
ROCKFISH-BAROTRAUMAMYTHS
Myth:Reelingafishinslowlypreventsbarotrauma.

Fact:Rockfishcannotacclimatetothepressuredrop
evenwhenreeledinslowly.

Myth:Theorganprotrudingfroma“popped”fish’s
mouthistheswimbladder.

Fact:Itisthestomach!Neverventthestomachortry
toforceitbackinsidethemouth.

Myth:Youcantellbylookingwhetherafishwillsurvive
ordie.

Fact:Whenproperlyrecompressed,evenfishwith
severebarotraumacansurvive.

WHYAREROCKFISHPRONETO
PRESSURE-RELATEDINJURIES?
Everyrockfishhasagas-filledorgancalledaswim
bladderthatallowsthefishtogentlycontrolits
buoyancy.Bydeflatingitsbladder,afishcandescend
moreeasily.Byinflatingit,itsascentisassisted.Whena
fishiscaughtandreeledin,thismechanismformoving
verticallyinthewatercolumnisthrownoutofwhack.

Dependingonthedepthatwhichthefishwascaught,a
fish’sairbladdermayswellsomuchitsstomachisforced
outitsmouth.Theeyesmaybulgeandotherorganscan
beinjuredaswell.Fishsufferingfrompressure-related
injuriesaresaidtobeexperiencingbarotrauma(pressure
shock).Withoutintervention,afishwithbarotrauma
maydiefromtheprogressionofitswoundsorsuccumb
totemperatureshockorpredators.

“Floaters”–overlyinflatedfishthatcannotre-descend
ontheirown–areespeciallyeasytargetsforseagullsand
sealions.
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BRINGTHAT
ROCKFISH

DOWN

ROCKFISH-BAROTRAUMA
SCIENCE
AccordingtopublishedresultsofaSeaGrant
studyledbyresearchersatCalStateLongBeach:
Thedegreeofbarotraumainafishisnotareliable
predictorofitssurvival.Themostsignificantpredictor
ofpost-releasesurvivorshipisthetimeafishspendsat
thesurface.

Inexperimentswithseveralspeciesofcommon
SouthernCaliforniarockfish,83percentoffishcaught
atdepthsbetween217feetand350feet,survivedwhen
returnedtodepthwithin2minutes.Theoddsofafish
dyingfollowingrecompressionnearlydoubledwith
every10-minuteincreaseintimeatthesurface.

Taggingandrecapturestudiesshowedsomereleased
fishwerestillalive1.5yearslater.

Thevolumeofafish’sswimbladdercantriplewhenreeledinfrom
depthsasshallowas60feet.

Forcurrentrecreationalgroundfishfishingregulations,
call(831)649-2801forrecordedinformationorvisitthe
CaliforniaDepartmentofFishandGamewebsiteat
www.dfg.ca.gov/marine/regulations.asp.



VENTING: A sharp needle or steel cannula is used to puncture a fish’s inflated swim bladder.
The California Department of Fish and Game does not currently encourage venting as it can cause
serious injury to fish and angler. You may accidentally puncture the wrong organ and/or introduce
infection. Even when done properly, venting damages a fish’s swim bladder.

FISH CAN SURVIVE BAROTRAUMA
Amazingly, rockfish that look dead at the surface can
“pop” back to life if quickly returned to a native depth
range. Because of this, rockfish that you must, or want
to, toss back should be quickly recompressed.

TOP FIVE REASONS TO
SEND’EM DOWN
Why should you care about helping a released fish
return to depth?
1. Floating fish are a waste of the resource.

2. Some populations of prohibited species, such as
canary and yelloweye rockfish, may take decades to
rebuild.

3. High-grading is illegal and selects for smaller fish in
the gene pool.

4. Venting fish may cause more harm than good.

5. Re-descending fish can increase their chances of
survival.

Catch-and-release practices work best when you
can help with fish survival. Helping fish get back
down is good for the resource and the sport.

Even fish with bulging eyes and protruding stomach can survive if
returned to depth quickly. Note: the organ protruding from the fish’s
mouth is the stomach, not the swim bladder.

There are many ways of returning a fish to a depth at which
it can recompress. Your choice may depend on the size of the
fish you usually catch, your experience as an angler, sea
conditions and cost.

Upside-down milk crate, weighted and attached to a rope:
Crate is dropped over the fish and then, with the buoyant fish
inside, lowered to a minimum depth of 60 feet and kept down
until it can swim out on its own. Caveats: In rough seas, fish
can escape prematurely and the crate may bang against a fish’s
extended eyes. Try lowering the fish down gently or paint
crate’s inside with a rubberized coating to smooth sharp edges.

Inverted barbless hook with weight: Hook fish through
lower lip from inside to outside, to keep hook from
puncturing an extruded stomach and to prevent line cuts
to eyes. You can also hook a fish through the membrane
on its upper lip from outside to inside, which some say
makes for easier release. In both cases, the weight must
lead the fish into the water and be heavy enough to sink it
to the desired depth. Fish is released with a sharp jerk on
the line. Caveats: Hook can puncture an extruded
stomach. Once a fish reaches a depth at which it regains
muscle coordination, it may wrestle free prematurely.
Method works best with smaller fish.

Commercial fish descenders: There are a variety of practical,
easy-to-use fish descenders on the market. The best one for
you may depend on the sizes and species you catch. For more
information, visit www.sheltonproducts.com and
http://git-r-down.com.

Commercial fish descender

Upside-down crate, weighted and attached to rope

Inverted barbless hook with weight

PRACTICE THE FOLLOWING
TECHNIQUES AND

SAVE ROCKFISH LIKE THIS!


