Shortbelly Rockfish

History of the Fishery

he shortbelly rockfish (Sebastes jordani) is the most

abundant rockfish off California but has been fished
very little. A directed fishery occurred in 1982, when a
joint venture with the USSR caught 700 tons off central
California. Otherwise, a few shortbelly rockfish occasion-
ally appear with other rockfish landed in California ports.
There is no domestic market for shortbelly rockfish at
present. If a market develops, special fishing permits will
be required, because fishing with legal mesh sizes is not
practical for this small species. Large catches of shortbelly
rockfish can be made using midwater or bottom trawls
with fine mesh cod ends. Research has shown, however,
that while directed fishing for shortbelly rockfish results
in low incidental catches of other species when midwater
trawls are used, high incidental catches can occur when
bottom trawls are used. Because of the concern that
bottom trawls would take unacceptably high numbers
of small fish of other important species, scientists have
recommended against the use of bottom trawls for
shortbelly rockfish.

The potential fishery for shortbelly rockfish is contro-
versial. Some fishermen express concern that significant
amounts of salmon may be caught incidentally to fishing
for shortbelly rockfish, but scientists have not observed
incidental salmon catches on numerous research cruises
and believe that a fishery for shortbelly rockfish is

likely to be offshore from concentrations of salmon. Fish-
ermen and environmental groups also express concern
because young-of-the-year shortbelly rockfish are forage
for salmon, sea birds and marine mammals. Scientists
have recommended quotas that are thought to be suf-
ficiently low so as not to impact either the recruitment or
the availability of young-of-the-year shortbelly rockfish for
forage. Scientists have also recommended close monitor-
ing of fishing for shortbelly rockfish to verify that high
incidental catches of this species and/or depletion of
forage do not occur.
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The quota for catches off California, Oregon and Washing-
ton in 2000 is 13,900 tons. Applications by joint venture
companies to fish for shortbelly rockfish submitted in

the early 1990’s were not approved. Those companies
intended to use the catch for surimi (artificial crab).
There has been little current interest in development

of a fishery. Bocaccio is one of the most common

bycatch species. Since bocaccio has been declared an
overfished species, it is unlikely that a commercial fishery
for shortbelly rockfish will be allowed to develop in the
foreseeable future.

Status of Biological Knowledge

hortbelly rockfish are found from Punta Baja, Baja

California, to La Perouse Bank, British Columbia. Larg-
est numbers are found between the Farallon Islands and
Santa Cruz, and off the Channel Islands. Young-of-the-year
shortbelly rockfish have been observed in the surf line,
and adults have been reported as deep as 930 feet. The
peak abundance of adults is over bottom depths of 400 to
700 feet. Adults commonly form very large schools over
smooth bottom near the shelf break. Schools are often
near or on the bottom during the day and tend to be less
dense and higher in the water column at night. The size of
shortbelly rockfish tends to increase with bottom depth.

The maximum reported age for shortbelly rockfish is 32
years, but fish older than 10 years are uncommon. Most
are less than 11.5 inches in length, which corresponds to a
weight of 0.5 pound. The largest measured specimen was
13.4 inches, about 0.7 pound. Early growth is fairly rapid,
and by age three the average size is 7.8 inches for males
and 8.3 inches for females. Growth slows by age eight,
when the average size is 9.7 inches for males and 10.3
inches for females. About 50 percent of female shortbelly
rockfish are mature by age three, and almost all are
mature by age four. Fecundity ranges from 6,200 eggs for
a 6.8-inch fish to 50,000 eggs for a 12.0-inch fish.

Plankton surveys during the January-April parturition
season indicate that larvae are released in the same areas
inhabited in the summer and fall by large aggregations of
adults. However, the fish may be more dispersed during
late winter because aggregations of adults have been dif-
ficult to locate then. Larvae are about 0.2 inch when
released. The young fish lead a pelagic existence until
June, when they are about five months old, after which
they settle out to lead a semi-pelagic existence. In June,
the young shortbelly rockfish begin to take on the behav-
ior of adults. Divers have occasionally observed them in
large, compact schools in fairly shallow water. Large num-
bers of moribund young-of-the-year shortbelly rockfish are
sometimes found on beaches after periods of wind pat-
terns that are thought to cause currents, which carry
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them into shallow waters. These fish did not appear to be
either starved or diseased. They appear to be maladapted
to contact with the abrasive bottom when in the near-
shore environment.

During the latter part of the juvenile pelagic stage, the
two to three-inch shortbelly rockfish feed mostly on cope-
pods and young stages of euphausiids. Adults feed pri-
marily on euphausiids but also consume some copepods.
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Status of the Population

he population is at the unfished level. Biomass esti-

mates have been attempted on four hydroacoustic
surveys from Santa Cruz to the Farallon Islands in 1977,
1983, 1986, and 1989. Large aggregations needed for the
hydroacoustic technique were found only on two of the
four surveys. The two estimates of biomass were 168,000
tons and 325,000 tons. It was estimated that the biomass
in this area could support annual catches of at least
14,800 tons without reducing the spawning stock below
levels thought to be needed to maintain good recruit-
ment. Recent larval abundance surveys have suggested
that recruitment is low which may be related to unfavor-
able oceanographic conditions.
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