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LITERATURE ON THE EASTERN ATLANTIC AND
MEDITERRANEAN TUNA TRAP FISHERY

A. Di Natale!
SUMMARY

The trap fishery for bluefin tuna (Thunnus thynnus) is the most ancient fishery industry in the
world, being active since at least 26 centuries. The great importance of this activity for
providing seafood to humans has been documented by many writers, even in historical times.
This work provides a comprehensive bibliography on the tuna trap fisheries in the eastern
Atlantic and Mediterranean, also including papers on various aspects of bluefin tuna biology
and ecology when they are linked to the trap fisheries. This work was done to serve the
scientists and to help them in finding some rare references which might be useful for their work.

RESUME

La pécherie des madragues de thon rouge (Thunnus thynnus) est la plus ancienne industrie
halieutique, active depuis au moins vingt-six siécles. L importance de cette activité comme
source dalimentation pour les étres humains a toujours été documentée par différents
écrivains, méme durant les temps anciens. Le présent travail fait état de la bibliographie
relative aux pécheries des madragues de thon rouge dans I"Atlantique Est et en Méditerranée,
tout en incluant des publications ayant traité divers aspects de la biologie et de I"écologie du
thon rouge se rapportant a la technique de péche des madragues. Il s"agit d'un travail
documentaire qui servira aux scientifiques en leur permettant de disposer de quelques rares
références qui pourraient leur étre utiles dans leurs travaux de recherche.

RESUMEN

La pesqueria de almadrabas de atin rojo (Thunnus thynnus) es la industria pesquera mas
antigua del mundo y esta activa desde hace, al menos, veintiséis siglos. La gran importancia de
esta actividad a la hora de proporcionar a los humanos alimentos procedentes del mar ha
estado documentada siempre por varios escritores, incluso en tiempos antiguos. En este trabajo
se facilita una bibliografia exhaustiva sobre las pesquerias de almadrabas de tinidos en el
Atlantico este y el Mediterraneo, y se incluyen también documentos sobre varios aspectos de la
biologia y ecologia del atin rojo cuando éstos estan vinculados con las pesquerias de
almadrabas. Este trabajo esta destinado a los cientificos, para que éstos puedan disponer de
algunas raras referencias que podrian resultarles Gtiles para su trabajo.
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1. Introduction

This paper was prepared with the sole purpose of providing a first overview of the literature which concerns, in
any possible way, the trap fishery for bluefin tuna in the Mediterranean Sea and in the eastern Atlantic Ocean,
where this fishery has been active since very ancient times.

As a matter of fact, the tuna trap fishery is the most ancient industrial activity in the fishery sector, because it is
well known that “tuna traps” were operating in ancient times in Greece, and tuna traps were very active during
Phoenician and Roman times, in many coastal areas. More ancient data are not very well defined.

This long history also created the basis for very interesting literature on bluefin tuna fishing, dating back to 26
centuries ago. Important information on the bluefin tuna fishery is included in many classical papers, often with
many useful descriptions. In examining the available literature, it is clear that there is a gap in our information
for more than 10 centuries, i.e., from III a.C. to about the XIII century, while many texts were available from the
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XVI century on. The peak of literature production on subjects related to the tuna traps was between the XIX and
the XX centuries, but many papers were also available in the XVIII century. At present, the world wide web is a
further opportunity for publishing scientific papers on traps.

An important precedent was established by Genevieve Corwin, an American scientist who published a
comprehensive “Bibliography of the Tunas” in 1929. This small book is very rarely quoted by modern scientists
because it is not easy to find, but it is one of the best reference books for many species of tunas and their
fisheries. Now its electronic version is also available on the web.

The list of books and scientific papers here provided is certainly incomplete and we hope that this work may
stimulate scientists to add further titles to the ICCAT-GBYP, for the purpose of creating a reference literature list
to be used by all the colleagues working on this subject or on related subjects, helping them in their work.

2. Criteria

The bibliography on the tuna trap fishery, or subjects related to the tuna trap activity in the reference area, which
has been collected so far, includes a total of 1236 titles in many languages and from various sources. Classic
works have been also included, according to their original edition, when possible, or to the earliest available
reprint. Electronic papers available on the web were also taken into account.

The main criteria for selecting the bibliography was related more to the content than the title, as each scientific,
literary or historical paper were included only when some parts of the text were related to the tuna trap fishery in
the reference area or when the samples (in case of papers on tuna biology) were collected from tuna traps.

As regards ancient papers, the reference was selected if it dealt with the tuna fishery or in general with the
natural history of tuna related to the fishery at that time.

3. Analysis of contents and geographic distribution

The analysis of the contents reflects the main subject matter included in each paper. In some cases, the subject
was clearly defined, while in others there were more general discussions or various subjects and then each issue
was considered as a separate one. Of course, using this methodology, the total number by subject or area is
always higher that the total number of references listed in this paper. The percentages are always referred to the
total number of papers included in the Bibliography (Section 6).

The analysis revealed that the majority of the papers here listed are related to fishery issues (684, representing
about 55.4% of the total). Historical papers are also very numerous (352, equal to 28.5% of the total), but
historical references or quotations are very often present in most of the papers related to tuna traps.

There are 164 papers (13.3%) dealing in general with the tuna traps, while a similar number of papers is related
to bluefin tuna biology (145, equal to 11.7% of the total).

Several papers (135, representing about 10.9% of the total) deal with socio-economic matters, which are
extremely relevant for this fishery since ancient times. In many papers on the tuna trap fishing activity there are
also clear references to socio-economic aspects, but in this case the criteria was to select works specifically
dealing with this subject. It is interesting to note that 85 papers (about 6.9% of the total) deal with rules,
regulations, laws or disputes (e.g., property right disputes) and, in this case, possibly a more accurate
bibliographic search in lawyers’ or courts archives would provide a much higher number of documents and,
consequently, a higher percentage than the actual one.

Many papers deal also with bluefin tuna migrations or oscillating occurrence (75, representing about 6.1% of the
total), because this was an important factor affecting the economic life of each bluefin tuna trap and may be the
most relevant factor for the distribution of traps along the various coasts.

60 papers (4.9%) deal with other topics, which are not here specifically identified, including industrial processes,
canning, health problems, fishermen songs, traditions, etc.

Most of the disputes, particularly those that occurred in the last two centuries, are related to environmental
problems, while conflicts between gears (along with property right disputes) were quite common in the XVII and
the XVIII century. As a matter of fact, 46 papers (about 3.6%) referred to impacts of various types (conflicts,
pirates, turbidity, industrial waste, light or noise) on tuna trap fishery.
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A similar number of papers is related to architectural aspects (33, representing about 2.7% of the total), which
represents a very interesting aspect of this ancient industrial activity, while only a very few papers deal with tuna
trap bibliography (3, equal to about 0.2% of the total).

Figure 1 shows the percentage of the various contents.

It is also particularly interesting to examine the numerous geographical areas which are covered by the works
here listed, because this distribution can also provide a better idea about the various interests (economic, social,
scientific or cultural) in each area or country.

A total of 196 papers (about 15.9% of the total) are general overviews which are related to the entire area of the
Mediterranean Sea or the East Atlantic. Figure 2 shows the areas documented by the bibliography include in this

paper.

The highest number of references is related to Italy (529 papers representing about 42.8% of the total),
confirming either the huge diffusion of this fishing activity or the high economic, social and cultural interests
which are also very evident. This is also the clear result of a Mediterranean industry very often owned or
participated by Italian capital in the last two centuries and even before. The tuna trap activity, in several places,
was the most relevat marine activity for many decades, clearly influencing many coastal communities from
every point of view. The cultural side is also very important. Of course, due to ancient traditions, it should be
considered that privileges granted to the Catholic Church are also a motivation for mentioning tuna traps in
several historical books or documents.

303 papers (about 24.5% of the total) are related to Spain, due to the clear importance of this fishery and the
historical heritage which are also quite strong. Many papers are on regulating this fishing activity, possible
because of the need to regulate in advance of eventual disputes. There are two facts possibly affecting the total
amount of papers related to Spain: the first is the fact that historically many tuna traps around the XIV century
were owned by Spanish; the second is that it should also be taken into account that the editorial activity in Spain
was strongly limited by the Inquisition for many years and then books or papers on animals or on fishing
activities at sea are very few, at least until the middle of the XVIII century. The few manuscripts existing in
these early centuries were mostly made by priests, either because of their better capacity to read and write or
because the local Catholic church had a direct economic interest in this fishery, due to privileges and percentages
of the catch revenues.

The weak tradition of having papers on fishing in historical times is quite evident also for Portugal, where
several traps were active for long periods. The papers related to these traps only number 54 (4.4% of the total).
All other countries are less represented for various reasons. France, which is a country where the trap fishery was
present for a long time in the southern regions, is represented by only 51 papers on this subject (about 4.1% of
the total) and several are related to fishery statistics.

Even though literature on fishing is not an Arab tradition, the tuna trap fisheries in the north African countries
are well documented, with 38 titles related to Tunisia (about 3.1% of the total), and another 35 are related to
Morocco (about 2.8% of the total), also showing several historical aspects; 22 (1.8%) are related to Libya, 6
(about 0.5%) to Algeria and 1 to Egypt.

Several papers, mostly historical ones, are related to Greece (19 representing about 1.5% of the total), while
Turkish traps and their fishery are described in 17 papers (about 1.4% of the total). Minor percentages referred to
the eastern Adriatic (10 papers, equal to 0.8%), the Black Sea (4 papers, equal to 0.3%), Malta (3 papers) and
Cyprus, with only one paper, as the tuna trap fishery was not very relevant in some of these countries.

4. Conclusions

It is well known that some componets of the literature on the tuna trap fishery are still to be discovered or
explored. Among these, particularly the Ottoman Empire archives, dealing with the tuna trap fishery in the
Turkish area and in the Black Sea, will certainly provide very useful improvements in our knowledge. There is
also general belief that some archives in Russia, Bulgaria and Rumania could possibly provide a better insight
view of this fishery in the Black Sea, in ancient and recent times. Historical archives all over the Mediterranean
area and the Portuguese coasts might also include several documents of interest.
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This first attempt to list the selected bibliography related to the long history of tuna traps provides a base for
future improvements, which is one of the goal of the ICCAT “Atlantic-wide Research Programme for Bluefin
Tuna” (GBYP). At the same time, it also provides a reference for scientists of various disciplines who would like
to check their studies. The purpose of this paper, at any rate, is to help in identifying some difficult references
and to improve the process of gradually building a comprehensive reference bibliography for Atlantic bluefin
tuna.
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