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Forage Fish  in Island County

Once again, the focus in this issue of the Shore Stewards News is to cover one or more of the ten guidelines in the book GUIDE FOR SHORELINE LIVING. As a departure from the norm, this issue will again expand on the information in Guideline 10 of the book., “Preserve Eelgrass Beds and Forage Fish Spawning Habitats”. In particular, the first three pages will cover forage fish in Island County, which may inhabit the beach and nearshore environment in front of your property. The May  issue covered Eelgrass. If you would like a copy of this newsletter, please contact us. 

Forage fish are abundant in Washington, and the more common species that have been identified include surf smelt (Hypomesus pretiosus), Pacific herring (Clupea harengus pallasi), Pacific sand lance (Ammodytes hexapterus), and northern anchovy (Engraulis mordax). For centuries, Native Americans along the west coast have used forage fish as food, and there are large commercial and recreational fisheries for forage fish today. Besides being used by humans for food, forage fish are very important to various marine species that also use them as a food source.
Sand Lance

The Pacific sand lance, also called “candlefish”,  can be found throughout the northern part of the Pacific Ocean, from Japan to Southern California and up to the arctic regions of Canada. Widespread within Puget Sound, about 140 miles of the shoreline in Puget Sound are known to be sand lance spawning beaches.

The sand lance deposits eggs on the beach, at tidal elevations ranging from +5 feet to about the mean higher high water line. The wave action may scatter the eggs over the beach, at different elevations. The beach will usually be fine sand, but can vary in size up to gravel nearing 3 cm in diameter. The adhesive eggs will often acquire a camouflage coat of sand grains, which is also believed to keep the eggs moist. The incubation period is about four weeks, with spawning season typically ranging from November 1 to February 15. The larvae and young commonly rear in nearshore waters and bays. 
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Sand lance are sometimes netted for salmon sport bait, but are not harvested for bait or human use on a commercial scale. They are consumed by various marine animals throughout their life cycle, from salmon to seabirds. 35% of juvenile salmon diets are composed of sand lance, and  sand lance can consist of up to 60% of the diet of a juvenile chinook salmon. Sand lance are somewhat unique in their pattern of  feeding in the open water during the day and avoiding predators by burrowing into the sand at night. Like herring, sand lance will engage in a “balling” behavior, swimming in a compressed circular pattern until they replicate a swirling ball when attacked. This reduces the chance for any individual from being eaten. Other predators may join in attacking this “ball”, however, including dogfish, gulls, seals, and sea lions. The adult sand lance measures up to 8 inches.

Pacific Herring
The Pacific herring ranges from Baja California in Mexico, to the Bering Sea and northeast to the Beaufort Sea. Along the Asian coast, you can find them from the Arctic Ocean to Japan. Spawning occurs from late January to early April, at specific sites or “grounds”. The herring eggs are adhesive and transparent, deposited on eelgrass and marine algae, from high tide’s upper limits to –40 feet in depth, but usually between 0 and –10 feet. After about 14 days the eggs hatch, and the ¼” transparent larvae are heavily predated upon. When about 3 months old, at 1 ¼” in length, they become adults. When they mature in two or three years, they will return to their spawning grounds, and spawn over successive years. Approximately 50% - 70% of adult herring in Puget Sound will fall to predation each year. Adult herring grow up to 9 inches in length. 

Recreational harvesting of herring has been insignificant, mostly being used for bait. Two commercial fisheries of herring occur in Puget Sound, but at a conservative level, with an annual rate of only about 6%, much of this being used for sale as bait. Herring were included in the 1974 "Boldt Decision" regarding Native American fishing rights. 
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Surf Smelt
Surf smelt range from Long Beach, California to Chignik Lagoon, Alaska, and occur throughout the marine waters of Washington, from the Columbia River to the Canadian border and southernmost Puget Sound. There are a number of genetically district stocks of these abundant schooling fish, who live in the nearshore areas of Puget Sound. Salmon and surf smelt are both of the taxonomic order “Salmoniformes”, and differ from herring, sand lance and anchovies by the presence of an adipose fin. The adhesive, semitransparent eggs of the surf smelt are deposited on coarse sand and pea gravel beaches of a certain composition, particularly in areas where freshwater seepage keeps the spawning gravel moist. Around the time of high water slack tide, the eggs are deposited in a few inches of water, near the water’s edge. The waves and tides bury the eggs to a depth of several millimeters, and they are submerged in salt water during part of the tidal cycle. By being under the sand and gravel, they are less likely to be preyed upon by birds and other fish. In winter months, they may require between 27 and 56 days to hatch. In summer months, time required will be between 11 and 16 days. Larva will measure about 3 mm, and  are often subject to tides and currents. They will have grown to about 30 mm after about 3 months, and taken on their adult form and coloration. Some spawn in their first year, but most in their second year, and they sometimes return to the same spawning beds year after year. Their life span is about 5 years, during which time they are preyed upon by other fish, birds, and marine mammals.  Adults grow up to 9 inches in length. 

Commercial fisheries for surf smelt are widespread throughout Washington State waters, on both spawning and non-spawning fish. Commercial landings of surf smelt in Washington has been constant at about 100,000 pounds annually.

Recreational fishing of surf smelt occurs throughout the year in Washington. Coastal fishing is usually during the summer months. Puget Sound fishing occurs all months of the year, often at evening high tides on the spawning grounds. Those fishing stand or wade in the shallow water and “dip” or “rake” the smelt as they come inshore to spawn. Non-spawning surf smelt are harvested by “jigging”, using baitfish jigger gear. This can most often be seen near LaConner during the winter months. The annual recreational catch is close to the commercial catch, estimated at approximately 100,000 pounds. 

[image: image2.png]


Drawing Courtesy of Washington Dept. of Fish and Wildlife

Calendar of Events

June 25th , Sat, 10:00 am: Vegetation Management for Bluff Property Owners. Elliott Menashe of Greenbelt Consulting will discuss how decisions we make in the development of our property, including the way we build our homes and businesses, landscape, and garden can affect the environment, which sustains our quality of life.   Program at Camano Center followed by afternoon fieldtrip. Free. Space limited. For registration form, call (360) 629-4522, ext. 6012. 

June 25th, Sat, 9:30 am – noon. Sound Gardening Workshop. Come enjoy a free guided tour of two earth-friendly gardens on Camano Island. This workshop will show you how local gardeners have provided healthy, natural habitat for birds, wildlife and fish, and  created a lush, thriving landscape with little or no pesticides or chemical fertilizers. Use of native and drought-tolerant plants and use of compost and mulches will demonstrate how you can save time and trouble, while limiting your use of water. This event is jointly sponsored by the Island County Shore Stewards, WSU Beach Watchers in Island  County, Camano Island Watershed Program, WSU/Island County Waste Wise, and Backyard Wildlife Habitat Program. Pre-registration is required. Call the WSU Extension office in Island County at 629-4522, ext. 7327. Directions will be provided after you register.

June 27th, Mon, 6-8:30 pm:  Avoid Septic system nightmares and protect our drinking Water. Attend a   Free Septic System Workshop conducted by  WSU / Island County Waste Wise program  and Island County Health Department. The class will be taught at the  Admirals Cove Shelter, Coupeville.  Please pre- Register: 360-679-7327, or 360-321-5111, ext. 7327

June 28, Tues., 7:00 pm:  “Help protect your Beach from Spartina” presented by Snohomish County Noxious Weed Control Board and the Stillaguamish Tribe.  At Warm Beach Senior Community Center, Beachwood Lounge, 20420 Marine Drive.  Questions:  Geraldine Saw at (360)862-7523.

August 14, Sun.  Celebration of the National certification of the Camano Island.  Backyard Wildlife Habitat project.  Four-Springs Lake Preserve.  Details to follow in July newsletter.
We wish to gratefully thank the Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife for much of the information and drawings for this newsletter. Their website is: http://wdfw.wa.gov/fish/forage/forage.htm
Other information from the Washington Department of Ecology website can be seen at: http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/pugetsound/
Email: shorestewards@wsu.edu, or contact Scott Chase at schase@wsu.edu
Phone: 360-629-4522, ext. 6012  (Camano); 360-321-5111, Ext. 6012  (S. Whidbey);

360-678-5111 (N/C Whidbey).   This Program is supported by the Washington State University Extension and the Island County Marine Resources Committee


