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2016 Wrap-up 
   What a year! Fishermen witnessed a major change in the 

abundance of young-of-the-year (YOY) dolphinfish in 

2016 along the U.S. Atlantic coast. The National Oceanic 

and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) Marine 

Recreational Information Program (MRIP) has been 

showing a steady decline in the number of dolphinfish 

being harvested off the U.S. Atlantic coast by recreational 

fishermen for the past 15 years. (See following graph.) 

While the trend shown by the graph is bad enough, it does 

not show what could be a far more serious issue; a decline 

in young-of-the-year fish.  
 

 
 

   The graph indicates that the years of 2013, and 2014 

along with 2016 had the lowest harvest of dolphin in the 

past 20 years. It is when we look at the size of the fish  

 

 

 

 
 

being caught each year that the major shift in the age 

classes being harvested becomes apparent. (See following 

table.) Small fish (YOY) are those fish less than 25 inches 

fork length. Medium fish range from 25 inches to less than 

36 inches fork length and large fish are those 36 inches or 

more in fork length.  The table shows that in 2013, when 

15 percent fewer dolphin were harvested, there were 47 

percent more small fish in the catch than in 2016. In 2014 

when 2 percent more fish were harvest than in 2016, there 

were 81 percent more small fish in the catch. The question 

that remains is what impact the lack of YOY fish will have 

on the 2017 dolphin season. 
 

Year Small Medium Large Total

2013 255,826          233,832          56,536          546,194          

2014            314,679            257,354            86,094 658,127          

2016            173,479            328,568          142,962 645,009          

Size distribution of dolphin harvested on U.S. Atlantic coast.                   

(MRIP data shown in number of fish harvested)

 
 

   The MRIP data clearly shows there was not only a 

decline in the harvest of dolphin along the Atlantic Coast 

in 2016 but the YOY fish were also at their lowest level on 

record. The YOY fish are the basis of the DRP tagging 

effort. The average size of fish tagged for this study is 

between 18 and 20 inches in fork length. So it is not 

surprising that 2016 saw the lowest number of fish tagged 

of any year since the first year of the DRP study. (See 

following graph.) The DRP prefers that participating 

anglers tag these small, younger fish because of the species 

short life expectancy, normally less than 12 months. 

Anglers are further encouraged to tag these fish from 

South Carolina down to Key West, Florida, because 

federal law prevents fishermen from keeping dolphin less 

than 20 inches. The importance of a minimum size 

restriction to tagging by recreational anglers is shown by 

the unwillingness of fishermen in the Gulf of Mexico west 

of Florida and anglers from North Carolina up through the 

Mid-Atlantic Bight, where no size restrictions exist, to tag 

their small dolphin.   

 

 

 

 

 

at the same time as the number of fish harvested declined, 

was there any change in the fishery? Offshore sport fishing 

is a volatile recreation where participation is quick to 

respond to conditions. When strong winds set in fishermen 

do not venture offshore. Similarly when fishermen who go 

fishing are not catching any dolphin, word spreads and 

other  
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   A devil’s advocate could say that there was not a decline 

in small fish, just that fishermen lost interest in tagging. 

This was not the case because in addition to the MRIP data 

numerous fishermen contacted me directly apologizing for 

not having tagged more fish. Even with numerous trips 

directed at finding small fish to tag, they were 

unsuccessful. Additionally, three $600 rod and reel outfits 

that serve as year-end awards for the top taggers went 

unclaimed because no boat in the Gulf of Mexico, Mid-

Atlantic Bight or Tropics was able to tag 20 fish to qualify 

for the rods and reels. 
 

 

   Looking at where the dolphin were tagged during 2016, 

you see how important Florida fishermen are to this study. 

More than 85 percent of the fish tagged in 2016 were 

tagged off east Florida. Since a large portion of the U.S. 

Atlantic coast dolphin begin their northward migration off 

Key West, Florida, the high level tagging occurring in the 

Florida Keys exposes these fish to the greatest potential for 

recapture. In 2016 24 tagged dolphin were reported  

Recovered; however, six had been tagged in prior years.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dolphin Tagging Activity for 2016. 

Zone Area 
Southern 

Limit 
Northern 

Limit 
Number 
Tagged 

1 Bahamas 22
 o

 N 28
 o

 N 10 

2 FL Straits 23
 o

 N 25
 o

 N 256 

3 South Florida 25
 o

 N 27
 o

 N 230 

4 Central Florida 27
 o

 N 30
 o

 N 50 

5 North FL & GA 30
 o

 N 32
 o

 N 6 

6 Southern SC 32
 o

 N 33
 o

 N 14 

7 N. SC - S. NC  33
 o

 N 35
 o

 N 0 

8 Northern NC 35
 o

 N 36.5
 o

 N 5 

9 Virginia 36.5
 o

 N 38
 o

 N 2 

10 N. Mid-Atlantic 38
 o

 N   0 

11 Gulf of Mexico   5 

12 W Central Atlantic   8 

13 Caribbean Sea   43 

 Total   629 
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This left 18 recoveries of fish tagged in 2016 resulting in a 

recapture rate of 2.86 percent, which is within the normal 

recapture rate range seen in previous years.  

   The 2016 dolphin fishing year is in the history book. We 

now should focus on the upcoming season. There is good 

news coming from the Caribbean. Fishermen on several of 

the islands have reported the dolphin fishing to be better 

than they have seen in years. Unfortunately we have not 

been able to establish a connection between the quality of 

Caribbean dolphin fishing and the quality of the U.S. 

Atlantic fishery. The one thing I do know is that the North 

Atlantic is a vast ocean with many areas we know little 

about. These areas could hold a large population of 

dolphin that could miraculously show up in the Gulf of 

Mexico and along the U.S. Atlantic coast in 2017.   

 

2016 Top Taggers 

 
 

   Each year Haddrellôs Point Tackle and Supply of 

Charleston and Mt. Pleasant, South Carolina, Star Rod 

Division of Big Rock Sports of Graham, North Carolina, 

and Costa Del Mar of Daytona Beach, Florida, join in 

supporting the DRP by generously providing fabulous 

year-end incentive awards for the boat crews tagging the 

most dolphin. Star Rods provide handcrafted standup rods 

that are combined with a 30 or 50 TLD 2 speed reel 

provided by Haddrellôs Point Tackle and given to the top 

overall taggers and the top taggers in the four regional 

divisions. Costa Del Mar puts together a special gift 

package of their top-quality products which includes the 

winner’s choice of a pair of their world famous sunglasses 

that is given to the second place finisher in each of the four 

regional divisions.   

   With only 54 boats tagging dolphin in 2016, the 

competition for the year-end awards was at its lowest point 

since the first year. There is a potential field of more than 

1,600 boats, whose owners signed up to tag dolphin for 

this study. Only eight boats managed to tag 20 or more 

dolphin to qualify to win one of the year-end awards, and 

all of these vessels were based not just in the South 

Atlantic Bight but were located in south Florida or the 

Florida Keys. Rod and reel outfits valued at $600 allocated 

to the Mid-Atlantic Bight, Gulf of Mexico and the tropical 

region of the Caribbean, Bahamas, and tropical western 

North Atlantic went unclaimed. Requiring just 20 peanut 

dolphin to be tagged to win one of these rod and reels, 

places a value of $30 on each fish released. Where else can 

you get $30 for a two-pound fish? 

   The Top Private Boat award goes to the Key Largo-

based boat Cool Cat captained by Edward Kattel for 

tagging 140 dolphin. The Cool Cat’s crew accomplished 

this by tagging fish on 14 days of fishing. Capt. Kattel 

joined the DRP’s tagging effort in 2015 and proceeded to 

win the Top Private Boat award his first year participating 

by tagging 288 fish.  

   The Top Charter Boat award once again goes to the 

Miami-based charter boat Thomas Flyer captained by 

brothers Jimbo and Rick Thomas for tagging 41 dolphin. 

The crew of the Thomas Flyer has been tagging for the 

DRP for 12 years and has earned the top charter boat 

award ten of those years by averaging 187 dolphin tagged 

per year.  

   In the regional competition for the Top Boat in the South 

Atlantic Division, it was Capt. Gary York’s boat Mag E III 

based out of West Palm Beach that came out on top having 

tagged 54 dolphin off Palm Beach. Gary largely pulled this 

off in a single day of fishing when he managed to tag 40 

dolphin. The Mag E III has been participating in the DRP 

study for three years and last year tagged an impressive 

187 dolphin.  

   Taking the Second Place award for the South Atlantic 

Bight Division was the Cudjoe Key-based boat Killin Time 

II  owned by Don Gates for tagging 39 fish. The Killin 

Time II’s crew is the only boat crew that has tagged 

dolphin every year of the DRP study. During its 15 years 

of tagging, Don’s crew has marked and released more than 

2,250 dolphin, tagging an average of 150 fish each year. It 

has also been named the top private boat in seven of the 

years.  

   In a year when it was hard to find small dolphin for 

tagging, only eight boats managed to tag 20 or more fish. 

The other qualifying boats also deserve recognition for 

their effort in such a hard year. They are: Scungilli owned 

by Dr. William Pomenti of Islamorada, Florida, with 32 

fish: Desire’ owned by Matt McLaughlin of Stuart, 

Florida, with 30 fish: the Boy Scouts of America boats 

based in Islamorada, Florida, with 25 fish; and the Key 

West charter boat Gotta Go owned by Capt. Rob Harris of 

Key West, Florida, with 24 fish.  

   These eight boats tagged a total of 385 of the dolphin 

released in 2016, or 61 percent of the total fish tagged. It is 

good to be able to offer some worthwhile recognition for 

the hard work and dedication that these boat crews put 

forth.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

FFoorr  MMoorree  IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn,,  CCoonnttaacctt  

Don Hammond 

Dolphinfish Research Program 

Cooperative Science Services, LLC 
961 Anchor Rd., Charleston, SC 29412 

Telephone – FAX (843) 795-7524 

Email  CSSLLC@bellsouth.net 

Web site  www.dolphintagging.com 
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