
Rationale for request for change in regulations: Unique Species Targeted During Critical 
Reproductive Season in a Shrinking Habitat  

Life History and Current Regulations: 
California grunion Leuresthes tenuis (Atherinopsidae), indigenous endemic marine fish, emerge 
out of water onto sandy beaches on the Pacific coast of California and Baja California to 
reproduce (Gregory, 2001). In a unique recreational fishery, people capture these fish out of 
water with bare hands during their midnight spawning runs (Spratt, 1986; Sandrozinski, 2013). 

Because of their unusual life cycle, California Grunion are particularly vulnerable to overharvest. 
Less than 10 years after the first published scientific description of their spawning behavior 
(Barnhart, 1918; Thompson,1919), the first regulations to protect them were enacted in 1927 
(Clark, 1926, 1938) by the California Department of Fish and Game (now Wildlife), CDFW. At 
that time, people would line the shore, capturing hundreds of grunion with improvised nets made 
of bed sheets (Andrew Olson, Jr., personal communication), using them for food and fertilizer.  

Early protections included a seasonal closure, with no take from April through June, the peak of 
the spawning season. Gear restrictions specify no gear at all; only bare hands are allowed for 
capturing these fish, presumably to give them a sporting chance while on shore. Under the age of 
16, children do not need a fishing license to catch grunion during open season. No commercial 
use of the species is permitted. However, there is no bag limit, and no requirement to report 
recreational catch of this species.  

Walker (1949) observed grunion runs on Scripps Beach directly following World War II. Based 
on his recommendations, CDFW shortened the seasonal closure to April and May. Gear 
restrictions and license requirements remained in place. At that time California’s population was 
substantially smaller, 10 million. Today, more than 35 million people live along one of the most 
densely populated coasts in the world, and millions more visit as tourists.  

Sandy beaches are critical to California grunion as Essential Fish Habitat for spawning (Robbins 
2006). However, beaches in California and worldwide are losing habitat by coastal squeeze 
(Defeo et al., 2009; Shoeman et al., 2014; Martin, 2015), with sea level rise and erosion 
encroaching on the beach from the seaward side, and coastal development and seawalls 
preventing natural retreat of the beach on the landward side (Dugan et al., 2008). Exacerbated by 
climate change and increasing human population, California is predicted to lose 31 to 67% of its 
sandy beaches by the year 2100 under current predictions of sea level rise (Vitousek et al., 2017). 

Current uses of California Grunion: 
Some anglers catch this species for bait, some people catch these small fish to consume whole, 
but most of those capturing the grunion report they are doing so for the sport, not for any specific 
use but because hunting them is part of popular culture.  

California Grunion runs are highlighted in public education programs of public aquariums and 
California State Beaches, and for youth organizations such as the Boy Scouts. Because runs 
follow the highest spring tides of full or new moons, likely nights and times can be forecast 
(Walker, 1952; Spratt, 1986). Runs can be dazzling, with thousands of fish moving out of waves 
onto shore for an hour or more.  

Because of its beach-spawning habits, California Grunion has been identified as a Key Indicator 
Species for the South and Central regions of California Marine Protected Area (Marine Protected 



Area Monitoring Action Plan, 2018), and as an indicator species for climate change on beaches 
in the Ventura County Coastal Resilience Plan (https://www.vcrma.org/vc-resilient-coastal-
adaptation-project ).  

Population status of California Grunion:  
Traditional fishery methods cannot be used for stock assessments of California grunion. This 
species has never been abundant (Gregory, 2001). It is planktivorous (Higgins and Horn, 2014) 
and does not take a hook. Adults are rarely caught in trawl surveys except within enclosed bays 
(Allen et al., 2002; Martin et al., 2013; Williams et al., 2016). The only time California grunion 
can reliably be observed is during their spawning runs.  

Runs may occur when tides are suitable, within a two-hour window following the highest nightly 
tide in four nights after full and new moons in spring and summer. However, often on nights 
when runs are forecast, no grunion are seen on shore (Martin et al., 2019). 

Volunteer citizen scientists, the Grunion Greeters, report observations of spawning runs on 
beaches all along the California Coast. With reports across the habitat range over two decades 
(Martin et al., 2007, 2011), this long-term dataset can discern broad trends in population, in order 
to guide conservation of this endemic species. Grunion Greeters assess the number of fish on 
shore, the length of shoreline involved, and the duration of the spawning run at its peak with a 
metric, the Walker Scale, which ranges from W0 (no fish) to W5 (fish covering the shore).      

Over 4500 Grunion Greeters have provided over 5000 reports in the past two decades. This 
compilation is the most complete dataset for this species in existence, both in terms of 
geographic coverage and duration of observations. Reports come from the entire habitat range, 
over 50 beaches in California and Baja California, Mexico. A range extension for spawning runs 
was discovered in 2002 in San Francisco Bay (Johnson et al., 2009), followed by a northward 
range extension to Tomales Bay in 2005 (Roberts et al., 2007).  

Concerns raised by reports from Grunion Greeters:  
Large spawning runs still occur, but smaller grunion runs are much more common than in past. 
Spawning on shore has declined significantly across much of the habitat range in the past fifteen 
years. This pattern is consistent for this endemic fish across the three coastal counties 
constituting its core habitat (San Diego, Orange, and Los Angeles), and also on individual 
beaches known historically for large grunion runs (Martin et al., 2019).  

California grunion appear to be shifting habitat range northward to some extent (Martin et al. 
2013; Martin et al., 2019). The shift in habitat comes at the cost of smaller adult size and reduced 
number of eggs, as well as a shorter spawning season (Johnson et al., 2009).  

Noisy activities of recreational grunion hunters on shore disrupt spawning runs, preventing fish 
from reproducing before capture. Poaching during closed season is common on some urban 
beaches, reported in about 20% of closed season observations. Collection of spawning fish is 
nearly universal during open season, identified in 90% of open season reports, disrupting runs 
and preventing reproduction while removing ripe adults from the population (Martin et al., 
2019). Regulations are rarely and unevenly enforced, in part because spawning runs always 
occur in the dark of night. 
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Many grunion hunters do not fish for any other species, and do not possess fishing licenses. Thus 
the potential number of people hunting California Grunion is far greater than the 2.5 million 
sport fishing licenses that were sold in California in 2016. 

The occasional presence of large spawning aggregations may create the illusion of abundance 
even when a population is depleted (Erisman et al., 2011). Occasional large runs may tempt 
resource managers to believe that these kinds of runs are both more common and more 
widespread geographically than is the actual situation (Sadovy and Domeier, 2005).    

We suggest it is possible that the numbers of adult fish could drop too low for successful 
spawning even when some members of the species are present and ripe. Runs with fewer than a 
hundred individuals usually do not include spawning events or egg deposition. Small numbers of 
fish in a run indicate unsuccessful reproduction. The consistent pattern of decline in median run 
size is of great concern for this beach-spawning species.  

The sister species, the Gulf Grunion Leuresthes sardina, endemic to the northern Gulf of 
California (Bernardi et al., 2003), shares the beach-spawning habits of L. tenuis (Thomson and 
Muench, 1976). The Gulf Grunion appears on the IUCN Red List as “Near Threatened” because 
of potential habitat loss and human interference. (Findlay et al., 2010). Our California Grunion 
may face even greater threats than the Gulf Grunion because of larger human populations and 
more coastal development in California compared with Mexico.   

Recommendations for change: 
Although this managed species enjoys some unique protections, fishing regulations have not 
changed since 1949, while fishing pressure has increased.  

We strongly encourage increased protection for this charismatic indigenous endemic marine fish. 

• Section 28.00, seasonal closure, may be taken June 1 – March 31 change seasonal 
closure to include June; may be taken July 1 – March 31 south of Pt. Conception. North 
of Pt. Conception, seasonal closure, may be taken September 1 – March 31.  

Change requested: For the southern population, return seasonal closure April - June, as originally 
designated in 1927. For the L. tenuis north of Pt. Conception, shift the timing of the seasonal 
closure, to protect the peak season that occurs later there, closure from April – August.  

• Section 27.60(b); no bag limit change to 27.60 (a), limit of 10 for one species.  

Change requested: We recommend a change from no bag limit to a limit of no more than 10 fish. 

Section 28.00 cites sections 200, 202 205, 210, 219, and 220 of the Fish and Game Code. Section 
200 is relevant as this is not a commercial take. Section 202 was repealed Stats 2016. Section 
205 is relevant as it allows the Commission to change or abolish an open season and to establish 
or change a bag limit. Section 210 is repealed Stats 2016. Section 219 is relevant as it provides 
the Commission authority to act to protect fish, wildlife, and natural resources. Section 220 is 
repealed Stats 2016. 
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