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Milestone Caribbean Recovery Connects the Lesser and Greater Antilles 
When Don Hammond received a recapture report in 2015 from Omaha, Nebraska, he couldn’t believe what he was reading.  Jon Birkel, who worked in the 

seafood department at Whole Foods, reported a tag recovered from a fresh mahi (dolphinfish) fillet that came into his store via a shipment on May 29, 2015.  Jon 

estimated the fillet to be 30 inches long, which led Don to estimate that it came from a fish about 46 inches in fork length and likely between 26 to 31 pounds in 

weight.  Don also surmised that the fish was likely caught off the Carolinas, because at that time of the year the commercial fishery is largely centered off the 

Carolinas.  What we do know is that the fish was originally tagged off Cudjoe Key, Florida, on June 10, 2014, by Captain Don Gates fishing aboard his boat, 

Killin’ Time II. The fish was 22 inches in fork length at the time of release.  This fish was likely at liberty for roughly 11 months, had traveled the full length of its 

migration route, possibly as much as 5,000 miles, and had grown as much as 24” in length. This recovery is another example of a dolphin returning to the U.S. 

East Coast for its second visit, which shows that releasing 

small fish one year can lead to bigger fish next year.  The 

reason we went into the archives to dig up this story is 

because this event is hands down the rarest recapture 

report the program has ever received.  Recently, we 

received another rare recapture with an equally remarkable 

story.   

 Captain Julien Brossel of Madatet Fishing is a 

fishing guide and lure maker based in Saint-Claude, 

Guadeloupe, French West Indies.  Julien approached us 

last July via Facebook to begin participating in the 

program.  He said, “If you want I can participate in your 

research program on dolphinfish.  I am a fishing guide in 

Guadeloupe and I release a lot of them when I fish.”  We 

immeadiately sent him tags, like we always do when we 

receive requests, and we were very hopeful that he would 

participate in our program.  We get dozens of these 

requests through Facebook, and this year alone we have 

signed up 99 new taggers, but none have taken their 

participation to the level that Julien has.  Recently, his 

dedication to tagging and releasing small fish during his 

outings just resulted in a new discovery for the program 

and a milestone recapture.  On April 25th, Julien tagged 

and released 9 small dolphin ranging in size from 18” to 

24”.  Typical of his style, Julien has his mate take quick 

photos of the fish that he tags and releases and then sends 

the photos to us via Facebook in near-real time, which we 

often post to showcase his dedication to conservation and 

particiation in our program.  Well, as  

 

Click to Enlarge 

http://madatetlures.com/shop2/fr/madatet-fishing?id_cms=17
https://beyondourshores.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/X34338_recovery.jpg
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luck would have it, the tag 

but not the fish wound up in 

the hands of Captain 

Edwin Medina Feliz of 

Barahona, Bahoruco of the 

Dominican Republic on 

6/23/2018, 59 days after the 

tag was deployed.  You 

might be asking yourself, 

how did the tag but not the 

fish end up in Edwin’s 

hands?  This is what Edwin 

said via WhatsApp, 

translated here from 

Spanish to English: “Mostly 

when I find the marked fish 

I usually take a picture of it 

and let it go.  [But for this 

one] I found the tag in the 

stomach of a bull dorado. 

Perhaps the fish that you 

marked was eaten by this 

dorado! He devoured it!”  

Edwin went on to say that he only found a very small 

piece of the skeletal remains of what appeared to be 

another dolphinfish.  Unfortunately, we will never know 

whether the skeletal remains that he found in the 25 

pound bull was from Julien’s fish or perhaps another 

prey item.  Based on research on the diet and 

consumption rates of dolphinfish, scientists Olson & 

Galvan-Magana classified 4 different digestive states of 

prey in dolphinfish:  1 = intact or nearly intact; 2 = soft 

parts partially digested; 3 = whole or nearly whole 

skeletons without flesh; and 4 = only hard parts 

remaining (primarily fish otoliths and cephalopod 

mandibles).  They went on to classify states 1-2 to 

reflect recent feedings and 3-4 as previous feedings.  

According to Edwin’s account, the skeletal remains of 

the unknown fish in the bull’s stomach was in state 

number 3.  Based on Olson & Galvan-Magana’s 

research, the unknown fish could have been consumed 

anywhere from 6 to 18 hours before the bull was caught, 

given the high gastric evacuation rates that dolphinfish 

have due to their high metabolism.  Could the skeletal 

remains that Edwin found in the bull’s stomach be the 

remains of Julien’s 20” fish that he released?   We will 

never know because the time between the release and 

recovery of the tag was 59 days, and not 6 to 18 hours, 

and it covered a distance of over 614 miles.  In addition, 

the growth rate of a 20” fish is rapid, likely growing 

around an inch a week.  If the skeleton was from 

Julien’s fish, this would put his fish at around 28-30 

inches in length 6-18 hours before it was consumed.  At 

that size, it is possible but not as likely that a 25 pound 

bull, estimated to be around 42”, would consume a 28-

30” fish.  It is more likely that the bull ate Julien’s fish 

closer to Guadeloupe shortly after the fish was tagged 

and released and the skeleton that Edwin discovered was 

from another small dolphinfish or different prey item.  

What we do know from this rare recapture report, the 

third of its kind for the program, is that it only took 56 

releases this year for Julien to make a huge impact on 

our program and the science of dolphinfish.  His 

dedication to tagging over the past year resulted in one 

of his tags being recovered 614 miles away along the 

southern coast of the Dominican Republic.  This is the 

first event to physically connect dolphinfish that occur in 

the Lesser Antilles with the Greater Antilles and also 

provides us a record of the ferocious cannibalistic nature 

of this epic fish.  It is also the longest recovery for a 

tagged dolphinfish in the Caribbean Sea to date.  For 

their efforts, both Julien and Edwin will be receiving a 

nice package filled with gear from our loyal sponsors 

AFTCO, Costa Del Mar, and YETI.  Get out there and 

tag, because you never know if your story could be the 

next one etched into the history of our program.  
 

June and July Tag Recovery Reports  
With 22 recapture reports logged to date (as of 7/14), the 

program is on pace to have an above average year in 

terms of new conventional mark and recapture results 

generated.  In June, Captain Don Gates and the Killin’ 

Time II Fishing Team set out for their annual June 

fishing vacation, and during their 8 outings managed to 

tag and release 316 dolphinfish, of which 13 have been 

recovered, a 4.1% recapture rate.  We will not focus on 

the recapture rate here, but it is higher than previous 

years which could be due to several factors.  We would 

like to focus in on 

some of the key 

movement results 

generated by not 

only the Killin’ 

Time II Fishing 

Team but also other 

captains that had 

recaptures over the 

past month 

including Captain 

Ed Kattel (Cool 

Cat), 

 

 
Channing Connelly, client of Longer Days Fishing 
Charter, stands proud with the 43rd dolphin to be 
recaptured off the Outer Banks after being tagged 
and released in the Keys. (Photo: Hunter Hicks). 

Edwin Medina Feliz is the 4th 
commercial fishermen in DR to report 
a significant recapture for our 
program. 

https://aftco.com/
https://www.costadelmar.com/
https://www.yeti.com/
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Captain Tim Heiser (Irish Wake), and Captain Don Reynolds (Reel 

Rowdy II).  Both Irish Wake and Reel Rowdy II had fish that were 

recaptured after less than one day at liberty, which shows that the fish were 

released in good health since they were already attacking another bait.  

Tim’s fish was recaptured by Nico Kelly fishing aboard Shark Bait during 

the Bulls for Brooke Tournament out of Stuart, FL.  Nico actually said they 

caught another tagged fish, which was probably another individual Tim had 

tagged with his wife, Michelle Heiser, the day before, but did not get a 

chance to read the tag number before they quickly released the fish.  The 

fish moved approximately 80 miles while at liberty.  For Captain 

Reynolds, his fish was recaptured just hours after he tagged and released it 

off Marathon, FL, in the same general vicinity.          

 In last month’s newsletter, we detailed in-state Florida recapture 

results generated by the Killin’ Time II Fishing Team, which contributed to 

an average daily movement rate of 55.45 miles per day along the eastern 

Florida Shelf.  As expected, a few more of the fish that Killin’ Time II 

tagged and released in June were recaptured.  Unexpectedly, however, 

multiple fish released only hours apart were recaptured up the coast off 

South Carolina (12th occurrence of 605 recaptures) and North Carolina (43rd 

occurrence of 605 recaptures).  Captain Drew Demarre of Get R Done 

Fishing Charters recaptured a fish tagged and released by Allen Lewis, a 

regular on the Killin’ Time II Fishing Team.  The 19” female was released 

on 6/8/2018 and recaptured 8 days later in the 226 Hole off Charleston, SC 

(image right).  Captain Demarre measured the fish to be 21” in fork length.  

Not only is this the fastest movement rate ever recorded for the program 

from the lower Keys to South Carolina, but it is also a fish that likely grew 

around 2 inches during its time at liberty.  Even more remarkable is that 2 

more fish, one released by Don Gates and another by Allen Lewis only 

minutes apart in the same school, were recaptured 9.9 miles apart on 

7/1/2018, both southeast of Hatteras Inlet, North Carolina.  One of the fish 

was reported by Captain Tom Randall of Longer Days Fishing Charters 

based out of Hatteras Inlet, North Carolina.  The other was reported by 

David Bennett.  While we have not been successful in gathering more 

details from David Bennett, Captain Randall has followed up multiple 

times and even provided a photo of the fish (see above) which we estimated 

to be 20” in fork length.  During the time that this fish was at liberty, it grew 

at least 3 inches, which equates to a weekly growth rate of .91”.  Looking  

 

 

back in our records, while the SC recapture event was the fastest Keys-

Palmetto State movement, the dual recapture events to the OBX were 14 

days slower than the fastest movement ever recorded between those 

locations.  That record still remains with Mark Mitchell of Mr. LTD who 

tagged a fish in 2005 that moved to the OBX in 9 days.  The cumulative 

average movement rates acquired through this program between the Keys 

and South Carolina and North Carolina is 19, and 32 days, respectively.  

Therefore, the dual recapture events are still above average in movement rate 

which supports the trend we have observed this year.  

Click to enlarge  

https://beyondourshores.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/June-2018-Dolphinfish-Research-Program-Newsletter.pdf
http://fishingcharterscharlestonsc.com/
http://fishingcharterscharlestonsc.com/
http://www.longerdayssportfishing.com/
https://beyondourshores.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/X30559_X30573_X30594.jpg
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     Dolphin tagging progress through July 12th 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.  DRP 

tees come in white, grey, 

and black.  You can also 

purchase a FAD t-shirt to support our FAD research. 

These tees are designed by Casta Design in San Diego, 

CA.  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 $7,000.  

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 3139 tags to 200 anglers 

since last July and will likely distribute another 1000 

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

roughly $5,960.16.  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 

Tagging Zones Releases (#) 

Florida 1: 23o-25oN 

Caribbean Sea  

545 

242 

Florida 2: 25o-27oN 232 

Florida 3: 27o-30oN 97 

SAB 2: 32o-33oN 44 

Eastern Tropical Pacific 8 

Bahamas 8 

Gulf of Mexico 6 

SAB 1: 30o-32oN 5 

NCSE: 33o-35oN 2 

NCNE: 35o-36.5oN 1 

Total 1190 

https://www.facebook.com/dolphinfishresearchprogram?ref=bookmarks
https://beyondourshores.org/shop/
https://beyondourshores.org/shop/
https://www.guyharvey.com/
https://castadesign.com/
https://beyondourshores.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Q2-June-FAD-eNewsletter.pdf
https://youtu.be/jDcdb4tocuM
https://youtu.be/jDcdb4tocuM
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/
https://beyondourshores.org/shop/
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https://beyondourshores.org/2018-donors/

