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INFORMATIONAL REPORT - PACIFIC SANDDAB 

INTRODUCTION 

The Pac i f i c  sanddab has been a minor contr ibutor t o  t rawl f i sher ies  o f f  the 

United States and Canada. I t s  market potent ia l  has never been f u l l y  u t i l i z e d  o f f  

Oregon, even though such potent ia l  was f i r s t  recognized i n  1914. I n  1914 the 

Federal research ksssel Albatross caught sanddabs wi th  a beam trawl o f f  Yaquina 

Light. It was predicted tha t  sanddabs would be one o f  the most p ro f i t ab le  species 

taken from these banks. Unfortunately the predic t ion was based on the high demand 

f o r  t h i s  species i n  the San Francisco area. U n t i l  l a t e l y  the sanddab i n  Oregon has 

been i n  low demand f o r  human consumption and was used mainly as food f o r  mink. 

Today, sanddabs maintain a small in te rmi t ten t  demand i n  Oregon and a small 

steady demand i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia. 

In  Ca l i fo rn ia  t h i s  f i s h  has long been regarded as a delicacy. Sanddabs enjoy 

loca l  importance i n  the San Francisco region where they are popular and comnand a 

high pr ice  on the fresh market. A steady demand was cu l t i va ted  by restaurant owners 

who feature it on t h e i r  menus. This i s  due t o  the species year around availability 

as a reasonably assured supply o f  f resh f i s h .  

The accepted comnon name i s  Pac i f i c  sanddab. It has been cal led the "soft 

flounder" i n  Ca l i fo rn ia  and the mott led sanddab and megrim i n  Canada. 

Descr jpt i  on 

Sanddabs are recognized by t h e i r  short  snout, deep b lun t  body, large eyes, and 

large scales. Unlike most f l a t f i s h  t h e i r  eyed and colored side i s  on the l e f t  side 

o f  t h e i r  body. Their colored side i s  a d u l l  brown, i r r e g u l a r l y  mott led w i th  black. 

There are often d u l l  orange spots and blotches on l i v e  f i sh .  The b l i n d  ( r i g h t )  side 

i s  s o l i d  white t o  l i g h t  brown. Like a l l  f l a t f i s h ,  sanddabs have very f l a t  bodies. 

blales can be dist inguished from females by holding the f i s h  against the l i g h t  



(candling). Mature females show a long tapering ovary extending towards the t a i l  

while malest sex organs don' t  show when candled. Most sanddabs i n  the commercial 

catch are mature. 

LIFE HISTORY 

I n  California, sanddabs spawn from July  t o  September w i th  a peak i n  August. O f f  

Oregon sanddabs are considered summer spawners while spawning occurs from February 

through May i n  Puget Sound. They may spawn more than once a year. Females are 

found containing mature, maturing and immature eggs a t  the same time and spent females 

are not  usual ly found during the peak per iod of spawning. 

Mature eggs are transparent and small ( .02-.03 inches o r  0.57 t o  1.0 mm) . Eggs 

and larvae d r i f t  w i th  currents (pelagic). The newly hatched young (larvae) are 

transparent or  nearly so and may be found many miles from shore. 

L ike a l l  f l a t f i s h  larvae, they metamorphose t o  the adu l t  form. The body takes 

on the f la t tened appearance, one eye migrates t o  the opposite side o f  the head and 

the f i s h  assumes a side swimming behavior. 

I n  Ca l i fo rn ia  a few o f  the largest  2-year olds (6-3/4 inches) and over 50 per- 

cent of the three year o ld  f i s h  (7% inches) are mature. 

D is t r ibu t ion  

Sanddabs are found from Cape San Lucas, Baja Cal i fornia,  t o  the Bering Sea i n  

depths o f  5 t o  300 fathoms. They are most abundant i n  20 t o  50 fathoms but are 

found i n  10 t o  100 fathoms. They prefer sandy or sandy-mud bottoms. I n  B r i t i s h  

Columbia they are generally d is t r ibu ted  and f a i r l y  conunon i n  shallow waters. 

Feeding Habits 

Sanddabs eat a wide var ie ty  o f  food and show preference f o r  small f ish,  squid 

and octopus. A t  times, sanddabs feed o f f  bottom. O f f  Grays Harbor i n  1966 sanddabs 

were caught i n  a midwater trawl during f ish ing operations f o r  anchovy. Their 



stomachs were packed w i t h  anchovies i n  various stages o f  d igest ion.  They also eat  

f i s h  eggs, sea squir ts,  shrimp, crabs and marine worms. Sanddabs are i n  t u r n  

preyed upon by many species of f ish .  

Age, Growth and U t i  1 i z a t i  on 

Sanddabs have been aged by both o t o l  i t h s  and scales. We prefer t o  use o t o l  i t h s  

(earstone o r  headbones) which are hard-calcareous s t ructures found i n  the f ishes 

inner ear. These are f l a t  structures which are s l i g h t l y  t h i cke r  i n  the center. 

O to l i t hs  increase i n  s ize as the f i s h  grows and are about 1/4 inch long i n  the 

average t rawl  caught f ish.  I n  the summer when growth i s  rapid, a broad opaque layer  

i s  deposited. I n  win ter  a small c lear  band i s  formed. The o t o l i t h  i s  aged by 

counting the nurr~ber o f  c lear  bands o f  w in te r  growth. 

Length f o r  both males and females increases most r e p i d l y  dur ing t h e i r  f i r s t  

year. The r a t e  o f  growth shows a f a i r l y  constant dec l ine w i t h  each successive year. 

Females average s l i g h t l y  la rger  than males. O f f  Ca l i f o rn ia  a one year o l d  averages 

3.7 inches whi le  he would be 5.8 inches i n  two years. Growth i s  slower o f f  Oregon. 

The average length i n  inches f o r  2 through 7 year olds i s  4.8, 6.3, 1.4, 8.1, 8.6 

and 9.0 f o r  males and 5.1, 6.8, 8.1, 9.4, 9.7 and 10.2 f o r  females. The average 

weight f o r  7 year olds i s  .2Y pol~nds f o r  males and -38 pol~nds f o r  females. 

Oregon sanddabs are seldom found over 12 years old. This would be 9.6 inches 

and 0.31 pounds f o r  a male and 11.3 inches and 0.55 pounds f o r  a female. We have 

found one 14 year o l d  female. 

The t yp i ca l  sanddab landed a t  San Francisco r a r e l y  exceeds 1/2 pound. The 

record i s  16 inches and few exceed 2 pounds. 

I n  1974 Oregon b i o l o g i s t s  sampled commercial t raw l  catches a t  sea, We found 

t h a t  by age seven 50% o f  the females caught were u t i l  i r e d  o r  kept. Only a t  t h e i r  

maximum age d i d  they approach f u l l  u t i l  i za t ion .  Males were never u t i l i z e d  over 20% 



even a t  maximum age. 

Mor ta 1 i tz 
M o r t a l i t y  o r  death i s  about 501  i n  our survey area (Columbia River t o  Cape 

Blanco, 10-100 fathoms, 1971-1974). Th is  i s  the annual death r a t e  due t o  f i s h i n g  

and natura l  causes. 

THE FISHERY 

Before 1938, most Pac i f ic  coast landings were made a t  San Francisco. Ca l i f o rn ia  

landings peaked a t  2.6 m i l l i o n  pounds i n  1917 but  these f e l l  dur ing the depression 

due t o  market condit ions, stock deplet ion and a change t o  la rge  mesh trawls. Fol lowing 

the depression o f  1921 the f i she ry  made a steady increase t o  two m i l  l i o n  pounds by 

1925. Landings then decl ined t o  the present annual average o f  600,000 t o  700,000 

pounds. 

O f f  Oregon the  sanddab f i she ry  i s  o f  minor importance and they are usual ly  taken 

inc identa l  l y  w i t h  English sole. Oregon landings come p r imar i l y  from o f f  the cent ra l  

coast. I n  1974 about 240,000 pounds were landed f o r  human consumption, whi le  99,000 

pounds were landed f o r  animal food. I n  1975 about 350,000 pounds were landed f o r  

human consumption. 

I n  the l a s t  f i v e  years sanddabs have made up 99,000 t o  244,000 pounds of the 

annual animal food landings. This was about 11% t o  19% o f  the t o t a l  landings of a l l  

species f o r  animal food. 

We expect an increased use fo r  human consumption. The sanddab i s  a f i n e  eat ing 

f l a t f i s h  t h a t  i s  now g rea t l y  underharvested. We estimate t h a t  there are 23 t o  26 

m i l  1 ion  pounds o f  sanddabs (biomass) on the cont inental  she l f  between the  Columbia 

River and Cape Blanco. O f  th i s ,  about f i v e  t o  n ine m i l l i o n  pounds i s  o f  a s ize  tha t  

could be caught by the present commercial t rawl  gear. We estimate t h a t  1.2 t o  2.2 



m i  11 ion  pounds could be harvested from the Cape Bl anco-Columbia area without af fect ing 

the present stock (potent ial  sustainable y ie ld ) .  The potent ial  y i e l d  w i l l  vary w i th  

gear changes i n  the commercial f ishery,  new markets f o r  small f i s h  and natural 

population f luctuat ions. 

Our surveys i n  1971-1974 showed that  the 1966 year class o f  sanddabs was highly 

successful. It dominated our survey catches o f  sanddabs i n  1971 through 1973. This 

year class should have begun t o  occur i n  commercial catches i n  1973. 

Oregon trawlers usually catch sanddabs between 10 and 50 fathoms. Our survey 

work has shown that  i n  t h i s  same depth range a major area o f  abundance i s  located 

between the Siuslaw River and Cape Perpetua. Another much smaller concentration was 

found between Cape Lookout and the Columbia River a t  a s imi la r  depth. 
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