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Over the past 25 years since the creation of Sea Grant, U.S. fisheries have
moved from a development and
Americanization phase to the current
focus on issues of sustainability, ecosystem management, globalization,
overcapitalization, bycatch of nontarget species, comanagement and allocation among user groups. Similarly,
there has been a transition in Sea
Grant research and extension focus
from increasing fishers’ production to
concentrating on management-related
issues. The commercial and recreational fishing industry, fishery managers, conservation organizations
and concerned citizens are looking
for innovative fishery-management
approaches.

California’s situation
Historically, California has had one
of the world’s most productive fisheries (Leet et al. 1992). Prevailing northwesterly winds and other factors combine to cause the upwelling of deep,
cold nutrient-rich water to the sunlit
surface. This leads to tremendous
blooms of plankton (tiny plants and
animals) that serve as the food base for
the production of a large and diverse
population of marine organisms. The
intensity of this upwelling varies significantly, which makes it difficult to
predict year-to-year variations in fish
and shellfish populations (see page 36).
The sardine and tuna fisheries were
California’s most dominant during
much of this century. Sardine landings
grew to 700,000 tons during the 1930s
before collapsing in the late 1940s. The
relative importance of the roles overfishing and changes in oceanographic
conditions played in the collapse is
still widely debated. After 40 years,
sardine stocks have begun to recover
and a small, conservatively managed
fishery has resumed.
As the sardine fishery declined, the
tropical tuna fleet expanded. Landings
grew to more than 300 million pounds,
worth more than all of the other fish
landed in the state. However, by the
early 1980s, most of the tuna harvesting and processing industry had
moved out of California. A combination
of high labor costs, foreign competition
CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE, JULY-AUGUST 1997

29

