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10 Groundfish: Overview 

There are 89 species of marine fish (Table 10-1) included under the Pacific 
Coast Groundfish Fishery Management Plan (Groundfish FMP) that was adopted by the 
Pacific Fishery Management Council (PFMC) in 1982.  In general, the Groundfish FMP 
provides for management of bottom dwelling finfish species (including all rockfish and 
Pacific whiting) that are found within 200 miles (322 kilometers) (exclusive economic 
zone or EEZ) of the U.S. Pacific coast off Washington, Oregon and California.  Of these, 
only 31 of the species have been assessed.  Since 2005, stock assessments have 
occurred biennially, alternating with regulation development, with an average of 17 
species assessed each cycle.  Overfished species (currently 7) are assessed or 
updated with each cycle along with species which have never been assessed or have 
not been assessed for several years.  Only Pacific whiting is assessed each year. 

Based on the results of stock assessments, the Groundfish FMP designates a 
stock to be “healthy,” “precautionary” or “overfished.”  According to the Groundfish FMP, 
healthy stocks maintain more than 40 percent of their estimated unfished spawning 
stock biomass.  Precautionary stocks maintain between 40 and 25 percent of their 
estimated unfished spawning stock biomass.  Federally designated overfished stocks 
have less than 25 percent of their estimated unfished spawning stock biomass.  The 
Groundfish FMP requires rebuilding plans for all overfished species that place an 
emphasis on a reasonable likelihood of rebuilding the stock within a specified time 
period and subsequent management actions designed to avoid fishing pressure upon 
the overfished species. 

The amount of fishing that is allowed is determined using information from the 
stock assessments, when available, or historic catches.  The Acceptable Biological 
Catch (ABC) is based on the current stock biomass and the fishery exploitation rate, 
when available.  If there is no stock assessment, ABC can be set based on average 
historic landings.  The ABC is the absolute maximum amount of fish that could be taken 
each year.  The Optimum Yield (OY) can be equal to the ABC but is usually less than 
the ABC due to uncertainty about the stock assessment or historic catch, and can be for 
a single species or multispecies group.  For species listed as precautionary or 
overfished, the OY is further reduced to allow for rebuilding of the species.  When an 
OY is reached, all fishing for that species or species group must cease.  Species which 
are included in a multispecies OY may also have individual OYs, individual harvest 
guidelines (HGs), or be included in a HG for a subgroup of the multispecies OY.  Unlike 
OYs, attainment of a HG does not require closing the fishery, but does require review.  
Groundfish management measures are adopted biennially to keep within the various 
OYs and HGs.  The OY or HG is allocated between the commercial and recreational 
fisheries, and can be further subdivided by fishing area and/or fishing sector (e.g., 
limited entry trawl, boat-based anglers). 
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Table 10-1. Pacific coast groundfish species. 

Shallow nearshore species Shelf rockfish Slope rockfish 
  Black-and-yellow rockfish BOCACCIO  Aurora rockfish 

 Cabezon  Bronzespotted rockfish  Bank rockfish 

 California scorpionfish CANARY ROCKFISH Blackgill rockfish 

  China rockfish   Chameleon rockfish DARKBLOTCHED ROCKFISH 
 Gopher rockfish  Chilipepper PACIFIC OCEAN PERCH 

  Grass rockfish COWCOD  Redbanded rockfish 

 Kelp greenling   Dusky rockfish  Rougheye rockfish 

  Kelp rockfish   Dwarf-red rockfish  Sharpchin rockfish 

Deep nearshore rockfish   Flag rockfish  Shortraker rockfish 

  Black rockfish   Freckled rockfish Splitnose rockfish 

 Blue rockfish   Greenblotched rockfish  Yellowmouth rockfish 

  Brown rockfish   Greenspotted rockfish Flatfish
  Calico rockfish  Greenstriped rockfish Arrowtooth flounder 

  Copper rockfish   Halfbanded rockfish  Butter sole 

  Olive rockfish   Harlequin rockfish  Curlfin sole 

  Quillback rockfish   Honeycomb rockfish Dover sole 

  Treefish   Mexican rockfish English sole 

Round fish   Pink rockfish  Flathead sole 

  Finescale codling   Pinkrose rockfish  Pacific sanddab 

 Lingcod   Pygmy rockfish Petrale sole 

 Pacific cod   Redstripe rockfish  Rex sole 

  Pacific rattail   Rosethorn rockfish  Rock sole 

 Pacific whiting   Rosy rockfish  Sand sole 

  Ratfish  Shortbelly rockfish Starry flounder 

 Sablefish   Silvergrey rockfish Sharks
      Speckled rockfish  Leopard shark 

     Squarespot rockfish  Soupfin shark 

  Starry rockfish  Spiny dogfish 

  Stripetail rockfish Skates 
  Swordspine rockfish  Big skate 

  Tiger rockfish  California skate 

 Vermilion rockfish Longnose skate 

WIDOW ROCKFISH     

YELLOWEYE ROCKFISH    

 Yellowtail rockfish    

Additionally all species of the 
family Scorpaenidae that occur 

off Washington, Oregon and 
California, including those not 
listed above, are considered 

groundfish.  The Scorpaenidae 
genera include Sebastes, 

Scorpaena, Scorpaenodes and 
Sebastolobus. 

 Longspine thornyhead    

     Shortspine thornyhead     

Notes: 
Species in caps have been declared overfished and are currently under rebuilding. 
Species with a  have been assessed. 

New state legislation in 1998 enacted the Marine Life Management Act (MLMA) 
which required the state to take a more precautionary approach to finfish management, 
delegated the management of finfish in state waters to the California Fish and Game 
Commission (Commission), and mandated the Commission adopt a Nearshore 
Fisheries Management Plan (Nearshore FMP) for 19 nearshore species, 16 of which 
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are included in the Groundfish FMP.  For the commercial fishery, the Nearshore FMP 
implemented a regional restricted access fishery for the shallow nearshore species, 
California sheephead and rock greenling; and a statewide Deeper Nearshore Species 
Fishery Permit for the deep nearshore rockfish (Table 10-1).  Monkeyface prickleback is 
included in the Nearshore FMP; however, no permit is required to take this species. 

California’s Nearshore FMP implemented a more precautionary approach to 
managing nearshore rockfish compared to the federal Groundfish FMP, based on how 
much is known about a species.  In a data moderate situation, a healthy stock is one 
that maintains more than 60 percent of their estimated unfished spawning stock.
Precautionary stocks maintain between 60 and 30 percent of their estimated unfished 
spawning stock biomass.  Overfished stocks have less than 30 percent of their 
estimated unfished spawning stock biomass.  The 19 species in the Nearshore FMP 
occur primarily in state waters (0-3 miles; 0-5 kilometers), so while the federal 
government maintains authority over the shallow and deep nearshore species, 
California is instrumental in developing regulations for these species using the 
guidelines of the Nearshore FMP. 

Groundfish management is complicated because fisheries for many of the 
species are interrelated, but the various stocks have responded differently to fishing 
pressure.  For example, flatfish populations such as Dover and English soles have been 
subjected to significant commercial fisheries for decades, yet have not shown the 
magnitude of decline that has occurred in some of the rockfish populations. 

The current status of many rockfish off the west coast is poor, and significant 
changes in the groundfish fishery have been necessary to address this situation.  There 
are over 60 different species of rockfish in California.  Several factors affect the 
abundance of rockfish and the ability to manage them effectively.  Recent analyses 
have shown that rockfish stocks are not as productive as previously thought.  This is 
due in part to improved information about rockfish life history (such as age, growth and 
reproduction), better stock assessments and environmental conditions that generally 
have not been favorable to rockfish reproduction or survival for many years.  As a result, 
rockfish cannot support harvest rates as high as previously thought. 

Management is further complicated because the habitats and ranges of many 
rockfish species overlap, so it is difficult to catch one species without catching other 
species at the same time.  Fishing must be reduced for an entire group of rockfish in 
order to realize lower catches that are necessary to rebuild overfished stocks.  For 
example, although a few shelf rockfish species such as chilipepper and yellowtail 
rockfish appear to be comparatively healthy, their allowable harvest has been set at 
levels below the potential yield to protect the overfished shelf rockfish that tend to be 
caught with them, such as canary and yelloweye rockfish. 

Prior to 2000, the allowable catch of all rockfish in the PFMC’s southern 
management area (most of California) was combined into a single quota.  To better 
align fishing opportunities with the resources that support them, fishery managers 
grouped rockfish into three new categories:  nearshore, shelf, and slope (Table 10-1).
In addition, management has been refined by setting individual quotas for a few 
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species, which reduces the aggregate quota for other remaining rockfish species.  While 
this approach lowers the harvest of overfished rockfish species, such as canary and 
yelloweye rockfish, it also reduces the opportunities for nearshore species that are no 
longer grouped with certain deepwater species that are typically under harvested.  In 
2003, the nearshore species group was further subdivided into the shallow and deep 
nearshore to align quotas with California’s new commercial fishery permits for 
nearshore species. 

In 2002, the Rockfish Conservation Areas (RCAs) were created to reduce fishing 
pressure on the shelf where most of the overfished rockfish species occur.  These are 
depth based closures ranging from 30-50 fathoms and 150-200 fathoms (55-91 meters 
and 274-366 meters) depending on regional management area, along the California 
coastline.  Bottom fishing is prohibited within the RCA, but provisions allow for some 
surface fishing as well as transiting through the RCA.  In addition to the RCAs, the 
Cowcod Conservation Area (CCA), a non-depth based closure covering much of the 
cowcod’s habitat, was implemented to protect cowcod, one of the overfished rockfish.
These closures have had significant impact on both recreational and commercial 
fishers.

Commercial fishery  

The commercial groundfish fishery primarily targets round fish (Pacific whiting, 
sablefish), flatfish (Dover sole, Petrale sole) and shelf rockfishes (thornyheads, widow 
and chilipepper rockfish) (Figure 10-1).  Landings of shelf rockfish have declined since 
2000 due to catch restrictions aimed at limiting the take of overfished species (e.g., 
yelloweye and canary rockfish). 
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Figure 10-1.  Groundfish commercial landings, 1994-2008.  Data source:  CFIS data, all gear types 
combined. 
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The commercial fishery is split into the limited entry (trawl and sablefish long 
line/trap) and the open access sectors.  Trip limits for species or species groups differ 
between the sectors.  Additionally, time and area closures (RCAs, CCA) are used to 
keep the commercial fishery within the various OYs and HGs. 

In 2004, a Vessel Monitoring System (VMS) was implemented; its purpose is to 
monitor compliance with regards to areas closed to fishing such as the RCAs.  Initially, 
VMS was only required on limited entry vessels fishing in federal waters (2004) but has 
since expanded to include the open access sector of the groundfish fishery for vessels 
fishing in federal waters (2008). 

Overcapacity is another issue in the groundfish fishery.  In 1994, the groundfish 
trawl and sablefish fixed gear fishery became limited entry fisheries to cap and reduce 
capacity.  However, this did not reduce fleet size enough and further actions were 
taken.  In 2001, a permit stacking program was implemented for the sablefish fixed gear 
fishery that allows fishers to take additional amounts of catch, depending on how many 
permits they have.  For more information on this program, see the sablefish section of 
this report. 

The PFMC developed and implemented a trawl vessel buyout program in 2003 to 
help compensate for continued fishery overcapacity.  Coastwide, 92 trawl vessels, 
representing 1/3 of the fleet, took advantage of the vessel buyout program.  The 
upcoming trawl individual quota (IQ) program will address overcapitalization in the 
remaining groundfish trawl vessels by granting quota shares for species or species 
groups based on historic landings.  These quota shares can be used, leased or sold. 

The Pacific whiting fishery is another sector of the groundfish fishery burdened 
with overcapacity.  In 2008, a limited entry program was created for all sectors of the 
whiting fishery (catchers, catcher-processors and at sea processors).  The program was 
implemented as an interim measure until the groundfish trawl IQ program could be 
implemented. 

In 2000, the PFMC indicated that limiting the open access sector of the 
commercial groundfish fishery was a priority to limit overcapitalization.  In subsequent 
years, the PFMC looked at a range of alternatives to restrict the fishery with a limited 
entry permit.  After much deliberation, the PFMC adopted a registration only option that 
will require any vessel participating in groundfish fisheries to register with the National 
Marine Fisheries Service each year beginning in 2011.  This option will provide annual 
fleet accountability for management tracking while maintaining flexibility for fishery 
participants. 

A total of about 850 businesses in California are directly affected by commercial 
groundfish catch regulations. Most of the affected businesses are fishing vessels.
There are approximately 625 commercial fishing vessels in California that catch and sell 
groundfish as part of their operations. 

Vessels in the limited entry fleet have a federal permit that allows them to harvest 
larger amounts of groundfish. Consequently, vessels with limited entry permits generally 
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rely heavily on groundfish as a major source of income.  There are 191 limited entry 
vessels in California. 

Vessels that land groundfish under open access provisions may or may not 
depend on groundfish as a major source of income.  Many vessels that predominately 
fish for other species also may inadvertently catch and land groundfish.  Although 533 
open access vessels landed groundfish in California during 2008, many landed less 
than 1000 pounds (454 kilograms).  A total of 305 open access vessels each landed 
more than 1000 pounds (454 kilograms) of groundfish during the calendar year.  In 
addition to the commercial fishing fleet, there are approximately 200 wholesale fish 
buying businesses in California that purchase groundfish from commercial fishing 
vessels.

The 2008 California commercial groundfish harvest was approximately 28.8 
million pounds (13,000 metric tons), with an ex-vessel value of $19.0 million (Figure 10-
2).  This represents a 43 percent decline in landings and an 11 percent decline in value 
compared to 1998, before more restrictive regulations became effective.  Groundfish 
production has exhibited a long-term downward trend in landings since the 1990s, 
mostly due to increased regulations.  Although landings have declined significantly over 
time, the advent of the live fish fishery has kept value fairly stable.  The live fish fishery 
began in the late 1980s targeting nearshore rockfish and cabezon in central California.
This fishery has expanded coastwide and now targets some other groundfish species 
(e.g., lingcod and thornyheads).  In 2008, over 1 million pounds (470 metric tons) of live 
groundfish (3.4 percent of the total groundfish catch) worth $4.2 million dollars were 
landed in California, primarily thornyheads, deeper nearshore rockfish, sablefish, 
shallow nearshore rockfish, cabezon and lingcod.  For some species, such as cabezon, 
grass rockfish and treefish, over 90 percent were landed live in 2008 (Figure 10-3). 
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Figure 10-2.  Commercial groundfish landings and value, 1994-2008.  Data source:  CFIS data, all gear 
types combined. 
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Recreational fishery

The primary groundfish species or species groups caught by recreational anglers 
are rockfishes, sanddabs, California scorpionfish, lingcod, cabezon and greenlings 
(Figures 10-4 and 10-5).  Within the rockfish category deep nearshore, shelf, shallow 
nearshore and unspecified rockfish are the primary species groups caught.  Groundfish 
are primarily caught by recreational anglers on boats, with shore-based anglers taking 
less than 5 percent of the catch.  Bag and size limits and time and area closures are the 
primary means of keeping the recreational fishery within the various OYs and HGs. 

There are two different recreational sampling programs:  the Marine Recreational 
Fisheries Statistical Survey (MRFSS) which sampled from 1980 to 2003 and the 
California Recreational Fisheries Survey (CRFS) which was initiated by the California 
Department of Fish and Game (Department) in 2004.  Due to changes in the sampling 
protocol and how the data are used to estimate catch these two surveys are not 
comparable.  From 1994 to 2003, recreational groundfish catch was fairly stable based 
on MRFSS data, although the species composition changed as regulations changed 
(Figure 10-4).  According to CRFS, catch peaked in 2005, declining each year thereafter 
(Figure 10-5).  This is likely do to additional constraints on the recreational fishery. 
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gear types combined. 

In 2000, the first of several major changes to the recreational take of groundfish 
occurred with the reduction of the rockfish bag limit from 15 fish to 10 fish, all species 
combined.  In 2003, the RCG (rockfish, cabezon and greenlings) complex was 
established with a 10 fish bag limit, for all species combined.  Since 2003, there have 
been a number of sub-bag limit changes such as allowing only 2 shallow nearshore 
rockfish within the 10-fish RCG bag limit (established 2003 and repealed in 2004).  As 
of 2008, the 10-fish RCG bag limit includes a sub-bag limit for cabezon (1 fish) and 
greenlings (2 fish).  Additionally, there have been changes to the lingcod bag limits over 
time (see the lingcod section of this report); the current lingcod bag limit is 2 fish (2008).  
There are also bag limits for the following groundfish species—leopard shark (3 fish) 
and soupfin shark (1 fish).  The general bag limit of not more than 20 finfish in 
combination of all species with not more than 10 of any one species applies to the 
following groundfish—arrowtooth flounder, big skate, butter sole, California skate, curlfin 
sole, Dover sole, English sole, finescale codling, flathead sole, longnose skate, 
longspine thornyhead, Pacific cod, Pacific whiting, ratfish, rattail, rex sole, rock sole, 
sablefish, sand sole, shortspine thornyhead and spiny dogfish. There is no bag limit for 
Pacific sanddab, Petrale sole and starry flounder. 

In 2000, the first size limits for recreationally-caught groundfish were 
established—cabezon (14 inches), California scorpionfish (10 inches) and greenlings 
(12 inches).  In 2001, the size limit for cabezon was increased to 15 inches where it 
remains.  As of 2008, the only rockfish with a recreational size limit is bocaccio (10 
inches).  Barotrauma, associated with bringing rockfish up from depth, has precluded 
the use of size limits on other rockfish species and any species with swim bladders 
caught in deeper waters.  The size limit for lingcod is currently 24 inches (2008), but has 
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changed over time (see the lingcod section of this report).  The only other groundfish 
species with a recreational size limit is leopard shark (36 inches). 

In 2000, there were 3 recreational management areas in California.  The northern 
recreational management area [Oregon/California border to Cape Mendocino 
(Humboldt County)] was open year round.  The central recreational management area 
[Cape Mendocino to Lopez Point (Monterey County)] was closed in March and April for 
nearshore and shelf rockfish and lingcod and the southern recreational management 
area (Lopez Point to U.S./Mexico border) was closed in January and February for 
nearshore and shelf rockfish and lingcod.  The first of many actions to limit recreational 
fishing for groundfish occurred mid-2000 when lingcod was closed for November and 
December.  In 2003, recreational fishing in the central and southern recreational 
management areas was curtailed with a July–October season.  Intense fishing pressure 
after being off the water for 6 months occurred in some areas.  This resulted in early 
closures for some species due to attaining the HG for overfished species bocaccio and 
lingcod, as well as nearshore rockfish.  In an effort to maximize fishing opportunities, a 
fourth management area was created in 2004 by splitting the central area into the north-
central and south-central recreational management areas.  Over the next 4 years, the 
number of recreational management areas grew from 4 to 6.  Depth-based closures 
also increased culminating with the RCAs in 2003.  Associated time and area closures 
have become more complex as the Department tries to maximize fishing opportunities 
while protecting overfished species such as yelloweye rockfish.  Table 10-2 lists the 
2008 time and depth closures for each regional management area. 

Table 10-2.  Recreational regulations for cabezon, California scorpionfish, greenlings, 
lingcod and rockfishes in 2008. 

Recreational management area Season Depth closure 
Northern
OR/CA border to Cape Mendocino  

May-December 
Lingcod May-November 
Closed September 2 

30 fms
Changed to 20 fms

North-Central 
Cape Mendocino to Lopez Pt 

June-November 
Lingcod June-November 

30 fms 
Changed to 20 fms  

The North-Central region was split into two regions effective September 2, 2008:

North-Central North of Point Arena 
Cape Mendocino to Pt Arena  

Closed September 2 20 fms 

North-Central South of Point Arena 
Pt Arena to Pigeon Pt

June-November 
Lingcod June-November 

20 fms 

Monterey South-Central 
Pigeon Pt to Lopez Pt  

May-November 40 fms 

Morro Bay South-Central 
Lopez Pt to Pt Conception  

May-November 40 fms 

Southern 
Pt Conception to U.S./Mexico border 

March-December 
Lingcod April-November 
California scorpionfish 
January-December 

60 fms 

Note:  Inseason changes in italics.
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Gear restrictions are another tool used to limit groundfish effort.  Prior to 2000, 
there were no gear restrictions.  In 2000, recreational anglers targeting rockfish were 
allow only 1 line with 3 hooks.  This was reduced to 1 line with 2 hooks in 2001 where it 
remains.  In 2004, special gear was allowed for the take of Pacific sanddabs when 
rockfish fishing was closed and in depths where rockfish fishing was not allowed. 

The recreational catch of groundfish totaled over 1.5 million fish in 2008, just 22 
percent of the total recreational catch.  Groundfish made up almost 70 percent of the 
commercial passenger fishing vessel (CPFV) catch and over 50 percent of the 
private/rental boat catch in 2008.  Some areas, such as the Redwood and Wine CRFS 
districts, roughly analogous to the Northern and North-Central North of Point Arena 
recreational groundfish management areas, rely heavily on groundfish species, which 
represents 59 and 78 percent of the total recreational catch, respectively (Figure 10-6).
The South and Channel CRFS districts, roughly analogous to the Southern groundfish 
recreational management area, do not rely on groundfish. 
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Figure 10-6.  Proportion of groundfish taken by recreational anglers in 2008.  Data source:  CRFS data, 
all fishing modes and gear types combined. 

For more information on groundfish and groundfish management in California go to the 
Department’s Groundfish Central website at 
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/marine/groundfishcentral/index.asp.

For more information on federal groundfish management go to the PFMC’s website at 
http://www.pcouncil.org/.

Traci Larinto 
California Department of Fish and Game 
TLarinto@dfg.ca.gov
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