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Pop-up Fishing Gear Successfully Tested at Full-Scale in the California Commercial Dungeness 

Crab Spring Fishery Allows Access to the Fishery While Protecting Whales from Entanglement 

San Francisco, Calif. — Full-scale testing of pop-up fishing gear recently concluded off the coast of 

California in the state’s Dungeness crab fishery. The purpose of the testing was to provide fishermen an 

opportunity to trial the gear using their full compliment of traps under realistic spring fishing conditions. 

The spring Dungeness crab fishery has been effectively closed to commercial fishing off Central 

California for the last six years due to increased entanglement risk for whales and sea turtles in the 

vertical lines and buoys of conventional crab gear. Pop-up gear eliminates entanglement risks by storing 

the line and buoy with the crab pot until the fisherman sends it an acoustic signal to “pop-up” to the 

surface for retrieval. The gear trialed in the project was developed and manufactured by Sub Sea Sonics 

and Guardian Ropeless Systems with a focus on providing gear that is reliable and economical for 

fishermen. The pop-up gear systems were fished under an Experimental Fishing Permit approved by the 

California Fish and Game Commission to move pop-up gear toward authorization in the Dungeness crab 

fishery.  

Khevin Mellegers, a smaller boat Crab fisherman out of Santa Cruz has participated in the EFP since its 

inception. “My intentions were to do this for myself, my family, and also to help provide something for a lot 

of the other smaller boats” he said. Reflecting on his own experience with the gear he shared that “Out of 

the deployments that I’ve done over the three years, I think I’ve had two failures.” This is out of 568 gear 

sets that he has performed himself. 

 

According to Bart Chadwick (Sub Sea Sonics), “For the first time, fishermen in the California Dungeness 

Crab fishery had the chance to trial popup gear at full scale, using their full stack of traps. They were able 

to show that even with very high amounts of gear in localized areas and challenging spring weather 

conditions, all the fishermen and gear came home safely, good numbers of crab were caught, and no 

significant gear interactions occurred.”  

 

Russ Mullins from Guardian Ropeless Systems pointed out, “Two consecutive EFPs have shown that the 

Sub Sea Sonics and Guardian Ropeless pop-up system is affordable and highly reliable while at the 

same time virtually eliminating entanglement risk.  It is time for the gear to be authorized so that all 

licensed commercial crabbers can participate.”   

Summary of results: 

● Over 120 fishing trips, 12 fishers hauled 1163 strings of gear, consisting of 25721 traps using fully 

ropeless, on-demand gear.  

● The gear reliability rate of the pop-up gear over the course of the project was around 98% and the 

backup gear recovery method using the second end or grappling resulting in recovery of 100% of 

the gear strings. 

● Crabbing activities took place at various depths ranging from 27ft to 392ft. 

● The gear loss rate over the course of the project was 0.2%, much lower than estimates of annual 

gear loss rate in the conventional single-trap fishery (5-10%).  



● Rigorous hands-on training was highlighted as a key element to the successful operation of the 

gear and the minimization of technical problems and gear loss. 

● Vessels from the ports of Crecent City, San Francisco, Bodega Bay, Half Moon Bay, Santa Cruz, 

Moss Landing and Morro Bay participated in the project.  

● Fishers landed over 217,000 lbs. of crab with an estimated landing value of about $1.4M.  

 

Participating fishers in the 2025 spring testing paid for the gear themselves. Some fishermen received 

supporting grants from the Euphotic Foundation. Based on these successful results, Sub Sea Sonics and 

Guardian Ropeless will continue to work with fishermen and the State of California toward full pop-up 

gear authorization for the 2025/2026 fishing season as one approach to restoring access for fishermen to 

the spring Dungeness crab season off California. The California Department of Fish and Wildlife makes 

the decision whether to authorize the use of the gear for any licensed fishers who would like to 

participate.  

Testimonials and interviews with EFP fishermen can be facilitated upon request. Fishermen interested in 

participating in future seasons can contact Sub Sea Sonics. For more details about the gear trials and 

lessons learned click here.  

 

Caption: Sub Sea Sonics/Guardian popup systems and crab pots stacked out at the end of the successful 

Spring 2025 EFP fishing trials on the F/V Jacqueline L (Photo courtesy Steve Melz). 
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