
A Precarious Beginning

California halibut spawn eggs outside the 
Bay along the open coast. The eggs float 

about among water currents. The probability 
of being eaten at these early life stages is 

so high that it is only by sheer numbers 
that a tiny fraction of halibut survive 

to maturity. 

A Weird Eye Migration

Halibut start life 
upright like any 
other fish, with an 
eye on each side of 
the head. When they 
are about one inch long, 

the left eye moves over 
the snout to the right 

side of the head.

(Paralichthys californicus)(Paralichthys californicus)
The life cycle of the California 
halibut depends on the health 
of southern California’s bays 

and estuaries.

A Sheltered Upbringing
in San Diego Bay

At about six months of age, 
developing California halibut settle 

to the sea bottom and migrate 
into shallow coastal estuaries such 
as San Diego Bay. There they find 
abundant smaller prey, warmer 

temperatures, and fewer 
predators.
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Return to the Open Coast 

Large juvenile California halibut migrate 
from south San Diego Bay back into the 
open ocean, where they benefit by finding 

larger prey. There they hide by burying 
themselves on the sandy bottom, just 
their eyes showing, and eating both 

fish and creatures buried in the 
sandy ocean floor.

Environmental Catastrophe 
1950s–1970s 

By 1942, San Diego’s population is reaching 250,000, 
and the overloaded sewage system fails. Raw or mini-
mally treated sewage is dumped from fifteen outfalls. 
Dissolved oxygen concentrations from 1951–1955 are 

lower than can support most fish. Red tide algae 
blooms exist throughout the bay. In 1955 quarantine 

signs were posted along the Coronado coastline.  
Sludge beds on the bay’s east shore are over 7 feet 
and the bay receives 50,000,000 gallons of sewage 

and industrial waste per day, supporting a population 
of 400,000 people. Pollution peaks in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s. In 1963 there is the putrid smell of 
algae, oil and sewage. California Department of Fish 

and Game declares much of the bay a virtual 
“marine desert.” 

Waking of Environmental
Awareness 1970s

The 1970s and 1980s signify a time of cleanup for San 
Diego Bay. San Diegans can take great pride in initiat-
ing a bay cleanup that preceded both the state and 
federal Clean Water Acts, perhaps the first bayside 

community in the nation to do so. In the 1960s, a new 
San Diego Metropolitan Sewage System with ocean 

outfalls goes into operation and all domestic sewage is 
diverted to it.

 “In a matter of months a difference in the clarity of 
water could be noticed, and within a year, fish were 
again seen breaking the surface and could be caught 
in the channels. Swimming in the bay could be safely 
permitted again. Sea lions and porpoises returned to 
the harbor, pelicans and terns plunged into shoals of 
anchovy, and San Diegans could congratulate them-

selves on their bay’s salvation.” (Herbert L. Mannishly, 
San Diego Union Tribune)

Return to Health, Abundance,
and Diversity

Today, the Navy, Port of San Diego and its partners 
are leading an era of restoration and recovery. San 

Diego Bay supports diverse marine life similar to that 
originally noted in European settlement times. For a 

10-year period between 1968–1979 scientists 
recorded only 25 fish species in the bay. Today, with 
recovery, over 100 native fish species are known to 
live in the bay. There are over 300 species of birds, 
with nesting seabirds listed under the Endangered 

Species Act that number in the thousands.

San Diego is also home to over three million people.

But history shows why Integrated Natural R
esources Management is needed!
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The U.S. Navy and Port of San Diego 
continue to invest millions of dollars protecting 

and improving San Diego Bay’s ecological health. At the same 
time their economic and military missions grow and thrive.

These agencies jointly plan conservation and stewardship of the bay, 
along with their management partners, through their Integrated 

Natural Resources Management Plan.
Some examples of ongoing work are planting eelgrass that 

supports the life cycle of many fish and wildlife; monitoring 
the status of species that use bay waters; cleaning up the 

historic contamination still buried in bay sediments; and 
educating bay users and the public about 

conservation.

What the Europeans Found
Hundreds of Years Ago

Native Americans live in villages commuting to 
nearby fishing campsites. They are attracted to 

the abundant tideflats and marshes for 
harvesting fish and shellfish. The Spanish, 

arriving in 1542, find an embayment where 
seven river systems and tides create a shore lined 
with deltas, mudflats, and salt marshes. Records 
indicate good water and many fish. The Pacific 
gray whale sometimes uses the bay for calving. 

About 500 people live in San Diego.

Harbor Development, 
Industrialization, Fill

1880–1970

During this period, the bay is reshaped and the 
shoreline is filled in to accommodate large vessels 

and waterfront development. The cumulative effect 
of dredging and filling deepens the harbor, 

reducing its shoreline wetlands by about one third. 
About “50,000 to 100,000” black brant are 

reported in a portion of San Diego Bay called the 
Spanish Bight in the 1880s, but this small goose is 

described as rare in San Diego by the 1920s.
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           San Diego Bay is a Vibrant Fish and Wildlife Nursery...

California least tern

Partners in Stewardship

planting eelgrass

Eggs attach 
to eelgrass

This sign is the actual size of the largest 
California halibut ever caught, measuring 5 

feet long and weighing 72 pounds.


