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Canary Rockfish – Sebastes pinniger  

Protection status: Washington State endangered species listing 

 
In Washington State, canary rockfish were 

once common in the Puget Sound, but now 

are found primarily in the marine and outer 

coast environments. Surveys indicate that 

they also inhabit the northern and central 

Sound and northern Hood Canal. Canary 

rockfish can grow to 2.5-feet (77cm) in 

length and reach 10 pounds (4kg). Adults 

have bright yellow-to-orange mottling over 

gray, have three orange stripes across the 

head, and orange fins. Smaller fish—those 

less than 14 inches—have dark markings on 

the end of the spiny dorsal fin, and gray 

along the lateral line. 

 

Life history 

In the marine waters of Washington State, canary rockfish can live more than 80 years, and typically reach 

sexual maturity between 7 and 8 years of age. Mating occurs between September and March, with the peak 

months occurring between December and January. Female canary rockfish produce between 260,000 and 1.9 

million eggs, and similar to other species of rockfish, fertilization and embryo development is internal. 

Females give birth to live larval young that are then found in surface waters, and may be distributed over a 

wide area extending several hundred miles offshore. Larvae and small juvenile rockfish can remain in open 

oceanic waters for several months, passively being dispersed by oceanic currents. Larvae feed on diatoms, 

dinoflagellates, tintinnids and cladocerans, and juveniles feed on invertebrates and other small fishes, 

including other rockfish species.  

 

Habitat use 

Adult canary rockfish are benthopelagic, meaning they live and feed close to the seafloor. They form loose 

groups over cobble, mud, and sand habitats interspersed in rocky structures from 160- to- 820 feet (50 to 

250m). Larvae are thought to remain in the plankton for up to four months with juveniles gradually settling 

into benthic habitats. In shallow nearshore environments, juveniles and subadults tend to be more common 

than adults and usually are associated with rocky reefs, kelp beds, and artificial structures such as piers and 

oil platforms. 

 

Why are canary rockfish included in the Aquatic Lands HCP? 

The Aquatic Lands Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) addresses 29 species of animals that depend on 

submerged or intertidal lands for either all or a significant portion of their life history. Specific threats that 

warrant protection of canary rockfish include: 

 Changes in habitat structure 

 Increase in predation 

 Decline in water and sediment quality 

 Physical harm or harassment from covered activities 
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The Aquatic Lands Habitat Conservation Plan 

The Washington State Department of Natural Resources (DNR) is the steward of more than 2.6 million 

acres of state-owned aquatic lands beneath Washington’s navigational lakes, rivers, marine waters, and 

estuaries. DNR sustainably manages these aquatic lands on behalf of the people of the state—to protect 

fish and wildlife and their habitat and provide opportunities for commerce, navigation, and public access. 

 

The increased demand for the use of aquatic lands can be harmful to aquatic habitats and species. To 

encourage a balanced approach to managing and protecting these lands, DNR is developing an Aquatic 

Lands Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP). The HCP will provide a framework for managing the aquatic 

lands under DNR’s stewardship to ensure the continued health of our state’s marine and fresh waters and 

the species that inhabit them. 

 

Learn more 
For more information about DNR’s Aquatic Lands HCP and the other species that are covered in the plan, 

visit: www.dnr.wa.gov/aquaticHCP  

http://www.dnr.wa.gov/aquaticHCP

