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        Painkiller Fishing Team Helps Deploy Satellite Tags 

 

When the engine alarm sounded on Hunter ‘Doc’ Stokes’ 

37’ Bertram, Painkiller, we had just arrived to Georgetown Hole.  

Looks of disbelief and sadness quickly fell over the entire crew.  

The sea state was calm with clear skies and the temperatures was 

in the upper 70s.  It was May 5th, 2018, and the fishing for dolphin 

was hot up and down the coast, so the thoughts of having to limp 

back more than 60 miles to Georgetown Landing without even 

pitching a bait overboard was gut wrenching.  Enter Michael Smith to the rescue!  Not long after Doc hopped on the VHF 

and radioed another boat in the area, Michael was able to fix the broken belt on the coolant system and we all rejoiced, 

turned on some tunes, and set the spread.  What would follow was the deployment of two pop-up satellite transmitters 

(PSATs) on 35” and 36.5” cows, 6 other dolphin tagged (19-21” FL), 11 dolphin and 2 blackfin tuna landed, and a ~350 

pound billfish tagged and released for the Billfish Foundation.  Needless to say, what we all thought was going to be a 

long, slow, ride home on one engine turned into one of the top outings for the Painkiller Fishing Team and a very 

productive day in the field for the program in terms of data collection.       

The PSATs we deployed are the same model that we deployed in January off of San Juan, Puerto Rico, and share 

the same main research objective - to supplement our conventional mark and recapture dataset by building a short-term 

movement dataset on dolphin larger than 34”.  With the support of the Guy Harvey Ocean Foundation, Grady White 

Boats, and AFTCO, our program 

acquired 8 tags, 4 of which have 

already been deployed, and of those 3 

have returned full 10-day datasets.  In 

this article we provide a brief 

overview of what we learned from our 

most recent deployments off of South 

Carolina.  To the left is a graphical 

overview of the new data that we 

acquired thanks to our sponsors, the 

Florence Blue Water Fishing Club, 

and Painkiller Fishing Team.  

These deployments represent 

the 2nd and 3rd females monitored with 

PSATs off the Palmetto State and the 

smallest ever monitored by our 

program.  These fish are roughly 7 

pounds smaller than other females and 

males we have monitored, which 

allows our program to acquire more 

detailed movement and habitat use 

data on smaller and younger fish.  

Looking at temperature first, the full 

dataset acquired from tag X20973 

shows a range of temperature use 

between 69.8o and 82.4oF, with the 

smallest range utilized during the 

beginning of the monitoring period 

(off SC); this range expanded as the 

fish approached the pop-up site 26 

miles southeast of Diamond Shoals on 

Figure 1 Movement and temperature data for a 35" and 36.5" monitored off of South Carolina                  
(click image to enlarge) 

https://billfish.org/
https://youtu.be/twH0fFFYSe4
https://www.guyharvey.com/ocean-foundation/
http://www.gradywhite.com/
http://www.gradywhite.com/
https://aftco.com/
https://youtu.be/aWGDKQsnSqw
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 Photo 1 Left to Right (Michael Smith, Marc Heiden, Wessley 

Merten, Laura Stokes, Hunter Stokes, Bryant Stokes (Uncle B) 

5.15.2018.  Do these data suggest that smaller fish off SC 

early in the season utilize a narrower temperature range 

and/or are less reluctant to dive deep until the depth of 

warm surface layer deepens?  Do these data show a greater 

range in temperature use and depth near the Outer Banks 

because of the constriction of the Gulf Stream in this 

region?  When comparing the temperature ranges acquired 

for these fish to the movements off of Puerto Rico in 

January, fish in the Caribbean only experienced a 2.7OF 

temperature range between the daily minimum and 

maximum, while fish monitored off the Carolinas 

experienced a 10.8OF temperature range in the same year.  

But, does that translate into less depth utilization off PR 

versus off the Carolinas?  Future research is needed to better 

understand the regional and seasonal variation in 

temperature use by dolphin and these deployments help 

advance our knowledge.       

Another factor of interest associated with these 

deployments is movement rate.  These fish moved faster 

than all previous conventional recaptures between South 

and North Carolina and are among the highest rates 

recorded among all PSATs deployed on dolphin off South 

Carolina.  A female tagged with a PSAT in 2008 moved 

30.19 miles per day, which is similar to tag X20973 but substantially slower than X20972, which moved approximately 

59.67 miles per day.  The other PSATs deployed in 2005 show even slower movements, which really raises the question 

of whether surface current speeds associated with the Gulf Stream were slower in 2005 than in 2008 and 2018.  To 

approximate whether dolphin movement rates change seasonally with the Gulf Stream requires much more data and 

additional analyses.  For example, PSATs afford a unique opportunity to not only acquire detailed data on the fish that 

carry the devices but also, once they detach from the fish and surface, examine the daily drift rate until the tag stops 

transmitting.  Tag X20972 detached prematurely 3 days into the deployment period, while X20973 remained with the fish.  

The premature detachment, while not by design, provided a unique opportunity to examine daily surface current speed 

while a fish with a satellite tag was still in the region.  The surface drift for tag X20972 accelerated from 20.87 miles per 

day on the 9th to 76.24 miles per day on the 11th before getting entrained in an eddy on the 12th and 13th (click here to see 

an animation of this).  For fish X20973, the substantially slower movement rate could be related to the fish remaining 

closer to the continental shelf break than fish X20972, which appeared to take a trajectory into the main portion of the 

Gulf Stream earlier in the monitoring period.  Understanding these fine-scale dolphin movement dynamics is helpful for 

predicting runs of dolphin along the U.S. East Coast (more on this below) as well as better understanding how 

oceanography can affect the movement of fish biomass, and how movements of our favorite game fish can change 

seasonally and interannually.    

A special thanks goes to the Florence Blue Water Fishing 

Club, which hosted the program in Florence and Georgetown, South 

Carolina, that enabled us to give a seminar to the club and participate 

in their annual dolphin tournament (which led to the findings above).  

We would also like to thank Ed Keelin and the Georgetown Landing 

Marina for its support of the program and help during the event.  The 

Club and Marina not only helped us acquire more data for our dataset 

but also, by donating the proceeds of the tournament, supported more 

research and the expansion of our tagging program.  Since this event, 

the program has distributed a handful of tagging kits and sleeves to 

fishermen based out of Georgetown Landing, many tags of which have 

been used.  The program also received a boost in social media 

presence due in part to Uncle B.  Thank you!

Figure 2 Movements of dolphin fitted with PSATs off South Carolina 

https://youtu.be/aWGDKQsnSqw
https://youtu.be/aWGDKQsnSqw
https://beyondourshores.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/sc_psats.jpg


Dolphinfish Research Program Newsletter 
June 2018 

4 
 

 

         Killin’ Time II Fishing Team Nears 3,000 Releases! 
 

By the time you read this article it is likely that the Killin’ Time II Fishing team led by Captain Don Gates has eclipsed the 

3,000 mark for dolphin tagged for this program!  As of the end of 2017, Captain Gates and his team, including Darryl Williams, 

Allen Lewis, and Rich Benton amassed 121 recaptures, but their flurry of tagging activity beginning on June 4th has already led to 7 

more recaptures!  Below, we briefly highlight 4 of those movements from their most recent fishing trip to Cudjoe Key to give you an 

idea of the speeds at which fish are moving through the Keys-South Florida portion of the Straits of Florida.   

 Sharon Biamonte reported a fish on June 5th, tagged by Allen Lewis, only hours after Lewis had tagged it.  While we were not able 

to pinpoint the exact time when Sharon caught the fish, it moved 48.23 miles between sites in just a few hours (figure lower left).  On 

June 8th, Albert Hernandez recovered a fish 20 miles east of North Key Largo tagged by Don Gates on June 6th.  During the 2 days at 

liberty, the fish moved approximately 59.03 miles per day.  These movement rates are comparable to the movement rates observed for 

fish tagged by the crew and recovered further north off Boynton and West Palm Beach.  On June 8th, Ryan Dingle recovered a fish 

tagged by Don Gates on June 4th.  The fish traveled 177.72 miles in 4 days while at liberty.  Lastly, Mason Mattlin recovered a fish 

tagged by Darryl Williams further to the north off West Palm Beach.  This fish moved 50.27 miles per day while at liberty.  All of these movement rates are higher 

than the program’s multi-annual movement average for the Straits, which begs the following questions: are dolphin moving faster through the Gulf Stream system 

this year, and will that mean a shorter season for the East Coast as a whole?  Only time will tell, but these are questions that this type of program can help answer.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

https://beyondourshores.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/X30527_and_X32171.jpg
https://beyondourshores.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/X32194_X30517.jpg
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      Dolphin tagging progress through June 11th 2018 

 
New T-Shirts Are 

Available for Purchase 

Help support our dolphin 

research by purchasing a 

program tee.  The logo 

featured on the shirts was 

done by Guy Harvey, the 

renowned marine artist and fisheries scientist.  The 

DRP tees come in white, grey, and black.  You can 

also purchase a FAD tshirt designed by Casta 

Design in San Diego, CA, owned and operated by 

Dom Castagnola, that helps support our FAD 

research.  Click here to read our latest FAD 

newsletter or here to watch a video.  Please click 

here to order a t-shirt. 

 

Help Support the Dolphinfish 

Research Program 

The Dolphinfish Research Program is managed by the 

Beyond Our Shores Foundation, a 

corporation that has received 

501(c)(3) tax-exempt status.  

Beyond Our Shores, Inc., was 

founded to provide financial, 

accounting, marketing, and 

scientific support to the Dolphinfish 

Research Program and other citizen driven fisheries 

research programs.  The mission of BOSF is to enhance 

and conserve marine fisheries, ocean habitats, and the 

coastal communities they support by engaging the public 

in rich, educational, and meaningful scientific research 

and experiences.  The original budget for the 

Dolphinfish Research Program was $38,000.  The 

annual budget for the program from 2006-2016, when it 

was run as a private business, ranged between $45,000-

$55,000.  We are behind meeting this range by $8,000.  

We need to acquire additional funding to continue to 

cover operating costs for the program in 2018.  Just to 

give you an idea of some costs, each plastic tag costs 

$1.30.  We have distributed 2604 tags to 200 anglers 

since last July and will likely distribute another 2000 

tags by the end of 2018.  The cost in tags alone is 

roughly $5,985.20.  Then, add in shipping costs ($3.50 

per domestic kit and $13.00 international per kit), 

applicators, tagging cards, bags, stamps, printing and 

shipping materials, and the costs of managing an 

international tagging program escalates quickly.  The 

dolphinfish stock is too important to the recreational 

fishery to not allow this dolphin conservation and 

science program to operate at the level of funding the 

program operated at in the past.  To help the DRP 

continue to thrive and expand, we ask that you kindly 

offer your financial support.  Donations should be made 

out to the Beyond Our Shores, Inc./Dolphin Study and 

sent to the DRP address shown below. The Beyond Our 

Shores Foundation is a registered 501(c)(3) organization, 

providing full tax deductibility of financial donations to 

this important research effort.  Fishing clubs, fishing 

industry representatives, or individuals who are 

interested in supporting the Dolphinfish Research 

Program should contact Wess Merten at 

wess@beyondourshores.org for more details on how to 

sponsor or contribute to the program.  Another option to 

help support the program is to buy a program t-shirt.  

Please click here to purchase a t-shirt. 

To Donate by Check, Make Checks out to:   

Beyond Our Shores, Inc.,/Dolphin Study 

 

Mail to:   

Wessley Merten 

Dolphinfish Research Program 

Beyond Our Shores, Inc. 

PO BOX 662 

Rockville, MD, 20848 

Email:  wess@beyondourshores.org 

Website:  beyondourshores.org 

Tagging Zones Releases (#) 

Florida 1: 23o-25oN 

Caribbean Sea  

282 

229 

Florida 2: 25o-27oN 64 

SAB 2: 32o-33oN 35 

Florida 3: 27o-30oN 26 

Eastern Tropical Pacific 8 

Gulf of Mexico 5 

SAB 1: 30o-32oN 5 

NCSE: 33o-35oN 2 

NCNE: 35o-36.5oN 1 

Total 657 

https://www.facebook.com/dolphinfishresearchprogram?ref=bookmarks
https://beyondourshores.org/shop/
https://beyondourshores.org/shop/
https://www.guyharvey.com/
https://castadesign.com/
https://castadesign.com/
https://beyondourshores.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Q2-June-FAD-eNewsletter.pdf
https://beyondourshores.org/shop/
https://beyondourshores.org/shop/
https://beyondourshores.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Beyond-Our-Shores-IRS-Determination-Letter.pdf
mailto:wess@beyondourshores.org
https://beyondourshores.org/shop/
mailto:wess@beyondourshores.org
https://beyondourshores.org/beyond-our-shores-supporting-the-dolphinfish-research-program/
https://beyondourshores.org/
https://beyondourshores.org/shop/
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