
RICH BUQUET (also known as the Cajunman) with a kayak

caught fish of around 5 pounds from just outside of J Street

marina in Chula Vista.
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SAN DIEGO - Over the last few years, there has been

a new kid on the block in terms of bay fishing in San

Diego. The Shortfin Corvina has re-appeared in

growing numbers for the past 3 years or so.

Initially confined mainly to the warm waters of the

south bay, it has slowly worked its way up the bay

until this year it has been regularly caught along

Shelter Island and in the sport-fishing basins, and even

out along the shoreline of Point Loma. Mission Bay

also has a population, but they do not figure in the

catch reports anywhere near as frequently as they do

from San Diego bay. Although reported as far north as

Santa Barbara, they are at the northern edge of their

range here, being much more common in the bays and

estuaries of Baja California and the Gulf of Mexico.

Long-time residents of San Diego do remember good

catches of these fine sporting fish in days gone by, but

they had all but disappeared for a long while. As an interesting side-note, they were also introduced to the

Salton Sea along with their cousins the Orangemouth Corvina, but died out while the Orangemouth prospered,

at least until recently.

Superficially, they look very similar to another of their cousins, the White Seabass. Both members of the drums

and croaker family, the Shortfin do not attain the prodigious weights of their larger brethren. The IGFA all-

tackle record is currently just shy of 7lb. Larger fish than this do exist and have been caught and returned. The

current thinking among those that fish for them on a regular basis is that they can probably reach about 10lb or

so. A couple of friends and I all have our eye on this particular prize so watch this space! It is important to be

sure what you have caught if you intend to keep your fish as the White Seabass has a minimum 28 inch size

limit. While the Corvina has no such limit and is very good on the table, it is wise to keep only the occasional

fish so the stocks can keep on growing. The main ways of telling the two apart are that the White Seabass has

what is commonly referred to as a ‘zipper’ along the underside of its belly. This is a raised ridge that is easily

felt with the fingers. Also, the White Seabass, especially the juveniles, often have dark bars along their sides



A SMALL FISH  caught by the author
on a blue and white clouser minnow fly
in south San Diego Bay.
PHOTO BY ART DILLEY

WHEN A GRUNION  run is occurring,
it is usually not difficult to catch a few
for bait. Just make sure they are in
season and you are only using your bare
hands to catch them.

FLY-FISHING  is a fun way of catching Corvina. Here
is a selection of Clouser Minnows often used.

whereas the Corvina is always completely silver with a blue sheen
along its back. These bars can fade quickly after capture though. The
Corvina also has two pronounced fangs on its top jaw but these are
relatively delicate and are often broken or missing. White Seabass have
a row of small teeth on their top jaw.

The Corvina is a predator of small fish and is found almost exclusively
over shallow sandy areas. This also helps provide them with the warmer
water conditions they prefer as shallow water warms up faster. In the
summer they start to roam further afield as I mentioned earlier but in the
winter-time they tend to retreat to those areas that warm up quickest.
They often hunt in schools and on many occasions once you see bait
being hit on the surface, you may be able to catch a number of fish if
you can keep up with the action. Usually, finding a concentration of
bait-fish is a good indicator that you are in the right neighborhood. Of
course in the large open bays many other species also home in on these
schools and you will often hook up with Yellowfin Croaker, Barracuda,

Bonito, Mackerel and the ubiquitous Spotted Bay Bass all as part of the
same action. With the terns diving as well, it can be like a mini-version
of a wide-open offshore tuna bite.

Aside from watching for diving birds and boiling bait fish, enough
Corvina are caught incidentally while fishing for other species to make it
worthwhile prospecting around to find them. I fish a lot from my kayak
in south San Diego Bay and I hardly ever go out without a floating 4 ½
inch Yo-Zuri minnow to troll around while moving from place to place
for example and also for blind casting while drifting over the flats. These
run at around 4 to 5 feet in depth and so avoid much of the eelgrass that
is to be found in the south bay inparticular. These have caught myself
and others dozens of fish over the last few years. Swimbaits, grubs,
jerkbaits and crankbaits also all do their share of the damage. Whatever I
use, I typically try to “match the hatch” in terms of sizes and colors.
Smelt and Anchovies make up the bulk of the fodder fish and so I tend
to stick with patterns that have a blue, black or green back with a white
or silver belly. I rarely go bigger than a 5-inch bait but it has to be said
that in the right situation, a large bait can definitely attract a larger fish

while perhaps avoiding the smaller ones. Fly-fishing is
another successful method, utilizing any of the popular
deceiver or clouser type flies.  Livebait also of course works
very well and you can either jig up your own smelt or buy
some bait from the receivers in San Diego or Mission Bay.
If all they have is horse-sized sardines though you are
probably better to decline and fish lures instead. Assuming
you get some appropriately sized bait, I prefer something in
the 3 to 6 inch range, you can either freeline them or keep
them down towards the bottom with a sliding sinker rig. If
you use a leader of about 24 inches this allows the bait lots
of movement and keeps it lively. The halibut also love this
setup of course which is a bonus! I use spinning rigs with 6
or 8lb line for the lures and baitcasters with up to 12lb line
for livebait. If the wind plays fair you can usually get some


