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First discovery of fertilized eggs of the Japanese eel 
Solving the 2000-year mystery about the spawning ground of freshwater eels 

 
The Ocean Research Institute of the University of Tokyo (the present Atmosphere and Ocean 
Research Institute, The University of Tokyo) and the Fisheries Research Agency have jointly 
investigated oceanic ecology of freshwater eels in the spawning area since 2008. A large-scale 
research cruise was conducted off the Mariana Islands by the research vessel Hakuho Maru of 
the Japan Agency for Marine-Earth Science and Technology, research vessels Kaiyo Maru and 
Shoyo Maru of the Fisheries Agency, the research vessel Hokko Maru of the Fisheries Research 
Agency, the training vessel Tenyo Maru of the National Fisheries University, and the training 
vessel Oshoro Maru of Hokkaido University. 
 On the day of the new moon in May 2009, the team succeeded in collecting 31 
naturally spawned eggs of Anguilla japonica at the southern part of the West Mariana Ridge for 
the first time in the world. This is definitive evidence as to where and when A. japonica spawns, 
thus finally solving the 2000-year-old mystery of where freshwater eels spawn, a question that 
could not be answered since Aristotle in ancient Greece. The mature eels captured by RV Kaiyo 
Maru and Hokko Maru were rapidly analyzed, providing detailed new information on their 
migration ecology, spawning behavior and reproductive physiology. These information may be 
major breakthrough in the development of technologies for producing artificial glass eels 
(shirasu), the seeds for eel culture, and in the protection and management of eel resources 
drastically decreasing worldwide. 
 The results were published in the international journal, Nature Communications (Feb. 
1, 2011). 
 
URL of Nature Communications (Feb. 1, 2011): 
http://www.nature.com/ncomms/journal/v2/n2/full/ncomms1174.html 
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