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Abstract
Helicolenus dactylopterus is a widely distributed benthic rockfish species that inhabits 
continental slopes throughout the Atlantic Ocean.  It forms an important part of demersal fish 
communities offshore South Africa and is caught in large quantities in the ecocertified South 
African offshore hake trawl fishery.  It is a long-lived, slow-growing species which may be 
vulnerable to over-exploitation, but very little research has been conducted on this species 
locally.  As such, H. dactylopterus has been identified as a priority bycatch species within the 
offshore hake fishery, on which future research is to be focussed to improve resource 
management.  

In developing effective management strategies, understanding the factors that influence the 
spatial distribution of a species within marine landscapes is essential.  Recently, extensive cold-
water coral communities have been found to occur on the continental slope off the coast of 
South Africa.  These communities provide important habitat to certain fish species. It is 
hypothesised that H. dactylopterus may show a preference to and associate with these 
ecosystems found off South Africa.  To assess this, previously collected in situ video footage 
will be used to analyse the habitat associations of H. dactylopterus in the region, by relating 
fish abundance to various environmental variables. 

Understanding the factors that determine H. dactylopterus distribution off South Africa will 
provide insight into a key bycatch species for which there is little information, improving the 
management of the fishery.  Furthermore, it will also support marine spatial planning in 
providing a greater understanding of essential fish habitat in deep water ecosystems.  
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