PACIFIC SAND LANCE (PSL)

Why are they important?

The Pacific Sand Lance are a needle-like forage
fish that grow up to 20-cm long. These fish swim
in intertidal and subtidal zones during the day
and bury themselves in the sand at night as
protection against predators. PSL spawn from
November to February, when they lay their eggs
along sandy gravel/pebble beaches. Each egg
attaches to multiple grains of sand.

• Forage fish are an essential component
of the marine food web.
• Coho and chinook salmon, cod, many
seabirds, and several species of marine
mammals rely on forage fish as a significant
food source.
• Forage fish account for over 1/3 of the total
global catch of wild marine fish. Reductions
in the populations of forage fish affect the
entire food web, including the commercial
and sport fisheries.
Humpback whales consume large
quantities of forage fish
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THREATS TO FORAGE FISH
SPAWNING HABITAT
The primary concern for the maintenance of
forage fish populations is the degradation of
the sandy beaches used for spawning. The
effects of human activity, such as shoreline
alteration and development, disturbance of the
sand at spawning sites, and pollution, reduce the
ability of these fish to maintain their populations.

Beaches are affected by:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Where do they spawn?
• During high tides, PSL and surf smelt lay
their eggs near the high tideline on sandy
beaches. These fish require sandy beaches
with small gravel sediment so they can dig
below the surface to deposit their eggs.
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PSL eggs attached to many grains of sand.
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Surf smelt are a streamlined, 20-25-cm long
forage fish that live along the North American
coast from Alaska to California. Surf smelt spawn
year-round with peak spawning occurring June
to September. Like the PSL, surf smelt spawn
close to the high tideline and lay their eggs 1-2
cm below the surface of sandy/pea gravel
sediments. Unlike PSL, surf smelt eggs only attach
to a single grain of sand.

The rhinoceros auklet is a species of special concern
under the Species at Risk Act, with forage fish being an
important food source for them.
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WHAT IS PROJECT WATERSHED
DOING TO HELP?
Monitoring local beaches
We are currently sampling local beaches with a
group of researchers and citizen scientist
volunteers. With this program, we are able to
sample beach sediment for eggs and determine
where these forage fish are spawning. This helps
us protect these beaches from further
degradation.

WHAT CAN YOU DO?
The beaches need your help! You can
volunteer and join our amazing team of
researchers, graduate students, college
students, and local citizens who help with
field sampling and lab analysis.
Help us protect shorelines and participate
in Citizen Science to monitor beaches for the
spawning success of PSL and surf smelt.

Other ways to help:
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• Reduce clearing of riparian vegetation and
plant native species of trees and shrubs.
• Protect shorelines and limit your
ecological footprint by reducing pollution
and fertilizer use.
• Incorporate natural solutions instead of
sea walls to protect beachfront properties.
• Share this information with others - the
more who know the more we can protect!
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The Spawn
is on!
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Our goal is to identify more beaches as forage fish
spawning areas and continue to monitor known
spawning beaches to protect forage fish
spawning habitat.
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Forage Fish are small schooling
fish that feed on plankton and
serve as an essential component
of the marine food web. Ensuring
their survival from egg to adult is
necessary for the survival of many
other marine species.

