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Puget Sound Marine Fish Habitat

 Surface area of US waters of 
Salish Sea ~2217 mi2

 ~75% of waters >36.6m deep

 Ave = 140m; max = 280m 

 South Sound is 41% “deep”

 Substrate varies, but largely 
mud/sand with scattered 
pockets of rock 41%
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Sampling Marine Fish + Habitat
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Sampling Marine Fish + Habitat
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Sampling Marine Fish + Habitat
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Sampling Marine Fish + Habitat
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Since 1987, the WDFW has 
literally thousands of hours 
of observations from top to 

bottom and all the sides



Putting it all together . . .

 . . . takes caution, care, and attention to detail

 Each method/tool has its own inherent selectivity

 Organism behavior impacts selectivity/catchability

 No single tool samples all species, let alone all life 
stages, across all seasons without being costly

 Suite of methods, consistently applied year after year = 
powerful trend analysis
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Major SS Marine Fish Groups

Until ~2000 After 2000Always

2015+
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How Does it Compare?

 Missing ratfish (little deep water)

 Lower bottomfish density

 Most = recent negative trends



The Bigger Picture

 Regarding marine fish biodiversity, South Sound on par

 Similar to muddy, “shallow,” “off line” sub-basins 

 Fish density and biomass generally lower though

 Degradation from anthropogenic stressors, as elsewhere, 
including compositional changes

 Some overfished spp. starting to rebound

 Diversity comparable to inland Canadian waters

 Long-term negative trends in many spp.
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 Anchovy

 No firm estimates

 2014+, reports of mass 
kills, and feeding events

 Hake

 Biomass in 2016 was 
19.5x historic average

 As prey, such fluxes have 
broad ecological effects
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So, About Those Oddities . . . 
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 Mola mola

 Over 30 sightings 
reported since 2015

 16 in South Sound

 Associated with jellies?
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But Stranger Still . . . 

Tolmie State 
Park 11-26-16



 Mola mola

 Over 30 sightings 
reported since 2015

 16 in South Sound

 Associated with jellies?

 Basking shark

 Only 8 sightings 
reported since 2015

 Nisqually, 9-16-17
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But Stranger Still . . . 

Edmonds 8-9-14



So What’s it All Mean?

 Many bottomfish spp. appear to be continuing a slow 
decline as they struggle against myriad stressors

 Abundant benthic prey bolstering recovery for some

 Mid-water spp. fairing better, sometimes MUCH better 

 Predatory species are responding

 Not yet clear whether this is a source or sink . . . 

 Monitoring over the next few years will be critical

 Is South Sound “healthy?” Can I still fish?

 It’s within comparative norms, and yes you can fish
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 http://wdfw.wa.gov/conservation/research/projects/marine_fish_monitoring
/puget_sound_bottomfish/index.html

 Dayv Lowry dayv.lowry@dfw.wa.gov

 Bob Pacunski robert.pacunski@dfw.wa.gov

 Jen Blaine jennifer.blaine@dfw.wa.gov

16

For More Information
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