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ABSTRACT 
The study of the fish populations of European waters developed chiefly in the 

Scandinavian countries and in Great Britain largely as a result of the economic 
importance of the fisheries to these countries. 

Outstanding discoveries include the facts that some year-classes are fifty or sixty 
times as abundant as others, that such wide fluctuations characterize most of the 
important commercial species, that even when fish are abundant there are wide 
fluctuations in availability due to hydrographic conditions, and that great fluctua­
tions in abundance also characterize the fauna of the sea bottom. 

Demonstration of considerably increased mortality due to fishing has led to action 
designed to prevent overfishing. The International Council for the Exploration of 
the Sea. has contributed materially towards the study of these problems and in 
initiating international action to meet situations uncovered. 

An important feature of the study of populations has been the recognition and 
description of .local races-more or less discrete populations having separate spawn-
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ing areas and characterized by average differences in certain morphological characters 
such as numbers of vertebrae, of scales and of fin-rays. 

The discovery that the age of fish and certain characteristics of their life histories 
could be read from the scales has been basic to many phases of population work. 
The organization of statistics, especially those on an international scale, has also 
been an indispensable tool in population studies. 

The understanding of populations and of the factors affecting them has reached 
the stage where in some species fishing probabilities have been attempted with 
considerable success. 

DISCUSSION 

Sixty-five years ago Huxley (1881) made some estimates of the 
population of herrings in the North Atlantic, based on his work as a 
member of two successive Royal Commissions investigating fisheries. 
He estimated that there must have been scattered through the North 
Sea and the Atlantic at one and the same time scores of shoals of 
herrings, any one of which would go a long way towards supplying 
the whole of man's consumption of herrings. He did not believe that 
all of the herring fleets together destroyed five per cent of the total 
number of herring in the sea in any year. He concluded that: 

the best thing for Governments to do in relation to the herring fisheries, is to let 
them alone, except in so far as the police of the sea is concerned. With this proviso, 
let people fish how they like, as they like, and when they like. . . there is not a 
particle of evidence that anything man does has an appreciable influence on the stock 
of herrings. It will be time to meddle, when any satisfactory evidence that mischief 
is being done is produced. 

It should be remembered in connection with this conclusion that it 
was reached in relation to the herring and at a time when trawling by 
steam-driven vessels had scarcely commenced. 

The modern concern of European investigators, such as E. S. 
Russell (1942) and Graham (1943), with what they call the over­
fishing problem is chiefly about demersal species taken by trawling. 

Fisheries research in Europe gradually developed during the last 
half of the nineteenth century, chiefly in.the Scandinavian countries, 
in Great Britain and in Germany. The urge to study the fisheries 
arose largely from economic necessity. As E. S. Russell (1932) points 
out, in certain communities, notably in northern Norway where the 
population is mainly dependent upon fishing for a livelihood, the suc­
cess or failure of the fishing is almost a matter of life or death. 
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