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Directions:  
First read the information below. Then, follow the directions at the end of this handout.   

The Pacific halibut (Hippoglossus stenolepis) was called “haly-butte” in Middle English, meaning 
the flatfish to be eaten on holy days. 

The Pacific halibut has a flat, diamond-shaped body.  

Pacific halibut are found in a broad arc of the temperate North Pacific Ocean, extending from 
Hokkaido, Japan, and the Sea of Okhotsk, to the southern Chukchi Sea and ending at Point 
Camalu, Baja California, Mexico.   

Halibut are bottom-dwellers and live in waters to a depth of 1200 m.   

Halibut are the largest of all flatfish. An adult halibut has been measured at 8 feet long, 500 
pounds, and with a life span of more than 40 years! 

The largest halibut ever recorded for the northern Pacific was a 495-pound fish caught near 
Petersburg, Alaska.  

Halibut have small scales embedded in the skin.  

Halibut have both eyes on the same side of their head (on the upper side), which enables them 
to see predators and prey better as the halibut lay camouflaged on the sea bottom. 

The upper side of the fish tends to look like the ocean bottom. The underside is lighter, 
resembling the sky as seen from below. This protective coloring helps the fish hide from 
predators and prey alike.  



Halibut spawn during the winter months.  Most spawning takes place off the edge of the 
continental shelf in deep waters of 200 to 300 fathoms.  

Male halibut become sexually mature at 7 or 8 years of age. Females attain sexual maturity at 8 
to 12 years.  

Females lay 2-3 million eggs each year, depending on the size of the fish.  

Fertilized eggs hatch after about 15 days.  

Free-floating eggs and larvae float for up to 6 months and are transported up to several hundred 
miles by deep currents of the North Pacific. As the larvae grow they become lighter, rise nearer 

 to the surface and migrate to the shallower waters, floating on the surface currents.  

Larvae begin life in an upright position with eyes on both sides of their head. When they are 
about an inch long, the left eye migrates over the snout to the right side of the head, and the 
color of the left side fades.  

When young halibut are about 6months old, they settle to the sea floor, where the protective 
coloring on their “eyed” side effectively camouflages them. 

Most young halibut ultimately spend from 5-7 years in rich, shallow nursery grounds, as in the 
Bering Sea.  

Generally, young halibut are found close to shore, and older, larger individuals in deeper water 
near the edge of the continental shelf. However, in the summer months, larger halibut move 
towards shallower water.   

Halibut up to 10 years of age migrate often in a clockwise direction east and south throughout 
the Gulf of Alaska.  

Older halibut don’t migrate as much. These older fish often use both shallow and deep waters 
over the annual cycle. However, they have much smaller “home ranges” than younger, more 
migratory fish. 

Halibut live quite a long time, but their growth rate varies depending on locations and habitat 
conditions.  

Females grow faster and live longer than males. The oldest recorded female was 42 years old 
and the oldest male was 27 years old.  

Larval halibut feed on plankton. 

Halibut ― juvenile and adult ― do not appear to be popular items on the menus of many fishes, 
although juvenile halibut have been found in the stomachs of adult halibut, Pacific cod and sand 
sole.  

Because they are strong swimmers, halibut are able to eat a large variety of fishes. In fact, 
halibut will feed on almost any animal they can fit in their mouths including: sand lance, octopus, 
crab, salmon, hermit crabs, lamprey, sculpin, cod, pollock and flounder. 



Juvenile halibut probably establish wide-ranging movement patterns, actively searching for 
areas of high prey (crustaceans and small fishes) abundance.  

Many adults probably establish small, non-overlapping home ranges where they wait for large 
fish or invertebrates to swim by. However, sometimes adult halibut leave the ocean bottom to 
feed on pelagic fish, such as sand lance and herring. 

In the North Pacific, the halibut’s only common predators are the sea lion (Eumetopias jubatus), 
orca whale (Orcinus orca), salmon shark (Lamna ditropis) and humans (homo sapiens). 

Female halibut are bigger than the males. Few males reach 80 lbs in weight.  

 
 
Highlight facts from your reading that you believe would be interesting to the members of your assigned 
group. List the facts below and explain your logic.  
 
  
 


