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              KEY INFORMATION 

Area of Concern 
Sitka, Alaska, to Pt. Conception, CA.  
Predominantly Washington, British 
Columbia, and Alaska. 
 
Year Identified as “Species of Concern” 
2004 
 
Factors for Decline  
• Overharvest 
• Illegal, unregulated, unreported harvest 
• Predation by recovering sea otters 
• Disease 

 
Conservation Designations 
IUCN: Endangered 

Current Status: 
 

Demographic and Genetic Diversity Concerns: 
There was a 60 to 90% reduction of legal-size 
abalone by 1978 (Sloan and Breen 1988).  Limited 
larval dispersal seems to make abalone species in 
general difficult to manage (Jamieson 1999).  There 
may be an unusual genetic form in the Puget 
Sound/Strait of Georgia region. 
 
Existing Protections and Conservation Actions: 
The state of Washington never permitted commercial 
harvest and recreation take was outlawed in 1994.  
Alaska outlawed commercial harvest in 1996.  
Harvest has been illegal in Canada since 1990.  The 
Committee On the Status of Endangered Wildlife In 
Canada (COSEWIC) has listed it as a threatened 
species.  Abalone hatchery efforts have been initiated 
in Bamfield, B.C. 

 
Data Deficiencies:  
Extent of illegal harvest is unknown. 
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Brief Species Description:  
Pinto abalone are found in kelp beds along outer well-exposed coasts from Sitka Alaska to Point 
Conception, California; typically in low intertidal zone to 30 feet (9m) depth, but they can be found to 
330 feet (100 m) depth.  The shell is generally green-brown but can have white or blue coloration and 
has a somewhat scalloped edge.  The epipodium is lacy and green-brown in color.  Three to six open 
flush pores (respiratory pores) can be found on the left side of the shell and spiral growth lines are 
evident on the posterior.  Tentacles surrounding the foot and extending out of the shell sense food 
and predators.  They are herbivorous.  They reach a maximum length of about 5.5 inches (14 cm) and 
maximum age is 15 years.  They broadcast spawn from April to June.  Minimum density for successful 
fertilization is approximately 1.4 to 3.6 per square foot (about 0.13 to 0.33 individuals/m2). 
 
Status by Location: 
California: Pinto abalone were never a major component of the commercial or recreational catch. 
There was however nearly 10-fold decline in abundance in northern California (156,000 in 1971 to 
18,000 in 1999-2001). 
 
Alaska: Peak harvest was between 1978 and 1981 (260,000 lbs); average harvest declined to 50,000 
lbs in 1994.  The commercial fishery was closed in 1996; recreational free-diving fishery remains. 
 
Washington: There was no historical commercial fishing; the recreational fishery closed in 1994 due 
to declines in abundance.  Surveys in the San Juan Islands indicate a decline in density at many sites.  
Densities at all but one site are below or within the minimum range for successful fertilization.  
Abalone size has increased between 1996 and 2006, but abundance has not (D. Rothaus WFDW). 
 
Canada: The fishery began in the early 1970’s and the peak fishery was in 1977-1978 (400 t).  
Subsequently there was a population decline and quotas were instituted.  As populations did not 
recover there were continuing quota reductions through 1989 (47.2 t) without population response 
(Jamieson 1999).  The fishery was closed in 1990 to all user groups but there has been continued 
declines in abundance since closure.  Current densities are <0.3 ind/m2 (1 ind/m2 is the believed 
threshold for successful fertilization).  The only known locality with densities approaching historical 
levels is at a Victoria penitentiary where nearshore access has been prohibited (Jamieson 1999).  
 
 

For pinto abalone, contact: 
 
Dr. Rick Gustafson 
NMFS, Northwest Science Center 
2725 Montlake Blvd. East 
Seattle, WA 98112-2097 
(206) 860-3372 
 
Rick.Gustafson@noaa.gov
 
              http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/concern
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For Species of Concern, contact  
 
NOAA Fisheries 
Office of Protected Resources 
1315 East West Highway 
Silver Spring, MD  20910 
(301) 713-1401 
 
soc.list@noaa.gov
 

Contact Information
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