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ARE THE OCTOPUS POTS USED BY THE MAURITANIAN SMALL-
SCALE FISHERY DANGEROUS FOR THE RESOURCE?

D. Jouffre, C. Inejih and A. Caverivière

The common octopus Octopus vulgaris is very abundant off the coast of NW Africa,
where it is exploited on such a large scale that it is the most valuable fishery product of
Mauritania (Jouffre, 1998). Trawling for this species has been active on this shelf since
the late 1960s (Hatanaka, 1979; Caddy, 1983; Guerra, 1997) and a small-scale fishery
using canoes (also called an “artisanal fishery” in the sense of Gulland and Garcia (1984)),
commenced in Mauritania in the late 1980s targeting the same resource (Lamboeuf, 1997).

Conflict between the industrial and artisanal sectors has resulted in accusations by the
industrial sector that the pots used by the artisanal fishers are selective for brooding fe-
males and therefore endangering the resource (Dia et al., 1996). The present study was
initiated to determine the selectivity of the pots and thereby to answer this issue.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Experimental fishing for O. vulgaris was carried out off Nouadhibou (Fig. 1), in different sea-
sons and at different depths (Table 1), aboard the Mauritanian research vessel NDIAGO, using iden-
tical methods and the same gear as the small-scale fishing. The majority of fishing operations (50
from a total of 58) were within the main zone of artisanal fishing (Fig. 1), the others being made in
deeper zones in order to collect some information about how the pots behave at depths greater than
those reached by the artisanal fishers. The experimental design is shown in Figure 2. One hundred
pots per line and one to six fishing operations were carried out each month between May 1993 and
April 1994 (Table 1).

Figure 1: Location of the study area. Dots represent the positions of the experimental lines. The
main small-scale fishing area of operation is delimited by the bold line.
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For each octopus the wet weight, sex and sexual maturity were recorded. The soak time of the
lines was normally between 12 and 20 h, but this time was shorter (between 4 and 11 h) or longer
(between 21 and 52 h) in a few cases (i.e., respectively in five and nine times on a total of 58 fishing
operations, without apparent influence on numbers caught).

RESULTS

Depth did not impact on numbers caught per line (one way ANOVA test performed
according to the depth ranges presented in Table 1: F = 0.32, df 5, P = 0.89). The observed
sex ratio [1.08 = 63/58] males:females for the total number caught is not significantly
different from the equilibrium between the two sex (Chi-square test: χ2 = 0.21, df = 1 P =
0.65) and it did not change significantly on a month basis (Chi-square test performed on
the observed sex-ratio of the 15 mo with non empty catches: χ2 =10.96, df = 14, P = 0.90).
Pot occupation was unrelated to a particular phase of the life cycle of caught females
(Fig. 3).

DISCUSSION

The main result of this study is to show that the pots are not selective for brooding
females. It is to be stressed that it was not possible to state this from commercial catches,
because in this Mauritanian fishery the octopuses are eviscerated on board (so sex deter-
mination is difficult and sex maturity impossible to estimate after landing). This experi-
mental result contributes to simplifying the debate between the artisanal and industrial
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fisheries sectors in Mauritania (Diop et al., 1996) because it implies that the main argu-
ment used to discredit the small-scale fishing method was not founded. This result is also
consistent with the observation by Sanchez and Orbati (1993) concerning the catch from
clay pots on the Spanish Mediterranean coast. It is clear now that the problems to be
focused on concerning this artisanal versus industrial fishery interaction in Mauritania
(Dia, 1988; Chavance and Girardin, 1991; CNROP, 1991; FAO, 1995, 1999; Dia et al.,
1996; Lamboeuf, 1997) are those of the sharing of the total fishing effort allocated to the
same resource (inevitably limited) between two activities not easily compatible on the
same site, rather than the way that the pots impact on the resource. The Mauritanian
fishery authorities aim to resolve the situation by allocating the coastal zone (inside the
line of 6 mi from the coast) to small-scale fishing, the complementary zone (beyond the 6
mi) being assigned to trawlers (FAO, 1999). Nevertheless this regulation is not always
respected and the trawlers make frequent incursions into the zone of the small-scale fish-
ers, causing serious damage to the lines of pots and the permanence of the conflicts be-
tween the two fishers communities.

But going further, we can suggest that this spatial interaction, which is of course dam-
aging for the fishery in the short term (and a source of conflict), may also have another
and beneficial consequence in the long term. In fact, many pots (detached from their
lines) are now lying across the whole continental shelf (Jouffre, 1998; Jouffre et al., in
press) because the trawlers have dragged them deeper when operating in coastal sectors.
So, these lost pots do actually represent a new opportunity (and the unique one in some

Figure 2: Structure of a line of the pots used in Mauritania for the octopus fishing.
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very large sandy and muddy areas) for the female octopuses to find a solid support onto
which to fix their eggs (Mangold, 1983). This situation certainly have a positive impact
on the octopus population of Mauritania whose zone of brooding has been artificially
increased. This hypothesis is also consistent with the observation in this area of both
higher occurrence and larger range of habitat of this species compared to the others spe-
cies of the same demersal community (Jouffre, 1998).
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