
Herring in Japan1





Herring has also been an important part of cultures and histories in Hokkaido, Japan. Herring, or nishin in Japanese, is known as Harutuge’uo (spring-announcing-fish). The symbolic expressions with various writing characters for herring (鯟,鰊, 鯡, 二身 and 二親 ) indicate its significance in the history and culture of Japan. Ainu also refer to herring as ‘fish that calls spring.’ Ainu people who lived on the west coast Hokkaidō called herring kamuy-čep (god-fish) in addition to their generic term for herring (heroki).
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Herring established its commercial significance when the Matsumae feudal clan began operating a contract-fishery system in Hokkaidō in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. They contracted with merchants who set up fish trading posts. Under this system, herring fishing evolved to the major industrial enterprise in Japan. Dried herring meal for fertilizer was widely distributed and used in western and northern central Japan, and herring roe became a commercial food all over the mainland Japan. Meanwhile, Ainu became the forced labor pool for fishing herring, which the contract fishery operators exploited to maximize harvests and their own profits. 


The herring fishery developed further in the modern Meiji Period. While approximately 75,000 tons of herring were harvested annually in the 1830s, the figure increased to 150,000 tons in the 1850s and peaked in 1897, with a catch of 975,000 tons of herring. Herring mansions (nishin goten), some of which still remain in Hokkaido, symbolize the wealth that herring fishery masters from this period accumulated. However, local herring stocks gradually declined and became subject to great fluctuations after 1904. Finally, in 1958, herring literally disappeared from coastal Hokkaidō. The reasons for the collapse of herring populations in Hokkaido are still not fully known. However, it is clear that herring and Ainu labor were key foundations of Japan’s nineteenth century modernization.  Unforunately, herring is now referred to as maboroshi no sakana (phantom fish).


Today, Japan annually imports approximately between 50,000 and 80,000 tons of herring from Russia, the U.S., Canada, and Europe. Herring products in Japan are diverse. It is eaten as sashimi (i.e., raw), and it is also grilled, boiled, dried, smoked, salted, flaked, pickled, and seasoned. Herring is also pasted as an ingredient of fish cakes. Herring roe (kazu no ko) is a delicacy in Japanese culture and its high market price makes it a profitable luxury good for traders. Approximately 20,000 to 25,000 tons of herring roe is imported to Japan annually.


	Since 1996, government-sponsored herring restoration plans have been in operation. In recent years, over two million artificially propagated herring fry have been released in the ocean for the restoration of local herring stocks. There have been modest increases in herring harvests in recent years, though the catch is still very low from an historical perspective.
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