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Abstract 

California yellowtail are revered in Southern California as the “premiere” game fish of the region. As 
members of the jack family (Carangidae), these fish are renowned by recreational fishermen (anglers) 
for both their fight and their flavor. While the total catch was dominated by the commercial fishery in 
the first half of the 20th century, currently there exists only small local commercial operations that 
mostly serve the Southern California region. The majority of yellowtail being landed today is through the 
recreational fishery. 

Despite the importance of the California yellowtail to Southern California’s recreational fishing industry, 
management of the species remains relatively static. Regulations regarding recreational take of the 
species have seen only minor updates to size limits since the 1960s. Furthermore, no formal stock 
assessment has been conducted on the Southern California yellowtail stock, and there are not currently 
plans to do so. Due to climate change, population growth, and a boom in interest in recreational fishing 
since the mid-2010s, the risk facing the health of the yellowtail fishery is quickly increasing. 

This project draws attention to the California yellowtail through exploring the fish’s impact in Southern 
California’s economy, culture, and history. Communicated through a website dedicated to telling the 
story of the California yellowtail, it draws attention to the fish’s important role in the region and 
encourages a push for proactive management of the species. The hope is to ensure that the California 
yellowtail fishery will remain thriving and healthy long-term, with big and powerful fish for locals to 
enjoy in the future. 

The website can be found here: https://kehuang2.wixsite.com/website-5 
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Background 

California yellowtail (Seriola dorsalis) are a coastal migratory species of marine finfish that occur off the 
West Coast of the Americas, specifically between the latitudes bounded by Point Conception near Santa 
Barbara and Cabo San Lucas, Baja California Sur, Mexico. They are members of the jacks, a subset of the 
family Carangidae, and while similar in size and appearance to the Japanese yellowtail jack (Seriola 
aureovittata) and the southern yellowtail amberjack (Seriola lalandi), they are their own distinct 
species.1 They are commonly found near underwater structures and prefer to hunt close to offshore 
islands such as Catalina Island, San Clemente Island, and the Coronado Islands just south of US waters, 
but are also found further offshore floating under drifting kelp and on shallower offshore banks.2 

 
1 Martinez-Takeshita, Natalie et al. 2015. A Tale of Three Tails: Cryptic Speciation in a Globally Distributed Marine Fish of the Genus Seriola. 

Copeia 103(2), pp. 357-368. Retrieved from https://bioone.org/journals/copeia/volume-103/issue-2/CI-124-224/A-Tale-of-Three-Tails--
Cryptic-Speciation-in-a/10.1643/CI-124-224.full. 

2 Luna, Susan M. “Seriola lalandi.” Edited by Estelita Emily Capuli, FishBase, www.fishbase.us/summary/SpeciesSummary.php?ID=82. Accessed 
April 09, 2020. 



California yellowtail are opportunistic hunters, feeding mostly on small baitfish such as sardines, 
anchovies, squid when it is available, and pelagic red crabs.3 

These fish are one of if not the most prized game fish in Southern California’s saltwater recreational 
fishery. Local anglers praise the yellowtail for its hard fighting ability that outclasses its size and weight. 
Moreover, unlike seasonal migrators such as tuna and dorado (mahi mahi), yellowtail can be found year-
round in Southern California, meaning anglers always have a chance to catch them. Equally important, 
most people agree that yellowtail are delicious to eat, unlike other popular game fish such as bonito. As 
a result, yellowtail are often touted as the “premiere” game fish of Southern California and play a critical 
role in California’s recreational fishing industry – an industry with an annual worth of nearly $2.9 billion 
in retail sales, $1.8 billion in salaries and wages, $443 million in federal tax revenue and $332 million in 
state and local tax revenue.4 

Managing yellowtail presents an interesting challenge to fishery and natural resource regulators on the 
West Coast. In the U.S., the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) manages federal 
saltwater fisheries while the California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) manages state fisheries, 
both inland (freshwater) and nearshore (marine fisheries within 3 miles to shore). However, yellowtail, 
which spend time both nearshore and offshore, present a unique dilemma to this federal versus state 
oversight management model. Because they are a migratory species, spatial management is not as 
effective of a strategy as it is for less mobile fish such as rockfish. However, yellowtail also spend much 
more time nearshore than species such as tuna or swordfish. Therefore, NOAA does not consider 
yellowtail to be a “Highly Migratory Species” and does not manage them as such. Instead, yellowtail is 
managed by the state of California. The state’s management tends to focus on spatial closures, which is 
less effective on such a migratory species. Though state-determined size and bag limits do exist to 
manage take of recreational yellowtail, these regulations have not been updated in many years. 

The absence of an effective system for managing yellowtail can be partly attributed to a general lack of 
knowledge about the stock. A formal stock assessment – which determines and tracks the population 
size of a fishery – has yet to be conducted for California yellowtail. Stock assessments provide managers 
with invaluable information about the status of specific fisheries and allow them to predict how a fishery 
might change in coming years. Without knowing the size of the population, it is impossible to 
confidently say that a fishery is healthy or declining. While trends in catch per unit effort (CPUE) are 
available, yellowtail stocks cannot be accurately estimated using CPUE because their abundance 
depends on environmental factors that dictate migration patterns of the fish into the typical range of 
U.S. recreational fishing efforts, skewing annual CPUE estimates from true stock health.5  Additionally, 
no formal study into yellowtail’s contribution to California’s economy, or to the sportfishing industry, 
has been conducted. 

Climate change introduces further uncertainty to the California yellowtail fishery and deserves an equal 
amount of attention and scrutiny. As global emissions of greenhouse gases continue to rise, so do 
average sea surface temperatures. Yellowtail, whose migration patterns have been shown to correlate 

 
3 Leet, W.S., C.M. Dewees, R. Klingbeil, E.J. Larson. (2001). California’s Living Marine Resources: A Status Report, California Department of Fish 

and Game. University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources. Publication SG01-11, pp. 212. 
4 American Sportfishing Association. (2019). Economic Contributions of Recreational Fishing, Table 1, pp. 1. asafishing.org/economic-impacts-

of-recreational-fishing/. 
5 MacCall, Alec & Stauffer, Gary & Troadec, Jean-Paul. (1976). Southern California Recreational and Commercial Marine Fisheries. NOAA. 

Marine Fish Review 38. pp. 4-5. https://spo.nmfs.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf-content/MFR/mfr381/mfr3811.pdf. 



with changes in water temperatures, could move north into Southern California waters for a longer 
period of the year. Because the bulk of U.S. recreational yellowtail fishing effort is located between the 
Coronado Islands and Point Conception (the northern end of the yellowtail’s range), this would expose 
the fish to increased fishing pressure for greater portions of the year and put extra strain on their 
population.6 The concern is that current U.S. fishing regulations allowing 10 fish per angler per trip to be 
taken – 5 of which are allowed to be under 24 inches fork length – will be unsustainable given these 
changing environmental conditions. 

The aim of this project is to change the direction of conversations about yellowtail to encourage more 
research and discussions focusing on the yellowtail fishery. By talking to anglers, boat captains, and 
other members of the Southern California sportfishing industry, this project intends to highlight areas 
where yellowtail touch Southern California’s economy, culture, and history. It also intends to inspire 
conversations about sustainability, longevity, fishing pressure, and management that so far do not focus 
on yellowtail. By doing so, hopefully more attention will be paid to such a vitally important species and 
active management of the species can become the norm. 

 

Methodology 

Video calls with the Capstone Advisory Committee were used to determine the scope and product for 
the project. In these calls, we discussed what data and information was readily available, and discussed 
the nature of the problem at hand. Through these discussions, we concluded that a data-intensive, 
quantitative project was not feasible given the time and resource constraints imposed by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Instead, we decided on a qualitative approach to gathering data, which would be collected 
from interviews with relevant players in Southern California’s recreational saltwater fishery. San Diego 
was used as a case study for yellowtail fishing across the Southern California region in part due to 
California’s shelter-in-place order restricting my mobility but also because San Diego’s fishery is 
particularly reputable for yellowtail. 

The first step of my research process involved reviewing existing literature on yellowtail to get a sense of 
what studies had already been conducted on the species. I found only two completed studies on wild 
yellowtail, but no formal stock assessment or economic analysis on the species’ impact. Other studies 
offer broad summaries of the commercial and recreational landings over time but do not provide more 
specific details about changing population size, migration patterns, or recruitment trends. 

The next step in the process was to create a short list of stakeholders involved in the recreational fishery 
whom I hoped to interview to collect a multitude of experiences and perspectives from the sportfishing 
community about yellowtail. In doing so, I hoped to not only highlight the role of the yellowtail fishery in 
Southern California’s economy and culture through different points of view, but also to see where 
players in the fishery were in harmony or at odds with each other. The list of interviewees includes: 

• A boat captain who drives for the San Diego, a full-day Commercial Passenger Fishing Vessel 
(CPFV) based out of Seaforth Landing 

• A member of the Pacific Fishery Management Council (PFMC) and ex-CPFV captain 
• Three different deckhands who have years of experience working on CPFVs 

 
6 Ben-Aderet, N. (2017). The Biology of Yellowtail (Seriola lalandi) in the Southern California Bight: Spatial Insights from Recreational Catch 

Records, Tagging and Life-History Characteristics. UC San Diego. ProQuest ID: BenAderet_ucsd_0033D_16254. Merritt ID: 
ark:/13030/m579908n. Retrieved from https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8f12v2s7. 



• A member of the Sportfishing Association of California (SAC) 
• The director of the San Diego Yellowtail Derby 
• An angler who also works for BDOutdoors.com, an online forum for sportfishing enthusiasts, 

and FishDope, a service that provides ocean stats and fish reports that helps anglers be 
informed about where fish are biting 

• Three recreational anglers, one who grew up in the LA area, one who grew up in Alaska and has 
fished in California since 2017, and one who visited Southern California occasionally to fish. 

The interviews were conducted over Zoom, each one running between 45 minutes and an hour. While I 
prepared a set of questions for each interview subject, I allowed the conversations to flow naturally to 
capture the nuances and particularities of each of their experiences and minimize the possibility of 
swaying their responses with my own biases and narrative inclinations. A sample of the interview 
question template is included in the appendix. I then transcribed the interviews and used them to 
identify and analyze areas of difference between the participants. While the sample size was small, clear 
patterns emerged. I then categorized responses into four main areas of interest: economic context, 
recreational context, and historical/recreational contexts, and sustainability/management. For the last 
category, the focus was on defining sustainability, the importance of sustainability, historical vs current 
perceptions of the fishery and management, and beliefs on how management should shift going forward 
(if at all) with respect to California yellowtail. 

From the outset, storytelling has been a pillar of this project. Conducting interviews with San Diego’s 
local fishing communities has allowed me to draw out an invaluable collection of stories about the 
various personal and financial stakes they hold in the region’s yellowtail industry. At the same time, 
stories have provided an invaluable means of engaging general audiences in scholarly questions and 
issues. 

Using Wix, an online website building service, I bring together stories I gathered through a month of 
conducting interviews to present a multidimensional narrative about San Diego’s yellowtail fishery. The 
website speaks to why yellowtail has been historically important to Southern California, has historically 
been believed to be a sustainable fishery, but might now need a more proactive system of management 
to prepare for challenges that are fast approaching, such as a growing human population and climate 
change. 

While I knew that I would present this narrative through a curation of text, images, and sound bites 
drawn from interviews, it took some time to decide on an appropriate story structure and web layout. 
Since it was of paramount importance to me that the project remains accessible to the local fishing 
communities it represents, I ultimately opted for a linear narrative structure and web interface that 
guides readers through a single, vertically continuous flow of story materials. While I rely heavily on text 
to provide critical context and maintain narrative coherence across sections, I thought especially about 
how I might compel readers to continue moving from one set of stories to the next. In addition to 
writing in an approachable style that reflected my voice, I selected images that are both illustrative and 
evocative and used Adobe Audition to edit short but emotionally rich sections of my interviews. 

 

Findings 

Below are the themes identified from the interviews. They are organized into four categories: 



1. Recreational importance of the California yellowtail fishery 
2. Economic importance of the California yellowtail fishery 
3. Historical/cultural importance of the California yellowtail fishery 
4. Sustainability and management of California yellowtail 

 

Recreational importance of the California yellowtail fishery: 

The first piece of data that I wanted to gather from everyone was their personal connection to fishing so 
that non-anglers can understand the draw that recreational fishing, and specifically yellowtail, holds. 
Why do people fish? And why do people love yellowtail? Most responses centered around childhood, 
family, and food or sustenance. Many responded that they had been fishing since they were children, 
having been introduced to the sport by parents or grandparents who were avid fishermen. Having 
grown up fishing, they see the sport as part of their identities, and angling as a culture helps them define 
themselves and serves as a prominent community. Additionally, fishing is the water equivalent of 
hunting, and holds a primal human versus wild feel. The idea of competing with and outsmarting a fish is 
challenging and exhilarating, and many anglers called it “addictive”. And of course, all anglers talked 
about the feeling of having a fish pull on the end of their lines. The physicality of battling a fish and 
landing it in the boat is the adrenaline rush that anglers pay hundreds to thousands of dollars to feel. 

For many anglers, yellowtail was their first introduction to fish that fight hard. Many recall the first time 
they felt a fish pulling “drag” from the reel – when the fish is strong enough to pull more fishing line into 
the water – was from their first yellowtail. They attested to the power, agility, and intelligence of the 
yellowtail, stating that not only is it a physically challenging fight because of how hard yellowtail pull, but 
also because it is a strategic fight. Yellowtail have a reputation for being intelligent, and anglers swear 
that they are able to consciously wrap fishing line around rocks in order to break the line and swim free. 
Another reason yellowtail have such high recreational value in Southern California are because they can 
be found year-round, but often it is difficult to know where they are. There is always a chance that on 
any day of the year, unlike other big seasonal game fish like tuna or swordfish, a yellowtail might be 
caught. Finding the fish is part of the challenge – being able to read oceanographic conditions, keep up 
to date with fish counts, and know how to attract the fish close enough to the boat to catch are all skills 
that anglers are proud to have developed over time. 

Yellowtail have helped to define Southern California’s stye of fishing. Using bait such as anchovies or 
sardines is the popular method for catching these fish on CPFVs but can get expensive for individual 
anglers. Instead of using bait, a subset of yellowtail anglers prefers to cast out “irons”, which are simple, 
flashy metal lures with a hook attached to the end and painted bright colors to imitate bait fish. These 
anglers have mastered the art of making these jigs swim and act like a baitfish to attract yellowtail. 
There is a refined technique and stye to casting, retrieving, and hooking a fish on a jig, and yellowtail are 
popular among these fishermen because this technique is known to work on them. Iron fishing has 
become synonymous with Southern California’s fishing style, and there is a significant amount of pride 
in mastering the art. 



 

Economic importance of the California yellowtail fishery: 

San Diego boasts the largest sportfishing fleet in the world, and beyond San Diego, other coastal cities in 
Southern California such as Oceanside, San Clemente, Dana Point, Los Angeles, and Santa Barbara all 
have big sportfishing presences. The industry attracts over 2 million anglers in California that spend 
about $3 billion annually on fishing. It contributes over $5 billion in economic output and supports 
37,000 jobs.7 

In 2012, anglers in California spent $120 million on more than 544,000 CPFV fishing trips. Many boats in 
San Diego and other Southern California fishing hubs depend on yellowtail for much of their ridership, 
especially during the peak summer months. Angler response to reported high yellowtail fish counts has 
been shown to be positive, and that in the immediate days following high increases in reported catch of 
yellowtail on CPFV trips, ridership on CPFVs increased significantly.8 This data point is supported by 
interview responses from local anglers. The captains and deckhands stated that the summer season – 
when yellowtail is most abundant in Southern California waters – is always their peak season for 
ridership. Three-quarter and full-day boats in San Diego design their business models around finding 
yellowtail. These boats run trips that leave the dock at 5am and return at 5pm, usually driving down to 
the Coronado Islands, just south of the US-Mexico border. The Coronado Islands are a known hot spot 
for yellowtail. In order to make the 4-hour round trip in one day and still have enough time to locate and 
catch fish, boats adjusted their schedules to accommodate the drive because yellowtail are what bring 
anglers on the boat. Furthermore, anglers that I talked to mentioned that they always follow the fish 
counts for three-quarter day and full-day boats to see if many yellowtail were being caught, and that 
often if a high count day was posted then the boats would sell out within the day. 

 
7 American Sportfishing Association. (2019). Economic Contributions of Recreational Fishing, Table 1, pp. 1. asafishing.org/economic-impacts-

of-recreational-fishing/. 
8 Dotson, R.C. & Charter, R.L.. (2003). Trends in the Southern California sport fishery. California Cooperative Oceanic Fisheries Investigations 

Reports. Vol 44, pp. 99-100. 

A surface iron jig. Photo courtesy of 
Noah Ben-Aderet 



Each boat takes upwards of 40-50 people out to fish, where a ticket to ride costs about $200. Food, 
drinks and alcohol can all be purchased on the boat. Deckhands work to teach beginners, bring fish over 
the high walls of the boat onto the deck, and clean the deck. Anglers also have the option to have the 
deckhands filet the caught fish on the ride back to port for a fee. Additionally, anglers spend on rods, 
reels, weights, lures, line, and other tackle, all in the hopes of catching a big fish. A study by NOAA found 
that in 2014, an estimated 964 thousand anglers in California spent $1.5 billion on durable goods alone, 
including tackle, boat, and vehicle purchases related to fishing.9 Furthermore, tens of thousands of non-
resident fishing licenses are sold every year in California10, generating revenue for the state and likely 
benefiting the tourism industry through hotels, restaurants, etc. While the true broad impact of the 
fishery has not been estimated, the species certainly drives a significant portion of the region’s 
recreational fishery and generates a significant amount of economic activity. Through dedicated surveys, 
it would be possible to extrapolate the impact of yellowtail as a species on the overall recreational 
fishing industry. This would be important to evaluate how much of the industry is at risk of shrinking if 
yellowtail were to disappear. The captains and deckhands that I interviewed mentioned that a decline in 
yellowtail would be catastrophic to their businesses. The beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic shut 
down recreational fishing activity at the kickoff of the summer season, just as yellowtail catches were on 
the rise. While the shutdown was over a very short timeframe, captains were already anxious about the 
effect on this year’s bottom profits, understanding that every day where yellowtail were within range 
that they were not out fishing was a huge hit to their financial outcome for the year. 

 

Historical/cultural importance of the California yellowtail fishery: 

California yellowtail had a strong commercial fishery in the early 20th century, where in some years more 
than 10 million pounds of fish were caught.11 After the mid-1950s, the commercial catch dropped to less 
than a million pounds per year because the demand from fish canneries was cut severely.12 Therefore, 
though the recreational yellowtail fishery has been strong since the late 19th century, the overall fishery 
was dominated by commercial fishing pre-1950s and by recreational fishing post-1950s, thanks in part 
to the decrease in commercial landings.13 The recreational fishery is dominated by CPFV landings, 
though a steady rise in private boat anglers has occurred over the years, making it difficult to ascertain a 
true estimate of yellowtail removed from California waters. However, there is still a common belief 
among anglers that the commercial yellowtail fishery does more damage than the recreational fishery, 
and that in general recreational fishing does not have a large impact on fish stocks. Unfortunately, 

 
9 Sabrina J. Lovell, James Hilger, Scott Steinback, and Clifford Hutt. (2016). The Economic Contribution of Marine Angler Expenditures on 

Durable Goods in the United States, 2014. U.S. Dep. Commerce, NOAA Tech. Memo. NMFS-F/SPO-165, pp. 22. 
10 CDFW. 2020. Sport Fishing Licenses, Number Issued. California Department of Fish and Wildlife. 

https://wildlife.ca.gov/Licensing/Statistics#SportFishingLicenses. Accessed December 3, 2020. 
11 Leet, W.S., C.M. Dewees, R. Klingbeil, E.J. Larson. (2001). California’s Living Marine Resources: A Status Report, California Department of 

Fish and Game. University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources. Publication SG01-11, pp. 213. 
12 Collins, R.A. (1973). The Status of the California Yellowtail Resource and its Management. California Department of Fish and Game. Marine 

Resources Technical Report No. 16, pp. 5. http://aquaticcommons.org/671/1/Technical_Report_1973_No._16.pdf_A.pdf. 
13 Collins, R.A. (1973). The Status of the California Yellowtail Resource and its Management. California Department of Fish and Game. Marine 

Resources Technical Report No. 16, pp. 7. http://aquaticcommons.org/671/1/Technical_Report_1973_No._16.pdf_A.pdf. 



recreational take has resulted in at least 5 times as many fish being removed from the water as the 
commercial fishery since the 1960s.14 

Within sportfishing culture, yellowtail has always been in the spotlight. One of the interviewers I spoke 
with is the current organizer of the International Yellowtail Derby, an annual fishing tournament that ran 
from 1946 to 1973 and was resurrected in 2009. Started by the San Diego Junior Chamber of Commerce 
(“San Diego Jaycees”), it was a hugely popular tournament that ran the course of the summer, ending in 
a final competition to see who could land the biggest fish. It was a major event that attracted politicians 
and high-profile people to participate, with thousands of people coming to watch the final weigh-ins of 
the fish to see who would be crowned champion. Prizes included cars and thousands of dollars of fishing 
tackle, alcohol, and other goods. The event was one of the most popular fishing tournaments of the 
time. 

Another tournament dedicated to yellowtail – the Yellowtail Shootout, presented by BDOutdoors.com – 
began running in 2007. A different tournament format, the Shootout is a one-day contest that starts at 
dawn and ends at dusk, when the boats are called in to see who caught the biggest yellowtail. The 
Shootout boasts many modern sponsors including popular outdoor brands like Costa and Yeti, as well as 
marine conservation organizations like the Coastal Conservation Association of California. It is organized 
by BDOutdoors.com, one of the internet’s most popular online fishing forums. 

Within sportfishing culture, yellowtail is clearly very important. It has become an icon of Southern 
California’s fishing, playing a role in defining Southern California’s “style”. Even outside of fishing, 
though, yellowtail is a common symbol seen around coastal communities. The fish can be found in 
restaurants and grocery stores and local markets as food, but also as pictures and sculptures on the wall, 
printed on clothing and apparel, and even became the poster child for Ballast Point Brewing Company’s 
first beer, the Yellowtail Pale Ale. These cultural impacts of the fish have not been tabulated but are 
nonetheless important in assessing intrinsic value of the fish. 

 

Sustainability and management of California yellowtail: 

Current U.S. fishing limits on yellowtail allow anglers to keep 10 fish per angler per trip and allowing 5 of 
those fish to be under 24 inches fork length. In Mexican waters, 5 yellowtail of any size are allowed to be 
taken. 

When asking about sustainability of yellowtail, there was universal agreement about the importance of 
thinking in terms of long-term fishery health. Anglers would be heartbroken to lose their iconic game 
fish, especially because so much of Southern California’s fishing is centered around yellowtail. However, 
when asked about the current state of sustainability, different answers began to arise. 

A few of the interviewees that I talked to, mostly of an older generation, said that they had noticed the 
annual catches rise and fall over the years, in what they described as a cyclical pattern. This observation 
is backed by historical catch records, again which indicate that high yellowtail-catch years correspond 
with high water temperature years. Many noted that the warm water years since 2015 have led to an 

 
14 MacCall, Alec & Stauffer, Gary & Troadec, Jean-Paul. (1976). Southern California Recreational and Commercial Marine Fisheries. NOAA. 

Marine Fish Review 38. pp. 23. https://spo.nmfs.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf-content/MFR/mfr381/mfr3811.pdf. 



unprecedented catch, on a level that they had never seen before. They noted that many of the fish 
being brought onto the boats were small, and worried that allowing fish under 24 inches in length to be 
taken per person per trip was unsustainable. Furthermore, they noted changes in the fishery over the 
years. Both boat captains that I interviewed talked about how yellowtail used to be plentiful in waters 
off La Jolla, which is about a 30-minute ride north from Mission Bay where the major San Diego landings 
are. Now, the fish seem to have moved out of the area, and instead, CPFVs must make the 2-hour drive 
south to the Coronado Islands for yellowtail. Some interviewees suggested that the regulations should 
be changed to match those in Mexico, where only 5 fish can be taken per angler per trip, versus the U.S. 
allotment of 10 fish per angler per trip. Others felt that a 5 fish limit plus a size minimum would be ideal. 
Others still believed that a “slot limit” should be embraced, where only fish between a minimum and 
maximum size can be taken, allowing bigger and older and therefore more fertile fish to live. These 
older fish lay more eggs than younger fish do, meaning they contribute more to replenishing the 
population. 

Other younger anglers noted that while they had heard the nature of the fishery was cyclical, they felt 
that the fish were becoming more abundant over time – a signal that the fishery was healthy and 
thriving. Again pointing to the latest El Nino events since 2015, these interviewees felt that the 10 fish 
limit did a good job of preventing people from taking what they deemed was too many fish, and noted 
that they felt CDFW regulations were put in place “for a reason”, and reflected the best science to 
ensure sustainability. 

This divergence in views seemed to be driven by a fundamental difference in approaching sustainability. 
The older generation, ones who believed that the regulations were not strict enough, emphasized that 
10 fish was more fish than any individual would ever need in a single trip, and that keeping 10 fish is 
gluttonous. The younger generation felt that because people were able to hit their limits, the limits were 
doing a good job of preventing people from taking even more fish and were therefore a good thing for 
sustainability. Both parties agreed that overfishing would be dangerous for the longevity of the fishery. 

I had also asked anglers if they were aware of any changes to the regulations limiting yellowtail 
throughout history, but none could recall a time when the 10 fish limit was not in place. A 1973 paper 
states that the sport fishery regulations for yellowtail are “…a daily bag limit of 10 fish and a gear 
restriction to hook and line only,”15 which is like current regulations. Since this paper was published, the 
only change was to add a size minimum of 24 inches on 5 of the 10 allowed fish. The member of the 
PFMC that I interviewed stated that because yellowtail is not a federally managed fish under NOAA, no 
stock assessment has been mandated. By contrast, tuna, rockfish, and salmon all have stock 
assessments conducted by NOAA. The state has been historically limited by funding, and because the 
yellowtail stock never showed signs of decline in the recreational fishery, it therefore has not been a 
major focus, and management of the fishery has had a passive mindset. Other species such as the 
saltwater basses or white seabass have been the focus for the CDFW. 

 

Challenges in sustainability and management 

 
15 Collins, R.A. (1973). The Status of the California Yellowtail Resource and its Management. California Department of Fish and Game. Marine 

Resources Technical Report No. 16, pp. 11. http://aquaticcommons.org/671/1/Technical_Report_1973_No._16.pdf_A.pdf. 



There are many challenges that stand in the way of ensuring the long-term health of the yellowtail 
fishery. The first and foremost challenge is a lack of formal knowledge and data about the fishery. 
Without a formal stock assessment, it is impossible to know how the fish population is changing over 
time in Southern California. Part of the problem is that NOAA does not recognize California yellowtail as 
a federally managed species, and therefore the species is not eligible for federal research funding. 
Furthermore, data from Mexico-based fisheries is difficult to obtain, making it near impossible to 
estimate the true total fishing pressure on the species because of its migratory nature. This lack of 
transparency into the health of the fishery means that our data is currently entirely fishery dependent, 
and risks associating high catch with a thriving population rather than overfishing.  

Furthermore, climate change driven warming sea surface temperatures pose a significant risk to the 
yellowtail fishery in a few ways. First, it has been shown that fishing pressure in Southern California 
waters most likely leads to population decline, where fishing outweighs recruitment (reproduction) of 
yellowtail. The historical system of yellowtail reproducing in the winter down South towards Baja 
California  where fishing pressure is low and then migrating north in warm summer months where 
fishing pressure is high is at risk of collapsing as climate change raises average sea surface temperatures, 
causing yellowtail to spend more time near the northern end of their habitat, in Southern California.16 
This puts yellowtail in range of US recreational anglers for a greater portion of the year, which further 
risks overfishing. The second impact of climate change on yellowtail is that spawning in the outer 
Southern California Bight will increase, and these “spawning aggregations” are often over-exploited. 17 

A more subtle challenge to yellowtail sustainability comes in the way of angler sentiment. Because many 
believe that state regulations for yellowtail are set in place because they reflect the best science, it 
would be difficult to explain why taking all 10 allowable fish might result in overfishing in the future. 
Interestingly, I found through my interviews and through trying to solicit interviews using online forums 
that a significant subset of anglers is distrustful of scientists, conservationists, and managers. Many cited 
the creation of California’s Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) as a traumatic experience for them, feeling 
that managers and scientists unfairly closed the best fishing spots. Because catches of yellowtail have 
been at a record high for the last few years, it would be difficult to count on angler and industry 
stewardship to ensure people are only taking as much fish as they can reasonably eat. Therefore, 
significant investment in outreach to anglers about the merits of proactive management and aligning 
broader marine conservation with fishing would have valuable future payoffs in promoting 
sustainability. Theoretically, this investment could come from grassroots angler interest groups or 
environmental non-profits. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The website I created from these interviews hopes to be a first step towards advancing the conversation 
about proactive management of yellowtail. Because of the political challenges of getting NOAA to 

 
16 Ben-Aderet, N. (2017). The Biology of Yellowtail (Seriola lalandi) in the Southern California Bight: Spatial Insights from Recreational Catch 

Records, Tagging and Life-History Characteristics. UC San Diego. ProQuest ID: BenAderet_ucsd_0033D_16254. Merritt ID: 
ark:/13030/m579908n. Retrieved from https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8f12v2s7. 

17 Ben-Aderet, N. (2017). The Biology of Yellowtail (Seriola lalandi) in the Southern California Bight: Spatial Insights from Recreational Catch 
Records, Tagging and Life-History Characteristics. UC San Diego. ProQuest ID: BenAderet_ucsd_0033D_16254. Merritt ID: 
ark:/13030/m579908n. Retrieved from https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8f12v2s7. 



recognize yellowtail as a federal species, and the consequent lack of funding available for a stock 
assessment, and because of funding limitations in the state budget, the most low-cost investment in 
ensuring proactive management of yellowtail is through angler and public engagement. By highlighting 
the value of yellowtail to the Southern California region and its anglers, as well as contextualizing the 
species as a symbol of Southern California’s ocean lifestyle, my website intends to introduce the public 
to an important, valuable resource that shapes local culture. Additionally, by encouraging anglers to not 
only become stewards of the resource themselves, but to educate themselves on the risk factors facing 
the yellowtail fishery today and in the near future, the community will hopefully come together to work 
towards proactive management. 

Live website: https://kehuang2.wixsite.com/website-5 
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Interview questions: 




