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SPECIAL SECTION: ELASMOBRANCH LIFE HISTORY

Introduction to a Special Section: Life History
Characteristics of Elasmobranch Fishes from the Western
North Atlantic Ocean
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Post Office Drawer 1207, Pascagoula, Mississippi, USA

James A. Sulikowski
Marine Science Department, University of New England, 11 Hills Beach Road, Biddeford,
Maine 04005, USA

Humans have harvested elasmobranchs in the waters of the
western North Atlantic Ocean since at least the 16th century
(Borhegyi 1961). In that time, fisheries for elasmobranchs have
waxed and waned. However, it is now widely acknowledged
that most elasmobranchs share k-selected life history charac-
teristics, such as relatively slow growth, late maturity, and low
fecundity, that make sustainable fisheries possible only through
careful management (Walker 1998). In 1993, the National Ma-
rine Fisheries Service implemented a fishery management plan
for selected shark species inhabiting territorial waters of the
United States within the western North Atlantic Ocean (Stone
et al. 1998). As a result, stock assessments have been conducted
to monitor the status of the managed species. However, accurate
biological information, such as reproductive rates, fecundity,
and age at maturity, are required for these assessments to be
reliable (Cortés 1998).

With the exception of the little information gleaned from
the anatomical investigations, developmental studies, and faunal
synopses of the late 1800s and early 1900s (e.g., Jordan and Ev-
ermann 1896), virtually nothing was known about the life histo-
ries of elasmobranchs until the 20th century. In the early to mid-
1900s, a small group of biologists, most notably Henry Bigelow,
Eugene Gudger, William Schroeder, and Stewart Springer, be-
gan reporting life history information from anecdotal sources
and direct observations. The first detailed studies providing in-
formation on the life history of specific elasmobranch species in
the western North Atlantic Ocean appeared in the 1950s (e.g.,
Springer 1950; Backus et al. 1956). Since that time there has
been a progressively growing body of literature on the life histo-
ries of elasmobranchs in this region, and we now have at least a
rudimentary understanding of the biology for some of the more
commonly encountered and/or commercially important species.

Through the generous support of the Mississippi Chapter of
the American Fisheries Society, the University of New England,
and the University of Southern Mississippi Gulf Coast Research
Laboratory, a symposium entitled “Life History Characteris-
tics of Elasmobranch Fishes from the Western North Atlantic
Ocean” was held on 28 January 2012 at the 20th meeting of the
Southern Division of the American Fisheries Society in Biloxi,
Mississippi. Representatives from over 15 universities, federal
and state agencies, and private organizations participated in the
symposium. Its objective was to provide a forum in which bi-
ologists could share recent findings regarding the age, growth,
reproduction, and habitat utilization of various elasmobranchs
inhabiting waters off the East Coast of the United States and
within the northern Gulf of Mexico. What follows are eight
contributions to our knowledge of the life histories of elasmo-
branch fishes in the western North Atlantic Ocean that were
presented at the symposium.

We thank our coeditors Walter Bubley (Texas Department
of Parks and Wildlife), Ken Goldman (Alaska Fish and Game
Commission), and John Mandelman (New England Aquarium)
for their efforts. Additionally, we thank the editor-in-chief of
Marine and Coastal Fisheries, Donald Noakes, for his assis-
tance throughout this process. Finally, we dedicate this special
section to the memory of our friend and colleague Loraine F.
Hale, who will be widely remembered as one who furthered our
understanding of the biology of elasmobranch fishes and who
was a pleasure to have known.
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