The Mystery of the Bronzespotted Rockfish
by Louie Zimm
Groundfish Advisory Subpanel
Pacific Fishery Management Council
What were those beautiful orange fish that were brought in to San Diego
Harbor the other day?
And why did they cause so much concern?
The answer is that they were bronzespotted rockfish (Sebastes gilli).
Sometimes called Warthogs, these large orange rockfish with bronze spots
and rays of color on their cheeks are deep water fish often associated with
cow cod (Sebastes levis), in very deep waters on the edge of the Southern
California shelf.
Living from 100 fathoms (600 feet) down to 150 fathoms (900 feet) in rocky
areas with caves, these fish were occasionally caught while targeting cow
cod. This targeting was ended in California in 2001 when the landing and
possession of cow cod by anglers was prohibited in California. This
included the banning of importation of Cow Cod into California.
This prohibition was further strengthened by the the Pacific Fishery
Management Council and the California Fish and Game Commission for
the 2009-2010 season by the banning of retention and importation of
Bronzespotted Rockfish.
I have included a small excerpt and picture by Milton S. Love, Certainly
More Than You Want to Know About the Fishes of the Pacific Coast
from Really Big Press, Santa Barbara, California (20110

This is followed by a description from the scientific literature of the
meristics used to identify bronzespotted Rockfish and an image
from FishBase.

Body color: Red, w/ light dusky on back; bronze-colored spots on upper
sides and back, including base of dorsal fin; light orange areas under
anterior and posterior of soft dorsal fin; lateral line in a narrow, pink
zone.
Maximum length: 28.5 in (71 cm)
Peritoneum color: light
Maximum depth: 205 fm (375 m)
Shape between eyes: concave
Common depth: 40-205 fm (75-375 m)
Counts: Dr:XIII,13-15, Ar:6-8, P1:18-20, GR:26-30,
LLp:40-46, LLs:?-?, V:26
Similar species:
Other White-Spotted Red species lack bronze spots above lateral line.
Distribution: Central California - Baja California

!

Next image is one that I took of the catch I observed and
identified in San Diego

One can use the Cal DFW Ocean Fish Regulation Booklet to
make an identification as well. The strong pink or orange lateral
line and the rays on the head as well as the bronze spots are the
clues.
Note to Anglers: The illustrations in this booklet do not show all color variations or characteristics for
each type of fish. Anglers are ultimately responsible for identifying the fish they catch.
Note to Anglers: The illustrations in this booklet do not show all color variations or characteristics for
each type of fish. Anglers are ultimately responsible for identifying the fish they catch.

ATTENTION ANGLERS!

TAKE AND POSSESSION OF THESE SPECIES IS NOT ALLOWED
See Section 28.10(b) for possession requirements for giant sea bass taken off Mexico
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Other prohibited saltwater species: coho salmon (see pg. 9), steelhead (in ocean waters),
Illustrations are not to scale
white shark, broomtail grouper, gulf grouper, green sturgeon, all abalone except red
abalone, speckled (bay) scallop. See sportfishing regulations for complete information.
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Here is the citation from the text of the booklet.
Unlike Black Sea Bass these fish cannot be possessed in the
United States.
28.55. ROCKFISH (Sebastes).
(1) The limit on bronzespotted rockfish, canary rockfish, cowcod, and yelloweye
rockfish is zero. These species shall not be taken or possessed as part of the RCG
limit.
28.10. GIANT (BLACK) SEA BASS.
(a) May not be taken off California. All fish taken incidental to other fishing activity shall
be immediately returned to the water where taken.
(b) Limit: Two per angler per trip when fishing south of United States-Mexico border. A
valid fishing permit or license from the Mexican government constitutes proof that fish
were taken legally.
28.12. GULF GROUPER AND BROOMTAIL GROUPER. May not be taken or
possessed.

Regarding the importation of bronzespotted rockfish (and cow
cod), the law is clear.
"IMPORTATION LAW SECTION 2353 FISH & GAME CODE"
CODE TEXT
FISH AND GAME CODE - FGC
DIVISION 3. FISH AND GAME GENERALLY [2000 2948] ( Division 3 enacted by Stats. 1957, Ch. 456. )
CHAPTER 4. Importation and Transportation of Dead Birds,
Mammals, Fish, Reptiles, and Amphibia [2345 - 2401] ( Heading
of Chapter 4 amended by Stats. 1972, Ch. 974. )

ARTICLE 1. Dead Wild Birds, Mammals, Fish, Reptiles, and
Amphibia [2345 - 2371] ( Heading of Article 1 amended by Stats.
1972, Ch. 974. )
2353.
(a) Birds, mammals, fish, reptiles, or amphibians shall not be
imported or possessed in this state unless all of the
following requirements are met:
(1) The animals were legally taken and legally possessed outside
of this state.
(2) This code and regulations adopted pursuant thereto do not
expressly prohibit their possession in this state.
(3) A declaration is submitted to the department or a designated
state or federal agency at or immediately before the time of entry,
in the form and manner prescribed by the department.

Carrie Wilson in her weekly column in Western Outdoor News
also speaks of the importation rules.

“Carrie Wilson is a marine environmental scientist with the
California Department of Fish and Wildlife. While she cannot
personally answer everyone’s questions, she will select a few to
answer each week in this column. Please contact her at
CalOutdoors@wildlife.ca.gov.”
Can cowcod caught in Mexico be imported to U.S. waters?
Question: If we’re fishing in Mexican waters and catch a cowcod,
can we legally bring it back into a California port as long as we
have all of the proper licenses and the Declaration for Entry form
properly filled out? I’d just like to know for sure as we fish Mexican
waters frequently targeting rockfish and I’d like to avoid a citation.
(Jeff M., San Diego)
Answer: No. Cowcod may not be imported or even possessed in
California regardless of where caught (Fish and Game Code,
section 2353(a)(2)). Broomtail groupers and canary, yelloweye
and bronzespotted rockfishes are also illegal to be possessed
or imported into California under this regulation and under
California Code of Regulations Title 14, section 28.55(b)(1), even
if they were taken legally in Mexico.

"IMPORTATION LAW SECTION 2353 FISH & GAME CODE"
CODE TEXT
FISH AND GAME CODE - FGC
DIVISION 9. FINES AND PENALTIES [12000 - 12300] ( Division
9 enacted by Stats. 1957, Ch. 456. )

CHAPTER 1. General Provisions [12000 - 12028] ( Chapter 1
enacted by Stats. 1957, Ch. 456. )

12012.
(a) Any person who illegally takes, possesses, imports, exports,
sells, purchases, barters, trades, or exchanges any amphibian,
bird, fish, mammal, or reptile, or part thereof, for profit or
personal gain is guilty of a misdemeanor punishable by a fine of
not less than five thousand dollars ($5,000), nor more than forty
thousand dollars ($40,000), or imprisonment in the county jail for
not more than one year, or by both that fine and imprisonment.
Question: I fish in Mexico and have a question regarding bringing
them back to the U.S. I saw a statement on Facebook where the
poster said we cannot bring cowcod or fillets into U.S. waters
even if we have a signed declaration to present with the fish.
Despite the fact cowcod are not legal to possess in California,
they are legal to catch in Mexico.
I would like to know if this is true as many things posted on the
Internet are not always correct. If it is correct, is this also true for
the other three protected rockfishes – canary, yelloweye and
bronzespotted rockfish? If I take a legal Mexican limit of five
bocaccio, would I be limited to bringing only three back into
California? Also, I hunt in Mexico where it is legal to take 60
doves. At the border, could I declare the 60 doves when I cross
the border or would I only be able to have the California limit of 10
doves? What are the laws? Since I am hunting and fishing in
another country and abiding by their laws, do I have to also abide
by California laws when I import game from another country?
(Randy H.)
Answer: It is unlawful to import or possess birds, mammals, fish,
reptile or amphibian taken from outside of this state unless the
following requirements are met (as per Fish and Game Code,
section 2353):
▪
The animals were legally taken and legally possessed
outside of this state.

▪
California and federal codes and regulations do not
expressly prohibit their possession in this state.
▪
A declaration is submitted to the department or a
designated state or federal agency at or immediately before the
time of entry, in the form and manner prescribed by the
department.
Therefore, even if the fish were legally taken in Mexico but are
prohibited here in California, then they cannot be brought back
here. This means while cowcod, canary, yelloweye and
bronzespotted rockfishes may be legally caught and possessed in
Mexico, they cannot be brought back to California. California’s
sport fishing laws do not allow possession of whole fish, or filleted
fish, that are less than California’s size limits, or are in excess of
California’s bag or possession limits, regardless of where the fish
were taken.
Declaration for entry forms can be found online at
www.dfg.ca.gov/enforcement/.

So what should we do if we encounter one of these fish?
Descend it back into the depths, using a descending device that
can be hand made or bought at your local tackle store.

“-” indicates that this requirement for this species is covered under the General regulations of CCR T-14, Section 29.05.
Note: Except for the species listed above, “tidal invertebrates may not be taken in any tidepool or other areas between the high tide mark (defined as Mean Higher High Tide) and 1,000
ft. seawards and lateral to the low tide mark (defined as Mean Lower Low Water).” per Section 29.05(b).

For up-to-date groundfish regulation information, call the CDFW Groundfish Hotline at (831) 649-2801
For up-to-date ocean salmon regulation information, call the CDFW Ocean Salmon Hotline at (707) 576-3429

HELP FISH LIKE THIS SURVIVE!
Fish
floating at
the surface
like this can
survive....
with your
help.

CDFW photo by E. Jarvis

When fish with swim bladders are brought up from depth,
decreasing pressure may injure them (known as pressure
shock, or ‘barotrauma’). When released, these fish often float
helplessly at the surface. Injured fish that cannot descend
on their own are especially easy targets for sea gulls and sea
lions. Helping fish to descend significantly increases their
chances of survival.
You can transport fish down to the sea floor using one of the
following:
A weighted, inverted barbless hook
A fish-descending device available at your
local tackle shop
An inverted, weighted plastic crate with a
rope attached to the bottom
For more information visit the CDFW Web site at

www.dfg.ca.gov/marine/groundfishcentral/barotrauma.asp
Or Pick Up An Informational Brochure at Your Local CDFW Office
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Why are we so concerned about these bronzespotted rockfish?
Often known as “choke species” in commercial fishery regulation,
the presence of these fish among other more common and
sustainable fish populations can prevent access by fishermen.
Thus we are restricted to 60 fathoms or less in Southern
California waters along the coast in the RCA or Rockfish
Conservation Area, and restricted from taking any rockfish outside
60 fathoms seaward of the 60 fathom line with the exception of
out to 60 fathoms around our offshore islands. We are also
restricted from taking any rockfish deeper than 20 fathoms in the
large CCA or Cow Cow Area which includes Santa Barbara
Island, Osbourne Bank, Tanner and Cortez Bank as well as the
43. The 60 mile bank is also off limits to recreational anglers to
harvest rockfish.
Bronzespotted rockfish may be the longest living rockfish in our
waters. They have a life strategy of waiting out the unproductive
and unfavorable years (like El Ninos) to have the occasional
successful spawn during cold and fertile water years. One can
imagine these big rockfish hiding in caves while yellowfin tuna
and hammerhead sharks frolic overhead in the warm water years.
The following are some excerpts from the scientific literature
regarding bronzespotted rockfish. The italics are mine.

March 2007
Summary of Bronzespotted rockfish (Sebastes gilli) conservation concerns SW
Fisheries Science Center Report
February 2007
Bronzespotted rockfish (Sebastes gilli) are a large, relatively rare species that occur
mainly in Southern California waters, in deep rocky habitats similar to those for cowcod
(S. levis). During a review of methods for estimating California fish landings being
conducted by the SWFSC and CDFG Marine Division, it was noted that commercial
landings of bronzespotted rockfish, after rising to an estimated peak of 94 tons in 1982,
dropped rapidly in the late 1980s and remained at very low levels (generally less than 1
ton per year) from 1990 to the present (Figure 1). When plotted relative to the Minor
shelf south complex within which this species is managed, this suggests that the decline
in landings of bronzespotted preceded the decline in both minor shelf and overall
landings of rockfish over recent decades. Very limited information is available from
recreational fisheries, however what little information does exist suggests that
most of the recreational catch comes from rare trips that catch large numbers of
bronzespotted rockfish (Figure 2). Anecdotal information suggests that there are
distinctive fishing strategies that were used historically to target bronzespotted.
Port sampling data for southern California from 1984 through 1990 is among the most
comprehensive in the historical period, suggesting that landings for the period of
greatest observed decline were reliably estimated. Bronzespotted are easily
identifiable and it is unlikely that they would be mistaken for a different species.
Additionally, a metric currently underdevelopment by NMFS and CDFG staff for
evaluating the reliability of species-specific landings estimates of rockfish suggests that
bronzespotted are one of the 12 top species with respect to the reliability of landings
estimates based on a range of criteria (ease of identification, number of market
categories that it occurs in). In his comprehensive review of the life history
characteristics for 10 species of commercially important or abundant California rockfish,
Phillips (1964) cited both cowcod and bronzespotted as two of the species of
commercial importance that should be the subject of future studies.
Despite this recommendation, very little is known about the life history of this species.
The spatial distribution is described as ranging from Monterey Bay, CA to Punta Colnett
(northern Baja California), with a depth distribution ranging from 75 to 413 meters.
Preliminary results from a total of 38 aged fish, of sizes ranging from 35 to 70 cm,
suggested slow growth and high longevity. Ages ranged from 17-89 years (Figure 3),
considerably older than the oldest ages estimated for cowcod. This would indicate
that both the natural mortality rate (M) and the Von-Bertalanffy growth coefficient (K) are
considerably lower than those estimated for cowcod, suggesting a life history pattern
associated with high vulnerability to fishing.
1

As a result of data limitations, it may be difficult to conduct a quantitative assessment for
this stock. Although the protection already provided by Southern California’s Cowcod
Conservation Area and existing Rockfish Conservation Areas should be sufficient to
protect the stock, there may be other measures that would increase protection
considerably with only modest impacts to fisheries. For example, imposing a limit of
zero fish on recreational and/or commercial fishermen could ensure that targeting
does not take place, and would encourage vessels move when they encounter
this species. It is unlikely that the measures necessary to provide greater protection to
this stock would result in significant impacts on fisheries under the current management
regime.
The bronzespotted rockfish (Sebastes Gilli) A new poster child for West Coast
groundfish?
Poster presented at the 15th Western Groundfish Conference
February 2008 in Santa Cruz, CA
John C. Field, Don E. Pearson and Alec D. MacCall
Fisheries Ecology Division, Southwest Fisheries Science Center, Santa Cruz, CA
Abstract
Bronzespotted rockfish (Sebastes gilli) are a large, relatively rare rockfish species
that occur primarily in Southern California waters, in deep rocky habitats similar
to those for cowcod (S. levis). Commercial landings of bronzespotted rockfish
dropped rapidly in the late 1980s, and have remained at very low levels over the past 20
years. Limited information is available from recreational fisheries, however what little
information does exist suggests that most of the recreational catch comes from
rare trips that catch large numbers of bronzespotted rockfish. Age and length
data suggest very slow growth and high longevity, a life history pattern
commonly associated with high vulnerability to fishing.
Introduction
Bronzespotted rockfish (Sebastes gilli) are a large, relatively rare species that occur
mainly in Southern California waters, generally in deep rocky habitats similar to those
for cowcod (S. levis). The spatial distribution is described as ranging from Monterey
Bay, CA to Punta Colnett (northern Baja California), although the species is rare north of
Point Conception (Love et al. 2002). The depth distribution is described as 75 to 413
meters, with most animals observed deeper than 200 m., including the few
juveniles that have been observed in ROVs. In his comprehensive review of the life
history characteristics for ten species of commercially important or abundant California
rockfish, Phillips (1964) cited both cowcod and bronzespotted as two of the species of
commercial importance that should be the subject of future studies. Despite this, very
little is known about the life history of this species.
Fisheries
Commercial landings of bronzespotted rockfish dropped rapidly in the late 1980s and
remained at very low levels from 1990 to the present. When plotted relative to the minor
shelf south complex within which this species is managed, this suggests that the decline
in landings of bronzespotted preceded the decline in both minor shelf and overall
landings of rockfish over recent decades as a result of increasingly restrictive

management measures (Figure 1). While the hook and line fishery has traditionally
accounted for most landings, the rapid growth of the Southern California gillnet fishery
in the early 80s accounted for most of the mortality during the period of apparent decline
(Figure 2), consistent with the movement of effort to deeper and rockier habitats in that
fishery.
Although pre-1984 estimates of landings are based on ratio estimators from data
collected in later years, the confidence in landings estimates for the 1984-1990 period is
high, due to effective port sampling data, the ease of identification, the relatively small
number of market categories in which bronzespotted occur, and other factors. While the
catch history for bronzespotted since 1983 is fairly reliable, the determination of
meaningful catch limits for this otherwise data-poor species will be difficult. Yet such
limits will be even more difficult to derive for those species for which even the catch
histories are unreliable; which includes as many as 27 rarely or infrequently
encountered Sebastes species in California waters (Pearson et al., in prep).
The limited information for recreational fisheries suggests that bronzespotted are
infrequently encountered, but that most of the recreational catch is from rare trips
that catch moderate to large numbers of this species. Trips that do encounter
bronzespotted typically encountered cowcod as well, often in relatively large
numbers.
Growth
We located 119 otoliths with associated length information (from 25 to 71 cm) from a
range of collections. These were aged by an experienced age-reader (D. Pearson)
using break and burn methods. Results showed a range of ages from 17-89 years, and
were used to fit a growth curve (Figure 3) based on Schnute (1981). The oldest age
recorded for bronzespotted rockfish (89) exceeded the oldest ages recorded for
cowcod (55), although a formal age validation has not been conducted for either of
these species. The estimated Von-Bertalanffy growth coefficient (K) for bronzespotted is
0.033, which along with shortraker rockfish (S. borealis) and shortspine thornyhead
(Sebastolobus alutus) are among the lowest growth rates reported. There was not
sufficient information to estimate maturity schedules, however most fish greater than 35
cm were mature and a 32 cm female was immature.
Discussion
The dramatic reduction in landings prior to highly constraining management actions,
and the age and growth information that suggest high vulnerability to overexploitation,
are sufficient to warrant concern with the status of this stock. Yet given the paucity of
available data, a quantitative stock assessment will be difficult to derive. The habitat
associations of this species suggest that existing management measures should be
sufficient to protect the stock in the near term, yet additional measures could increase
protection with only modest impacts to fisheries. A ban on retention could encourage
vessels to move when they encounter this species; a rational behavior given the
association with cowcod. Explicitly linking management measures for these two species
would also be a reasonable management approach, and would not result in significant
constraints to existing fisheries.
References
Love, M.S., M. Yolkavich and L. Thorsteinson. 2002. The rockfishes of the Northeast
Pacific. University of California Press: Berkeley.

Pearson, D.E., B. Erwin and M. Key. In prep. Reliability of California’s groundfish
landing estimates.
Philips, J.B. 1964. Life history studies on ten species of rockfish (genus Sebastodes).
California Department of Fish and Game Fish Bulletin 126. 63 p.
Schnute, J.T. 1981. A versatile growth model with statistically stable parameters.
Canadian Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences. 38:1128-1140.
Acknowledgements
We thank John Hyde, Brenda Irwin, Milton Love, and H.J. Walker for the use of otoliths
from their collections, John Butler, Bob Lea, Milton Love and Mary Yoklavich for their
insights on fisheries and habitat associations, E.J. Dick for his help evaluating landings
data, Diana Watters for her assistance with ages, and John Butler for the use of his
photo.

• ModificationstoSection28.55(b)(1),BagLimitforBronzespottedRockfish. Proposed
regulations would include the bronzespotted rockfish (Sebastes gilli) as a prohibited
rockfish species (no retention, or bag limit of zero). The bronzespotted rockfish is not
described as an overfished species because there has not been a formal stock
assessment completed; however, anecdotal information suggests its abundance may
be low. The proposed change was adopted by the Council as a precautionary
measure for 2009 and 2010 to protect bronzespotted rockfish until more
information becomes available.

