterior end, Its inner surfnce
io eonvo:=, while tho eutor in eonenve. A small groove is found on
tho inner surfneo parallel to the longth of tho otolith. Growth
zones enn bettor be seen on the eonvex surfnce. They were rensonably
distinet in thc nntc~ior riold. Thoro \TerO some diffieulties to
interprote the CTO\Tth rings, but most of them eou1d be trneed eompleto1y
around the otolith.

Some information on the age eould also be obtnined from the
Petersen eurvo sho~n in Figura 1.

Age eomposition of t~o samples is given in Figure 3. In the
aren of observations, fish belonging to the age groups 1 to 4 'Tere most
numerous. It ie ~oet probable that the relative numbors of age groups
1 and 2 are undarestimatod beenuso the seleetivity of the trnw1 not has
somo influenee on the length nnd age composition of the eotehes. (Hech
size in tho eod-end 'Uns 5 e~ )

•
The monn loncrth of the ago groups was os fol1ows:

Ago group 1 I 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

11eon longth
47 84 5 105 115 120 130 140

(em )

% 23. 21.22.0 3.2 23.1 6.8 1.5 0.1/ 0.1 I
Mntu~~y nn~ sex ratio

These obsorvations were based on 2 600 speeimens. In the
eut10ssfish the right ovary and the rieht testis wero much better
developed thon the loft ones. This refers only to the size of the
gonad, tho ova in both o~mries 'toTore equo11y ue11 devo1opod.

As io shm'1n in Figure 1 tho sex of eut1assfish ean be determined
by eye at 0 longth of more than 70 em. Males prevailed up to 110 em
lcngth and fOD,ales from tuc length of 110 em onlmrds.

Fish in different maturity stages aeeording to r:raier' s seale,
were found during thc invostignted periode llunning individun1s (stage VI)
'toTere found throuehout our observati ons·. Spent fieh uere very seldom
eneountered in the eatches. They eonstituted about 2i~ of the total numbor
of fish exnmined.

Feedin~ nnd food eomposition

The prosent study on tho food hebite of eutlnosfioh uno bneed on
observations of stomneh contents of nbout 140 specimens during the pe~io~
in quostion. In almost oll months tho mnjority of the exnmined s~o~nehs

'\Toro ompty. T:hc num'be:,: of rieh in ,,,hieh food oeeurred 'Tas nbout 5~ of'
tho total nut::lber of o::amined. speeimens. Tho food of the eutlassfi8h :.'..0

not vnried. In t~10 stomaehs, the follouing groups of organisms lTe:=o
found:

Crustaeon (Euphausineen, Shrimps)
Ccphn!.opodn (Lolie;o sp., Sey..!.!:! sp.,)
Fishos (Tr~~~~~ sp., Sardinella sp., §QrdinoPJ! op., fO~ß9! sp.,)
Orgtmie :r..'omnins

In mnny ensos, uhere the food was in 0 semi-digested stoto,
identification of the orannie romnins as to speeies ~TnS not possiblo.
Tho food eomposition ehnnaes reg~1~r1y with the grouth of the ~ish3
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In regard to its kind of food, the life eycle of eutlassfish
ean be divided into various periods:

40 to 70 er .- ·food mainly eoneisting of Euphausiaeea,

70 to 90 em - Euphausiaeea, shrimps, small fish and
Cephalopoda,

over 90 em - fish end ~ephalopoda

There are no data eoneerning the food composition of small
speeimens up to 40 em in length.

The food eomposition indieates that young specimens of
eutlassfish has some tendeney t~ bottom-pelagie life, sinee their food
mainly eonsistod of Euphausiaeen. As the eutlassfish grow, pelagie
species beeome more important in its food, and it is possible that the
fish gradually turns to a more pelagie life. In addition small speeimens
oeeur only in bottom trawl eatehes while the adults are found both in
bottom and pelagie trawls.

Average pereentage of eutlassfish with various items of food
in different months:

Month Euphausiaeea Shrimps Calamaries Fishes Organie remains

January 15 10 10 35 30

February 5 - - 45 50

March 50 5 10 20 15

April 40 5 - 35 20
~

Other observations

As montioned beforo, this speeies oeeurs in our trawl eatehes
both bottom and pelagic, throughout the year, but mostly in the period
May - June. At day-time the fish was found near the bottom. In night­
time the bottom shoals dispersed and the cutlassfish nseended to the
upper layers. These diurnal verticnl migrations were assoeiated with
thc night by feeding of eutlassfish on Trachurus sp. and other organisms.
The best cntches were, os a rulc, made from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Most of
them were taken at a depth of 90 to 120 metres.



Table 1. Length composition or the cutlassrish (Trichiurus leptu~)
eatehes in 1970 (Janunry to May).

I I

70 175 90 1 95 100 I 105 I 11 0 115 1120 1125 1351 140 ! 145
x

)!Length in em. 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 80 85 130

I % 2.4!!2.2 5.4 6.2 3.1 2.1 1.8 1.1 p.8 4.1 9.8 7. 8 17•4 10.9112.1 111. 3 5.8 i 3.4 11.5 0.5 0.21 0•1 1 -j
I ! j I

x) Maximum length observed 145 em.

Table 2 ~'i Average "Teight eomposition or the cutlassrish (Triehiurus lept"!,rus)
eatehes in 1970.

41-50 151-60 161-70 \71- 80 181-90
I

111-120 I 121-130Length in eID. 31-40 91-100 101-110 131-140
_.

I I 193 I 324
IAverage

weight in g 34 65 I 99 ! 418 666 914 1 197 1 727 2 185
I

Maximum weight noted 4 500 g.
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F,igure l!, !J::)!'..,gth cOID.J?ositien ef the catches of T-.r:ichiurus lepturus L. in 1970 (Jan.jM:a.r.).
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Figure 2. Lengtb/weight relationship of Trichiurus lel2.turu.s L.
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