
KELP GREENLING 

History of the Fishery 
Kelp grccnling (Ilexagramtnos decagrumrnus) arc fishcd 

primarily for sport, but thcrc is a small commercial fishcry 
bascd largely on catch incidcntal to the lingcod or inshorc 
roddish fishcrics Because of their abundance in neanhore 
rocky areas, they are frequently caught by people fshing from 
shore or s d l  boats and are a common targel for spear 
fishermenunderwater. Sportfishingsurveysmadcfrom 1958 to 
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196 1 showed that kelp greenling were the most frquent catch 
ofshore fishermen north of San Francisco, where in some areas 
thq.madeupmorethan30percentofthetotalcatch. Ineachof 
those years in California, an average of 54,000 kelp greenling 
were caught by hook-and-line fishermen and another 2,000 by 
spear fishermen. In later surveys from 1979 to 1986, the 
estimated sport catch avcragd 116,000 fish pcr year, with 
109.000 of thex taken between Montcrey County and the 
Oregon border. It should be notcd that the two sport fishing 
surveys used different sampling designs, and so results may not 
be comparable. By comparison, the commcrcial catch rcportd 
fiom 1987 to 1989 averagcd about 5,000 fish per ycar. Most of 
these were sold in the fresh-fish market. Though fillets from 
kelp greenling are not as largc asthosc from thcir more popular 
relative the lingcod, tcxture and tastc are comparable. 

Kelp g m n l i g ,  Hexagrnmmos decugrammur 

Status of Biological Knowledge 
Kelp gmnling range from San Dicgo to thc Aleutian 

Islands, butarecommon onlynorthofMorroBay. Heretheyare 
one of thc most conspicuous fishcs in rocky ncarshore habitats 
oftcn in and around kelp beds. Thc malc and fcmalc look so 
diUcrcnt that lhcy wcre first dcscribcd as scparatc spccics Thc 
body color is variable in both scxcs, ranging from light gray to 
brown. Males, however, have largc irregular blue patchcs 
antcriorly, while fcmalcs are uniformly covcrcd with smallcr 
dark spots. 

These solitary fish are common at depths betuccn 10 and 
60 fcct, and range down to 150 fcct. Sport catches indicatc that 
larger fish live in dcepcr Hater. For esample, fish caught at 80 
to 100 fcct range from 12 to 18 inchcs long whlc those caught 
at20 to4Ofa:ttendtobeeightto 13 inchcslong.Kelpgrecnling 
grow faster than most ncarshorc fishes during thcir first thra: 
years. M e r  the third ycar, growth slows, especially in mala  (as 
it  docs in lingcod), so that by the fdth or sixth ycar mala arc 
smallcrthan fcmalcs, Thc rnasimumreportedageandsiizis 16 
years and 21 inches. At age 3, males average 10.6 inches and 
females 9.1 inches. By age 5,  the males average 12.6 inchcs 
while females are 14.7 inches. Ten year olds average 15.5 and 
16.4 inches, respectively. These studies were done in Puget 
Sound, Washington. 

The reproductivebehavior ofgreenling is similar to that of 
the lingcod. Females are mature by their fourth year and s p u n  
adhesive egg masses on the seabcd and encrusting biota within 
the territories of courting males. In Puget Sound, femalcs 
deposit egg masses that range from golf-ball to tennis-ball size, 
uith an average of about 4,000 eggs per cluster. Males fertilize 

the eggs and guard them until larvae about one third of an inch 
long emcrge four to five weeks later. OAeq males guard more 
than one egg mass at a time, each possibly produced by a 
difrerent female. Hatching occurs from December through 
Fcbruary in northern California and gets progressively earlier 
to Lhe no* November through January in h g e t  Sound and 
August through Scptanber in Alaska. Larvaeand earlyjuvenilcs 
f d  on d l  copepods and spcnd about one ycar in the pclagic 
environment More entcring thc ncarshorc benthic community. 

After thcy scttle in the ncanhorecnvironmcnt, kelp green- 
ling have flexible food habits. During most of thc year, they 
consume a variety of prey that is consistently available in the 
habitat, including crabs, amphipods, polychactcs and asci&ans. 
Thcrc ax bricfpcriods when organism such asjwcnilc fishcsor 
hcning spawn b m e  exccpiionally abundanl, and kelp pxn- 
ling shiRthdr food habits to takcadvantageofthcscopportunitics. 

The primary prcdators of adult g rad ing  are lingcod, and 
the harbor scal. As jwenilcs they probably are prey of many 
ncarshore prcdaton. 

Status of Population 
Thcre arc no cstimatcs of abundancc for kclp grccnling in 

California. The ycarly sport catch rcmaincd rclalivcly constant 
during the cight ycan (1979-1986) it was surveyed. Sincc 
decline in catch is one symptom of ovcriishing, then: is no 
indication that currcnt lcvcls of fishing are having adversc 
cfrccts on the population. S p r  fishcrmcn may ovcrfish local 
populations, howcvcr, bccause thcy can sclcct individual tar- 
gets, and grccnling arc particularly vulncrablc to spcars whcn 
guardingthcir nests.Othcrdatathatcouldrcvealchangcsin the 
population structurc arc not availablc. 

Dan Howard 
National Marine Fishcrics Scrvicc 
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