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ABSTRACT 

The California yellowtail, SerioZa dorsaZis, is a highly 

favored sport fish and a minor commercial species. Since 

1954 commercial landings have been limited by demand, and the 

sport catch has been about three times the number of fish 

caught by commercial fishermen. 

Recreational fishing for yellowtail in southern 

California waters is almost entirely dependent on annual 

migrants from central and northern Baja California. The re- 

source is presently healthy but reduced catches off California 

could be the result of an expanded catch off Mexico. 
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THE STATUS OF THE CALIFORNIA YELLOWTAIL RESOURCE 
AND ITS MANAGEMENT 

Robson A. C o l l i n s  

HISTORY OF THE FISHERY 

The C a l i f o r n i a  y e l l o w t a i l ,  SerioZa dorsalis,  is a h ighly  favored 

s p o r t  f i s h .  Both beginning and ve teran  a n g l e r s  hold i t  i n  h igh  regard 

f o r  i ts  f i g h t i n g  a b i l i t y .  This  f i s h  i s  a  minor conunercial spec i e s  wi th  

most of t h e  commercial ca tch  being made of f  Baja C a l i f o r n i a .  

Commercial F ishery  

Ye l lowta i l ' l and ings  have been s p o r a t i c  throughout t h e  h i s t o r y  of 

t he  f i s h e r y .  Af t e r  a  ca t ch  of 11.5 m i l l i o n  l b s  i n  1918 t h e  f i s h e r y  

dropped t o  an average of 3.5 m i l l i o n  l b s  between 1919 and 1934. An in-  

creased demand f o r  canned y e l l o w t a i l  boosted the  landings  t o  an  average 

of 6.3 m i l l i o n  l b s  from 1935 through 1953; demand and landings  both f luc -  

tua ted  ex tens ive ly  during t h i s  per iod.  I n  1954 canners  c u t  t h e  p r i c e  

they were paying i n  ha l f  and placed v i r t u a l l y  no o rde r s  f o r  y e l l o w t a i l  

even a t  t h a t  p r i c e .  The f i s h e r y  apparent ly  d i ed  an economic dea th .  The 

quan t i t y  canned s i n c e  1954 has been d i c t a t e d  by f r e s h  f i s h  market demand 

which has averaged only 200 thousand l b s  per  year  (F igure  1 ,  Table 1 ) .  

P r i o r  t o  1932, commercial l andings  were made by a f l e e t  of smal l  

boa t s  us ing  hook and l i n e  and l i v e  b a i t .  These b o a t s  operated of f  southern 

Ca l i fo rn i a  and a s  f a r  south  a s  t h e  Coronado I s l ands .  A 1933 s tudy ind i -  

cated t h e  q u a n t i t y  of y e l l o w t a i l  a v a i l a b l e  on l o c a l  grounds had dec l ined .  

A law l i m i t i n g  t h e  use  of y e l l o w t a i l  caught o f f  C a l i f o r n i a  t o  "consumption 

a s  f r e s h  food f i s h "  became e f f e c t i v e  i n  October 1933. The law d id  not apply 

t o  ca tches  made i n  Mexican waters  and de l ive red  i n  C a l i f o r n i a .  A s  a  

r e s u l t  of t h i s  law and subsequent r e g u l a t i o n s  inc luding  s i z e  l i m i t s ,  





t h e  commercial f i s h e r y  has been centered  near  Magdalena Bay, Baja 

C a l i f o r n i a ,  s i n c e  1933. I n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  on ly  about 12% of t h e  U.S. 

commercial ca t ch  has been made no r th  of t h e  U.S.-Mexico Border. 

G i l l  n e t  and t r o l l  boa t s  have dominated t h e  commercial f i s h e r y  i n  

r e c e n t  years .  B a i t  boa ts  and purse  s e i n e r s  s t i l l  d e l i v e r  y e l l o w t a i l ,  b u t  

t h e  ca tch  has  dec l ined  and i s  l a r g e l y  i n c i d e n t a l .  Data from s p o r t  and com- 

merc ia l  f i s h e r i e s  based i n  Mexico have no t  been a v a i l a b l e  t o  u s .  

The f i s h e r y  i s  prosecuted from September through A p r i l  with ca tches  

from May through August r e s t r i c t e d  by a law (FbG Code Sec t ion  8387) l i m i t i n g  

possession t o  500 l b s  p e r  person o r  2,500 l b s  pe r  v e s s e l .  

Recrea t iona l  F ishery  

Ye l lowta i l  have been esteemed a s  s p o r t  f i s h  s i n c e  t h e  end of t he  nine-  

t een th  century.  Ca l i fo rn i a  s p o r t  catch records  d a t e  from 1936 when the  

par tyboat  record system was i n i t i a t e d .  The s p o r t  ca t ch  f l u c t u a t e s  widely 

from year  t o  y e a r ,  i n  response t o  changes i n  y e l l o w t a i l  a v a i l a b i l i t y  on 

nearby grounds (Figure 2, Table 2) . A d e f i n i t e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  

magnitude of t he  s p o r t  ca tch  i n  C a l i f o r n i a  waters  and t h e  average ocean tem- 

p e r a t u r e  of f  Baja C a l i f o r n i a  during the  f i r s t  6  months of t he  yea r  has  been 

demonstrated (Radovich, 1961).  The f i s h  tend t o  migra te  no r th  t o  Ca l i fo rn i a  

waters  i n  response t o  warmer ocean temperatures.  Record ca tches  of yellow- 

t a i l  by sportsmen were recorded dur ing  t h e  1957-60 per iod  of warm ocean 

waters  i n  t he  C a l i f o r n i a  Current.  The ca tch  i n  1959 was 457,350 f i s h  which 

i s  about 9 t i m e s  t he  average landing of 50,000 during t h e  yea r s  a f t e r  t h i s  

warm period.  

The ca t ch  pe r  a n g l e r  has  been s l i g h t l y  h ighe r  i n  t he  p o s t  1957-60 

per iod  than previous ly  (Table 3). This may be due t o  reduced p re s su re  from 

the  commercial f i s h e r y .  





I n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  t h e  "long range partyboat"  concept h a s  become inc reas -  

i ng ly  popular  wi th  sportsmen. These b o a t s  depa r t  from southern  Ca l i fo rn i a  

p o r t s  ( p r i n c i p a l l y   an Diego) on 10-20 day t r i p s  i n t o  waters  o f f  Mexico. 

c o n s i s t e n t  good f i s h i n g  f o r  y e l l o w t a i l  i n  "Grand Sty le"  o f f  Mexico a t  t h e i r  

cen te r  of abundance is one of t he  main a t t r a c t i o n s .  This phase of t he  

s p o r t f i s h e r y  is  expected t o  cont inue t o  expand a s  long a s  Mexican r egu la t ions  

permit .  

The ca tch  and e f f o r t  of p r i v a t e  s p o r t f i s h i n g  boa t s  can only  be  est imated 

on t h e  b a s i s  of a  n i n e  yea r  o l d  s tudy  which i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  a n g l e r s  aboard 

p r i v a t e  boa ts  caught about 11% a s  many y e l l o w t a i l  a s  those  on pa r tyboa t s  

whi le  sho re l ine  and p i e r  and j e t t y  ca tches  were n e g l i g i b l e .  The Department 

of F i sh  and Game i s  c u r r e n t l y  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  methods t o  o b t a i n  more t imely 

information on t h i s  phase of t h e  f i s h e r y .  

The Department c u r r e n t l y  samples both the  U.S. commercial and partyboat  

f i s h e r i e s  f o r  age and l eng th  composition. These d a t a  (only 1 year  is  

complete t o  da t e )  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  both f i s h e r i e s  e x p l o i t  t h e  same age groups 

with about 90% of t he  ca tch  c o n s i s t i n g  of f i s h  ranging between 2 and 6 

years  of age (Table 4), and t h a t  t he  r e c r e a t i o n a l  f i s h e r y  t akes  about  t h r e e  

times a s  many f i s h  as does t h e  commercial f i s h e r y .  

BIOLOGICAL DATA 

Range 

Ca l i fo rn i a  y e l l o w t a i l  occur  from southern  Washington t o  Mazatlan, 

Mexico, and i n  t he  Gulf of C a l i f o r n i a  they range a t  l e a s t  a s  f a r  no r th  a s  

Los Angeles Bay. The p r e s e n t  s p o r t f i s h e r y  extends from Santa Barbara t o  

Ensenada, wi th  the Coronado I s l a n d s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  provid ing  t h e  b e s t  f i s h i n g .  

The popula t ion  along the  west coas t  of t he  C a l i f o r n i a s  appears  t o  be 

adequate t o  meet p r e s e n t  f i s h i n g  p re s su re .  The r e l a t i o n s h i p  of s tocks  i n  



t h e  Gulf of C a l i f o r n i a  t o  t he  C a l i f o r n i a  f i s h e r i e s  is  unknown. It i s  

p re sen t ly  assumed t h a t  s tocks  i n  t he  Gulf of Ca l i fo rn i a  a r e  s epa ra t e  and 

do n o t  c o n t r i b u t e  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  t o  t h e  C a l i f o r n i a  f i s h e r i e s .  

Migration 

Tagging and migra t ion  s t u d i e s  i n d i c a t e  t h e r e  i s  one popula t ion  l i v i n g  

of f  t h e  w e s t  coas t  of t h e  United S t a t e s  and Baja C a l i f o r n i a .  F ish  caught 

of f  C a l i f o r n i a  migra te  seasonal ly  from t h e  populat ion cen te r  of f  Baja 

Ca l i fo rn i a  (Baxter,  1960). The e x t e n t  of t h i s  s easona l  migrat ion i s  a t  

l e a s t  i n  p a r t  dependent on s e a  temperatures o f f  no r the rn  Baja C a l i f o r n i a  

i n  t he  f i r s t  6 months of the  year  (Radovich, 1961). 

Spawning apparent ly  occurs  some d i s t a n c e  o f f sho re  and i s  centered  o f f  

Baja Ca l i fo rn i a .  During yea r s  of f avo rab le  ocean c l imate ,  some spawning 

occurs  o f f  southern Ca l i fo rn i a .  Some 2-year-old y e l l o w t a i l  spawn and a l l  

3-year-old f i s h  a r e  mature. The spawning season i s  J u l y  through October 

and a f t e r  t h e i r  f i r s t  spawning, y e l l o w t a i l  w i l l  spawn more than once each 

year .  A 10  l b  f i s h  produces 450,000 eggs, each about  .07 inch  i n  diameter ;  

a 15  l b  f i s h  spawns 700,000 eggs; and a 20 l b  f i s h  940,000 eggs (Baxter,  

1960) . 
Size ,  Age and Growth 

I n  genera l ,  spo r t f  ishermen ca tch  12 t o  1 8  pounders, b u t  f i s h  weighing 

25 t o  35 l b s  a r e  n o t  uncommon. The l a r g e s t  recorded y e l l o w t a i l  weighed 80 

l b s .  The o l d e s t  f i s h  f o r  which a r e l i a b l e  age could be determined was a 

12 year  o ld  weighing 35 l b s .  The average l eng ths  t o  the  fo rk  of t he  t a i l  

a t  ages  one through seven a r e  19.9, 25.0, 27.8, 30.8, 32.7, 34.3, and 35.2 

inches  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  

Weight and length  a r e  r e l a t e d  by the  formula, 

W(weight)= .00000007439 L(1ength) 2.85 

wi th  no s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e  between sexes  (Baxter,  1970).  



Food Habi t s  

Yel lowta i l  a r e  predominantly daytime f eede r s .  Thei r  food i tems  i n d i -  

c a t e  t h a t  they a r e  oppor tun i s t s ,  feed ing  on whatever is most abundant i n  

t he  a r e a  a t  t h e  t i m e .  Squid and p e l a g i c  r ed  c rabs  among t h e  i n v e r t e b r a t e s  

and s a r d i n e s ,  anchovies ,  jack mackerel, and P a c i f i c  mackerel among t h e  

f i s h e s  a r e  t h e  more important  foods (Baxter 1960). 

REGULATION AND MANAGEMENT 

The commercial f i s h e r y  i s  now s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  fo l lowing  regula t ions :  

A s i z e  l i m i t  of 28 inches.  No f i s h  l e s s  than 28 inches  t o t a l  l ength  

may be bought o r  so ld .  

A season: May through August no t  more than 500 l b s  may be possessed 

by any fisherman and no more than 2,500 l b s  on any v e s s e l .  

Gear l i m i t s :  It i s  unlawful t o  use  any purse  s e i n e  o r  round haul  n e t  

t o  take y e l l o w t a i l  off  California.  G i l l  n e t s  wi th  meshes of a minimum 

length  of 3 112 inches  may be used t o  t ake  y e l l o w t a i l .  

Hook and l i n e  may be used t o  take  y e l l o w t a i l  a t  any time. 

The s p o r t  f i s h e r y  r e g u l a t i o n s  which apply t o  y e l l o w t a i l  a r e  a d a i l y  

bag l i m i t  of 10 f i s h  and a gear  r e s t r i c t i o n  t o  hook and l i n e  only.  

DISCUSSION 

Recrea t iona l  f i s h i n g  f o r  y e l l o w t a i l  i n  southern  C a l i f o r n i a  waters  i s  

almost e n t i r e l y  dependent on annual  migrants  f ram c e n t r a l  and no r the rn  

Baja Ca l i fo rn i a .  Taggihg s t u d i e s  have i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  "few i f  any, from the  

a r e a  south of Abreojos Po in t  some 390 mi l e s  below San Diego, con t r ibu te  t o  

t he  Ca l i fo rn i a  spo r t f i she ry"  (Baxter ,  1960).  Because of t h i s  dependence, a 

l a r g e  expansion of t he  ca tch  ( e i t h e r  r e c r e a t i o n a l  o r  commercial) o f f  

c e n t r a l  Baja Ca l i fo rn i a  could r e s u l t  i n  reduced ca tches  i n  southern Ca l i fo rn i a  

waters .  



Data at hand indicates that the yellowtail stock is in a healthy 

state and that there is no need for further restrictions on either the 

commercial or recreational fishery. 

Current Knowledge 

We currently have fair to good information on the following: 

Catch by area: Commercial and partyboat (needs refinement). 

Effort: Partyboat and commercial. 

Size and age composition: Partyboat and commercial. 

Migration: West coast fish 

Age and Growth: 0 - 12 years of age 
Fecundity: 

Food Habits : 

Research Needs 

Information on the following is needed for management: 

Catch and effort data for both the commercial and recreational 

fisheries in Mexico. 

A current measure of the non-partyboat recreational catch and 

effort. 

Relationship of Gulf of California fish to those found off 

the west coast of Baja California and southern California. 

Egg and larval identification and distribution. 

A survey of the industry to determine if the canning of 

yellowtail is likely to resume on a scale comparable with the 

years prior to 1955. 
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TABLE 1. Yearly Landings in Pounds - California Yellowtail 

Year California waters South of state Total Pounds 
1 



TABLE 2. California Yearly Partyboat Catch in Numbers - California Yellowtail 

Year 
Total catch 
numbers 

* No data was collected during World War I1 



TABLE 3. Catch per Angler - Recreational Fishery - 1947-1972 

Year Catch 

1947* 6,948 
1948* 13,028 
1949* 17,710 
1950* 6,971 
195 l* 23,721 
1952* 59,263 
1953* 27,702 

' 1954* 40,872 
1955* 36,468 
1956* 29,198 
1957* 242,686 
1958* 123,384 
1959* 457,350 
1960 254,969 
196 1 42,367 
1962 21,826 
1963 45,705 
1964 39,104 
1965 18,367 
1966 80,163 
1967 31,392 
1968 58,392 
1969 79,202 
19 70 97,376 
1971 44,608 
1972 56,016 

So. Calif. 
Anglers Catch/Angler 

386,603 .0180 
428,382 .0304 
48 1,655 .0368 
533,7 13 .0131 
4 12,825 .0575 
531,248 ,1116 
460,360 ,0602 
476,500 .0858 
425,386 .0857 
449,725 .0649 
522,208 .4647 
494,939 ,2493 
530,243 ,8625 
522,387 .488 1 
478,991 ,0885 
468,473 ,0466 
506,354 .0902 
542,753 ,0704 
555,384 .0331 
677,417 .I183 
604,64 1 ' .0592 
660,663 .0884 
616,951 .I284 
666,785 .I460 
518,625 .0860 
464,879 ? .I205 

Data from Young, 1969, 1970, 1971, 1972. 

* Calculated from "Angler Days" using conversion data collected 1960-61. 
Anglers = 1.215 x angler days. 



TABLE 4. Age Composition in Percent - Partyboat and Commercial Fisheries 

Percent of 1972 Percent of 1972 
Age Class Partyboat Catch Commercial Catch 

0 

I 

11 

111 

IV 

v 

v I 

VII 

VIII 

IX 

X 

XI 

XI I+ 




