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were followed by much lower catch rates during the last
half of the month. Fishing during the first half of the
month yielded catch rates of 8.6 FPT in 2014 and 5.9 FPT
in 2015. The last half of the month yielded significantly
fewer fish per trip in both years with 3.5 fish in 2014 and
2.2 fish during 2015.

Comparison of the 2014 and 2015 Season

The July issue of this newsletter began a discussion
comparing the 2014 to 2015 dolphin harvest observed
during May in Charleston, South Carolina, in a study
conducted by the Dolphinfish Research Program. The
article was prompted by the near-uniform perception by
participating anglers that the dolphin fishing was way off
from last year. The article showed that the average trip in
2015 caught 5.8 percent more dolphin than in the previous
year. However, there was a major difference between the
years, in that the catches peaked in the last half of May in
2014 and in the first half of May 2015.
The peak in catches coming two weeks earlier in 2015
may have been the reason behind the angler perception.
Unlike previous years, the 2015 survey collected the
names of each boat surveyed, allowing for an actual count
of the number of different boats intercepted each month.
This showed that more than half of the May fishing fleet
missed the best dolphin fishing. This could explain the
perception of poor fishing among the anglers, even though
overall catches in May 2015 were actually slightly better
than 2014.
With the dolphin catches peaking two weeks earlier than
in 2014 and showing a rapid decline by the end of May, we
were left wondering what the June fishing was going to
bring. June has come and gone, and the fishing did not
improve. With 80 boat trips surveyed in June 2015, the
overall catch per trip fell to 4.8 fish per trip (FPT) for the
month. That is 46 percent less than in May 2015 and more
than 30 percent less than the average catch in June 2014.
It is hard to compare the 2014 and 2015 June daily catch
rates because of their high variability, but the following
graph does show a few similarities. The highest catch rates
in both years occurred in the first half of the month and

This shows the catch rates for the first half of June to be
31.4 percent lower in 2015 than 2014. Fishing in the last
half of the month exhibited a similar decline with the 2015
catch rate falling 38 percent below the rate observed in
2014. Fishing success fell sharply in the second half of
June compared to the first half in both years, declining
58.9 percent in 2014 and even more in 2015, 63 percent.
The fact that both years showed such rapid declines would
suggest that this could be a normal event in the fishery
with a variable timing year to year.
While more dolphin were documented caught May
through July in 2015, 1,183 fish versus 1,000 in 2014,
there was a 40.3 percent increase in the recorded fishing
effort in 2015 which masks the decline in the catch rates.
A comparison of the weekly catch per trip, shown in the
following graph, provides a smoother flow to the changing
catch rates over the season and makes the seasonal profile
of the fishery easier to follow. It is the linear trend lines for
the two years that clearly show the variance in the catch
rates between the years.
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from rushing offshore at the start of the season. The
offshore weather does not normally improve until midMay. However, if the number of dolphin being caught by
the early boats trips are sufficiently high, it can trigger
more boats to make the early trips.
Early fishing results did not inspire others to make the
effort in 2015. A total of 43 different boats were sampled
from May through July 2015. During the first half of May
only 15 boats made offshore trips (see following graph) or
about 35 percent of the fleet. The last half of May saw 34
boats, 79 percent of the fleet, engaged in fishing.
Remember that the highest catch rates for dolphin occurred
the second week of May, which indicates that 65 percent
of the boats began fishing after the season had already
peaked.

While the May 2015 fishing showed a 5.8 percent
improvement in the number of fish caught per trip over
May 2014 (see following table), the month of June 2015
catch rate fell 29.9 percent below that observed for the
same period in 2014. Comparison of the July catch rates
for the two years indicated an even sharper drop, 68.1
percent, in the number of fish caught per trip in 2015 from
2014.
Average dolphin catch per trip.
Month

2014

2015

May

8.44

8.93

June

6.9

4.84

July

2.82

0.94

Even with the marginal improvement of fishing in May
2015, the fishing for 2015 fell short of the catch rate for
the three-month period of May, June, and July observed in
2014 (see following table). The overall average number of
fish caught per trip during 2015, 6.29 fish, was 15.7
percent lower than noted for the same period in 2014.
There was a 40.3 percent increase in the number of fishing
trips surveyed during 2015, but this does not necessarily
mean that more fishing effort actually took place in 2015.
A change in the 2015 sampling format that allowed more
boat trips to be recorded on a given day could explain the
increased effort for the year.
Overall catch per trip for May, June and July
combined.
Year
Trips
Dolphin
CPT
2014

134

1,000

7.46

2015

188

1,183

6.29

Angler Perception of the Season

In South Carolina the dolphin season typically starts in
the last half of April when it is hard to find days where the
offshore wave conditions are less than four feet. These
moderate sea conditions discourage a lot of fishermen

This could explain the uniform negative perception of
the dolphin season by the end of May among a majority of
the boat captains. The rapid drop in the number of fish
being caught in June and July cemented the idea that the
2015 dolphin season had been horrible. During May only
one of 87 trips came home skunked, without a single
dolphin in the box. In June, 10 percent of the 80 trips
sampled that month did not have a single dolphin. In July
52.4 percent of the trips did not catch a dolphin, and most
said that they had not even seen a dolphin.
I have learned three things about dolphin: they use the
full breadth of the Gulf Stream current, they do not
observe a time schedule, and food rules supreme in their
lives. These fish are nomads of the oceans, following the
environmental conditions that they prefer, and more
importantly, where the food leads.
This year the commercial longliners harvested their quota
of dolphin, roughly 1.1 million pounds, in the first six
months of the year. This is the first time that the
commercial quota has been met and the commercial
fishery closed. Many recreational fishermen who had
heard about the unusually large catches of dolphin being
made by the commercial sector, quickly put the blame for
their poor dolphin catches on the commercial fishing
activity. However, this may not be true.
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Off the coast of South Carolina commercial longline
fishing normally takes place from 90 to 150 miles
southeast of Charleston during the month of May. The
Charleston Bump/Hoytt Hills area where the commercial
fishing takes place is well beyond the normal area fished
recreationally. Few recreational boats venture more than
75 miles offshore.
Basically, the recreational activity takes place in the
western half of the Gulf Stream, while commercial fishing
is carried out in the eastern half of the Gulf Stream.
Subsequently, longliners are removing fish from waters
that are seldom if ever fished by South Carolina
recreational anglers. A small level of exchange has been
documented between dolphin in the eastern and western
sides of the Gulf Stream off South Carolina, but it is
doubtful that the exchange rate would be sufficient to alter
the quality of fishing in either area.
The fact that these commercial vessels had unusually
good catches of dolphin this year indicates there was an
increased abundance of dolphin on the eastern side of the
stream. This could be the result of a migration shift by
dolphin to the eastern side. Also supporting such a shift:
many of the best catches of dolphin made by recreational
boats in late May and June were made by the faster boats
with long-range capabilities that ran much farther offshore
than normal.
While the recreational catch rates observed in the 2015
DRP study in Charleston does show that fewer dolphin
were caught in June and July than during the same period
in 2014, that alone does not necessarily mean there was a
decline in the population. Even the echoed disappointment
by anglers all the way down to the Florida Keys does not
mean there was a serious decline in 2015. Each year these
fish may range over a migration route that covers as much
as 5,000 miles. The territorial waters of the U.S. East
Coast may represent only 20 percent of this route. The
ocean’s major currents are the dolphin’s highways.
Variations in their speed, behavior and temperature play a
major role in the movement of dolphin. More information
about the status of dolphin throughout the rest of their
migratory paths is needed to accurately diagnose the
condition of the stock.
At this time, I believe the 16 percent decline observed in
the 2015 overall recreational fishery in South Carolina was
likely caused by a shift in the migratory path to the eastern
side of the Gulf Stream. If a further decline is noted in the
2016 dolphin fishery, then I would have greater concern
about the health of the stocks.
For More Information, Contact
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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Capt. Bill Parker, Hilton Head Island, SC

2014 - 2015 Financial Supporters

Guy Harvey Ocean Foundation, Davie, FL
Haddrell’s Point Tackle and Supply,
Mt. Pleasant & Charleston, SC
Star Rods/Big Rock Sports, Morehead City, NC
Hilton Head Reef Foundation, Hilton Head, SC
Costa Del Mar, Daytona Beach, FL
Central Florida Offshore Association, Orlando, FL
The Rock Boat Fishing Team, Islamorada, FL
Florida Sport Fishing Association, Cape Canaveral, FL
James Rose, Shelby, NC
Barry Lasher, Ft. Lauderdale, FL
Craig Subrink, Greensboro, NC
Micky Scott, Allendale, SC
Rock Boat Fishing Team, Weston, FL
Ron Penska, Avalon, NJ
Charleston City Marina, Charleston, SC
David A. Neblett PA, Miami, FL
David Heil, Winter Park, FL
Tim & Michelle Heiser, Plantation, FL
Day Maker Charters, Mt. Pleasant, SC
Harold D. Rusbridge, Wellington, FL
Fred Wallace, Bluffton, SC
Capt. Ryan Van Fleet, Tavernier Key, FL
West Palm Beach Fishing Club, W. Palm Beach, FL
Peter E. West, Greenville, NC
Grady-White Boats, Greenville, NC
In Memory of Bill Baugh, Ramrod Key, FL by
Millaree Hunt Club, Hopkins, SC and Bert Platt,
Rock Hill, SC
Harris Huddle, Trent Woods, NC
David Wamer, Taylors, SC
American Fishing Tackle Company, Santa Ana, CA
CCA Florida, Orlando, FL
Tony Gonzalez, Miami, FL
Franklin Hendley, Cheraw, SC
Charles L. Cabell, Richmond, VA
Tom Driver, Summerville, SC
Pearce Law Firm, Mt. Pleasant, SC
Roger A. &Tricia Grimes, Key Largo, FL
Brad Truluck, Charleston, SC
Pack Rat Storage, Mt. Pleasant, SC
Georgetown Landing Marina, Georgetown, SC
Carter Landscape, Winter Park, FL
.
Golden Hook Fishing Club, Christiansted, VI
Bohicket Marina, Seabrook Island, SC
Florence Blue Water Fishing Club, Florence, SC
Bailey Smith, Ft. Lauderdale, FL
John C. Bills, Palm Beach Gardens, FL
Beaufort Sport Fishing & Diving Club,
Beaufort, SC
Laura & Don Laury Jr., Ft. Lauderdale, FL
Suzanne Sigel & Bill Pomenti, Islamorada, FL
Ann & Richard Cook, Ft. Lauderdale, FL

