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Abstract Hapuku (Polyprion oxygeneios) were
tagged in south-east South Island (SESI), Cook Strait
(CS), and Poor Knights Islands (PKI), New Zealand,
to determine their movements. 1623 fish were tagged
and the overall recapture rate was 16.3%. Some
hapuku were recaptured from the tagging sites (SESI
13%, CS 39%, PKI 40%), often after long periods
at liberty, whereas others travelled substantial dis-
tances. The greatest distance travelled was 1389 km
(by two fish) and the maximum period at liberty was
10.2 years. SESI hapuku tended to migrate north-
wards towards CS. The median distance travelled
increased with hapuku length at recapture, suggest-
ing that maturation and spawning stimulate migra-
tion. However, some of the smaller, immature
hapuku also travelled several hundred kilometres. CS
hapuku appeared to travel much shorter distances
than SESI hapuku, but this may have been an arti-
fact of the lower hapuku fishing effort outside the
CS-Kaikoura region. PKI hapuku showed very lim-
ited movements, and no interaction with CS or SESI
fish. The results are consistent with the presence of
a single stock in the SESI-CS region, and possibly
a separate stock in northern New Zealand.
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INTRODUCTION

Hapuku (Polyprion oxygeneios Schneider in Bloch
and Schneider 1801) are fished commercially and
recreationally throughout New Zealand. The species
is highly sought after, but catches are relatively low
(Annala & Sullivan 1997). Nevertheless hapuku
support significant target longline and set net
commercial fisheries in many parts of New Zealand,
especially Cook Strait, Kaikoura, and the Canterbury
Bight (Fig. 1).

Hapuku smaller than 50 cm total length (TL) are
uncommon in the commercial fishery and there
appear to be no records of these fish occurring
anywhere in abundance. Juveniles are thought to live
a pelagic existence in surface waters well offshore,
often associated with flotsam drifting with the
currents (Roberts 1996). At the end of their pelagic
stage, juvenile hapuku become demersal in depths
of 50-600 m, where they become vulnerable to
capture by bottom trawlers. The target line and set
net fisheries catch mainly adult and subadult hapuku
(Johnston 1983a; pers. obs.).

Commercial catches of hapuku in Cook Strait,
Kaikoura, and Oamaru are very seasonal indicating
that hapuku undergo migrations in central New Zea-
land. Johnston (1983a) presented evidence, based on
tag recaptures, size-frequency distributions, sex
ratios, and parasitic copepod infection rates, that pre-
spawning hapuku (“spawn fish”) move into Cook
Strait in May-July. He suggested that *“spring fish”,
which showed no reproductive development despite
being of similar size to spawn fish, comprised a
distinct stock of hapuku. Spawn fish disappear from
Cook Strait catches in August—September, and
spawning grounds have not yet been found.
However, the return of spent hapuku to Cook Strait
in October—November, and the capture of a single
female in Cook Strait with ripe hydrated oocytes in
a blocked ovary (Johnston 1983a), suggest that
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spawning occurs in the vicinity of Cook Strait.
Genetic studies have failed to distinguish separate
stocks in central New Zealand (Smith & Johnston
1985).

Johnston (1983a,b, 1992) tagged and released 599
hapuku in the Cook Strait region during 1979-84.
Two other hapuku tagging studies have been carried
out—one off south-east South Island near Oamaru
in 1988-90, and the other off Poor Knights Islands
in east Northland in 1987-89. Preliminary results
from the Cook Strait tagging study were published
by Johnston (1983a,b, 1992), but results from the
south-east South Island and Poor Knights Islands

studies have not been published. In this paper we
analyse and review hapuku movement data from all
three tagging programmes. Our aim was to identify
movement patterns, and to interpret them in relation
to the hypothesis that hapuku migrate to Cook Strait
for spawning.

METHODS
Tagging

Hapuku were tagged off south-east South Island
mainly during the periods 10-30 March 1988 and






