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A Big Bull Crosses the Caribbean Basin
For the first time, a bull has been observed to swim across the Caribbean Basin
to the southwestern portion of the Caribbean Sea known as the Columbia
Basin. Tagged and released by Captain Jesus Duran, mate Dagobuerto
Rodriquez, and lensmen Anthony Dooly on March 5th, 2019, the trophy
dolphin went on to carry the tag for 56.9 days. This is the second longest amount
of time a dolphin has carried a PSAT for the Dolphinfish Research
Program. The tag released from the fish approximately 75 miles east-southeast
from Isla Providencia, an island of Columbia. This intriguing movement raises
a multitude of questions regarding the movements of dolphin in the Caribbean
Sea, and anglers participating in the DRP are helping to answer those questions.
Our research in this area began eight years ago with the first PSAT deployment
on a dolphin off the southwest coast of Puerto Rico by Captain Manual
Botello, mates Irvin Baez and Alexis Alfalla, and myself. That bull was tagged
on April 2nd, 2011, and went on to carry the tag for the full 30-day monitoring
interval. Then, two years later, we deployed two more PSATs in the same area
with Captain Milton Carlo and mate Nebo Santiago. One of those fish
returned another full 30-day monitoring period but we did not hear back from
the other. Recently, with funding from the Guy Harvey Ocean Foundation,
Grady White Boats, AFTCO, the Puerto Rico Department of Natural and
Environmental Resources, our fishing club sponsors, and private donors, we
began to contribute to our previous work in order to continue to describe the
movements of dolphin in the Caribbean Sea. The primary objective of this work
is to describe both broad and fine-scale horizontal and vertical movements of
Figure 1 X34351 Movement across the Caribbean Sea (Click to enlarge)
dolphin tagged and released in the Lesser and Greater Antilles within the
Caribbean Sea (i.e., it excludes fish tagged in the tropical Atlantic north of the
British Virgin Islands, United States Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, Hispaniola, Cuba and the Bahamas). This is the first study of this nature to be undertaken in this
region and will help us to better understand how this species moves between jurisdictions within the Caribbean Sea, what movement routes, pathways, and corridors
they may use and on what time frame, and how fish that move through the eastern Caribbean Sea are connected to other regions including the southwestern, western,
and northwestern Caribbean Sea. Another objective of this work is to see how dolphin may or may not be affected by the presence of fish aggregating devices
(FADs) that are prolific throughout the Caribbean Sea. During March, we deployed 3 PSATs on male (2) and female dolphinfish between 4 outings off La Parguera,
PR. In this article, we provide a brief overview of the data we received from the first bull that was tagged and released on March 5th, 2019. Click here to watch a
video of the deployment of that bull. As for the other fish tagged, the other bull remains at large with a geolocating tag (51 days at large and counting) and the
female suffered a predation event 4 days after being released. Below, we discuss the movement of the first bull which carried the tag for 56.9 days.
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Getting a dolphin to carry a satellite tag for a long period time takes
both skill and luck. In terms of skill, one first has to catch a qualifying fish
and it needs to be lip-hooked and have absolutely no signs of damage to
internal or external organs. Then, one needs to properly attach the tag, measure
the fish, remove the hook, and get the fish back in the water as quickly as
possible to minimize stress. We generally aim for fish greater than 15 lbs or
>36-38” depending on the sex (males runs 20% heavier than females according
to our length at weight data by sex) and a handling time of less than 2.5
minutes. Through the years we have found that bulls between 40-45” are the
most frequently PSAT tagged fish. This particular bull was 43”. For this
deployment, we brought the bull into our tagging cradle which proved to be
highly effective at handling the fish with care and the fish was let go flawlessly.
As for post-deployment success, the rest is up to nature. Fortunately, for this
particular deployment, the fish went on to carry the tag for 56.9 days. The fish
was tagged and released about 16 miles south southwest of Cabo Rojo
Lighthouse in an area of high surface current variability. In Figure 2 (image
right), the approximate location of where this fish was tagged and released is
indicated with the red star. The location is on the southeastern flank of the
Mona Passage. The top panel (a) of the figure shows surface current vectors
(averaged based on the movements of surface drifters passing through the
area). The bottom panel (b) shows the amount of variation in surface drifter
trajectory from the west (270o). In other words, black ovals indicate large
deviation toward the south (180o), white ovals indicate large deviation toward
the north (0o), and white arrows indicate drift very close to the west (270o).
The point made here is that this deployment location is very unique given the
current dynamics in the area. Fish deployed in this area are predicted to move
either north through the Mona Passage, west toward Hispaniola, or southwest
away from the region. What we do not know is what proportion of fish will
travel in which direction and how this relates to time of year. In addition, we
do not know how dolphin behavior may change with the presence of fish
aggregating devices (FADs) that are proposed to be deployed in this area. Will
FADs suppress the movements of dolphin off southwestern Puerto Rico or
attract fish north into the Mona Passage? Up to now, all dolphin recaptures
and satellite tag movements from this area show fish traveling west or
southwest away from this region and this particular bull traveled the furthest
of all fish tagged to date (Figure 3 below).
On May 1, I was traveling south on I-95 through North Carolina on
my way to the Florence Blue Water Fishing Club’s monthly meeting to give a
talk when I received the satellite tag notification. I was able to quickly read
the notification and it indicated at popup latitude and longitude of 13o north by

Figure 2 Movement dynamics (per 0.5◦N × 0.5◦W) of surface drifter tracks
that began and/or drifted through spatial interest areas (Bounding box:
upper left = 20◦N × 69◦W; lower right = 16.5◦N × 59◦W) in the
northeastern Caribbean Sea from January 1st, 2002, to June 30th, 2013.
Average movements (a) were westward (average = 277◦) and deviated (b)
the most from the overall average north and south of the Anegada Passage
(arrows = ±7◦; circles = proportional to amount of deviation from 270◦;
black arrows and circles = <270◦; white arrows and circles = >270◦). The
red star indicates the location of the most recent PSAT deployments on
dolphinfish.
-80o west. I thought to myself that that location was pretty south of the release
site (17.9o north) so I immediately called a colleague to have him punch the
coordinates into Google Earth and he was able to confirm that the first contact
location for this tag was 75 miles east southeast of Isla Providencia and 106
miles east northeast of the San Andres Islands in the southwestern Caribbean
Sea. The tag was programmed to remain with the fish for 34 more days so the
premature detachment seemingly out in the middle of the ocean is not likely
due to fishing mortality but cannot be ruled out. It is also possible that this
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fish suffered a predation event or the attachment of the tag to the fish failed
because the tag was labeled a “floater” by Wildlife Computers, meaning the
tag detached from the fish and is floating at the surface at a constant depth of
0 for some reason. Whatever the reason is for premature detachment, the more
important piece to briefly discuss is where the fish traveled to. The tag
surfaced in the western part of the Columbia basin (Figure 3 image right)
which is known to be a portion of the Caribbean Sea that has a dominant
cyclonic (counter-clockwise rotating) gyre known as the Panama-Columbia
Gyre (see Figure 5 below). Surface drifters examined by Richardson (2005)
observed drifters to circle in this gyre for long periods of time but general
surface flow is toward the northwest and the Cayman Basin. When we
examine the minimum and maximum daily temperature profile for this bull
(see Figure 4 below), one can see that this fish maintained a relatively narrow
temperature range throughout the majority of the monitoring period (+/- 2o
Centigrade or 3.6o Fahrenheit) until the last week of the monitoring period
beginning on April 25th when the fish expanded its daily habitat use into cooler
water. Does this change in behavior coincide with the arrival of this fish to the
Panama-Columbia Gyre? Do dolphin moving through the northeastern
Caribbean Sea predominately move to this location? Is this an area of
increased reproduction for this species? These are just some of the questions
that this new satellite tag movement prompts us to consider. We have a long
road until we know more but this new observation definitely advances our Figure 3 Movements of dolphin based on conventional (red arrows) and satellite tag
knowledge of the movements of this species in the Caribbean Sea. Next up, is
(blue arrows) data in the Caribbean Sea since 2009. The numbers indicate days at large.
the bull carrying a geolocating tag that has been at large for 51 days. Where
is he at right now? We will keep you posted.

4
Figure 4 Maximum and minimum daily temperature ranges for X34351 a 43" bull monitored for 56.9 days in the Caribbean Sea. Temperature is in centigrade.
Click to enlarge.
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Figure 5 The comparison of X34351 popup location to an extensive surface drifter analysis conducted by Richardson (2005). The black stars in the three
diagrams represent the approximate popup location of tag X34351. Click to enlarge.
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Florida Insider Fishing Report
DRP Segment

Outreach and education is a major part of the work
we do at the Beyond Our Shores Foundation and
we would like to say thanks to Captain Rick
Murphy and his team at the Florida Insider Fishing
Report for inviting us on his show to give a brief
overview of the Dolphinfish Research Program. It
truly was a pleasure to meet the other hosts including
Dave Farrell and Brie Gabrielle as well as the
entire production team, the producer, and the
director. I would also like to thank Chris Whitley,
the DRP’s volunteer fishing and research
ambassador, and Jared Lopez for helping with
logistics and morale at the show. Click the image
above to watch the segment which focuses on broad
movement patterns of dolphin tagged and released by
Florida anglers including Captain Jimbo Thomas of
Thomas Flyer Fishing Charters.

Margaritaville Fishing Team helps
deploy 37th PSAT

Margaritaville, a vessel owned and operated by
Captains Greg Jenkins and Jay Blakely based out
of Georgetown Marina, South Carolina, recently
helped the Dolphinfish Research Program catch
and deploy a satellite tag on a 44" bull on Winyah
Scarp on May 2nd, 2019. Not only did the crew
cover the expenses of the trip to deploy the tag, but
the fishing club to which they are a member, the
Florence Blue Water Fishing Club, helped raise
more than $2,000 to cover the cost of the tag and
research expedition. This deployment marks the 4th
of 2019 and the 37th for the DRP since 2005. Our
goal is to deploy 4 more PSATs in the
Atlantic/Caribbean in 2019 and 7 off southwestern
Panama. In the Atlantic and Caribbean, the next
deployments will take place in the Mid-Atlantic
Bight and off the north coast of Puerto Rico or St.
Thomas. Collectively, we hope to collect 200 days
of new dolphin behavior data this year and we are off
to a great start. With the recent popup of mrPAT tag
X34351 in the Caribbean Sea, we are well are our
way to achieving this goal. If you would like to
sponsor a tag to expand our knowledge of this
critically important species click here.
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U.S. Atlantic Dolphin Fishery Management Plan

Support Your Dolphin Fishery

The South Atlantic Fishery
Management
Council (SAFMC)
is responsible for
recommending and
developing the fishery
management plan for dolphin off eastern Florida,
Georgia, South Carolina, and North Carolina. Currently,
the SAFMC is pursuing options to revise 13 different
regulations that will affect the way dolphin are managed
along the U.S. East Coast. For example, Action 11 will
allow bag limit sales of dolphin for dually permitted forhire and commercial permit holders, and Action 12 will
modify the recreational vessel limit for dolphin. What is
your opinion on these subjects? Click here to submit
your public comments regarding these matters to the
SAFMC. Click here to view the proposed schedule of
events for amending the U.S. East Coast DolphinWahoo fishery management plan.

Tax deductible donations to the
DRP can be made by donating
to the Beyond Our Shores
Foundation, the official
501(c)(3) of the DRP.
Here are ways to help fund this
important research:
•

AmazonSmile You shop. Amazon gives.
Support the DRP by visiting smile.amazon.com
and select Beyond Our Shores, Inc, as your
charity of choice.
Amazon donates 0.5% of the price of your
eligible AmazonSmile purchases to our
organization.

•

Purchase an original DRP Tee or DRP Hat at
our shop. 100% of the proceeds go to funding
the Dolphinfish Research Program visit
dolphintagging.com/shop

•

Donate by check. Click here for instructions.

•

Donate via Paypal. Click here for instructions.

Support the DRP. Buy a Tee or Hat!

Help support our research by purchasing a program tee
or hat. The logo featured on the shirts was created by
Guy Harvey, the renowned marine artist and fisheries
scientist. DRP tees come in light blue, white, grey, and
black. Hats come in black, blue, or pink. Click here to
order some gear where 100% of proceeds go to the DRP.

The Beyond Our Shores Foundation just finished its
first complete year of taxes since receiving our taxexempt status! Click here to see our 2018 financial
records. For every dollar donated to BOSF, 75% goes
toward advancing our education and research programs.
The remaining 25% goes to cover overhead. No
donation is too small. Donate today to help advance our
research and education programs that cover a wide array
of fisheries topics.
To Donate by Check click here, Make Checks out to:
Beyond Our Shores, Inc.,/Dolphinfish Research Program
Mail to:
Wessley Merten
Dolphinfish Research Program
Beyond Our Shores, Inc.
PO BOX 662
Rockville, MD, 20848
Email: wess@beyondourshores.org
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