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We have received a mixed bag of reports regarding
dolphin over the last month. From north to south, water
temperatures in the MAB are increasing but still range
from the low 40s to 50s. For the northern locations
(RI/MA), July signals the first prime month for dolphin but
fish do start to show much earlier from Virginia to NY. In
NC, the Oregon Inlet Fishing Center has not yet
documented through social media any dolphin hitting the
docks but that should change fast. In South Carolina, high
speed trolling for wahoo is still the name of the game. Sea
surface temperatures from Rutgers show some warmer
water (>70F) is starting to infiltrate so dolphin will likely
follow soon. In Florida, some anglers have been
completely skunked on full day trips while others have
found the fish. Recent reports show large fish up to 54 lbs
being landed as well as small schoolies (20-24”). During
March the western edge of the Gulf Stream in the Florida
Straits moved from 58 miles offshore to 14 miles offshore.
The shift in GS position has likely brought fish closer to
shore. A report from the Cayman’s indicated fishing was
slow where only a few small dolphin were caught among
80 plus boats. The best location over the past few months
has been southern PR where boats have been consistently
landing monster dolphin. Due to COVID, the infamous
southern PR mahi tournament series was cancelled in 2020
and likely will be cancelled this year, too.
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When compared to other pelagic fish species, dolphin have
not received the same management attention by domestic
or international fishery management agencies over the
same amount of time. In the past decade, NOAA Fisheries
has conducted between 115 to 125 stock assessments per
year, but never for dolphin. Internationally, the InterAmerican Tropical Tuna Commission conducted the first
modern stock assessment for dolphin in the Eastern
Tropical Pacific Ocean; while this assessment is important,
there exists no comparable assessment in the Atlantic.
Population assessments are crucial to prevent overfishing
from occurring and help anglers to catch the maximum
number of fish over the long-term. Negative signals of
changes in the Atlantic dolphin fishery have been
observed. Does this mean dolphin are being
overfished? Scientifically, it is unknown. But, anecdotal
and research observations over a broad area, as well as the number
of unknowns with regards to the level of directed landings
and bycatch of the species, raise many red flags regarding
the health of the stock in our region. Recently, the South
Atlantic Fishery Management Council (SAFMC)
wrapped up its March meeting and identified its preferred
management actions for revisions to the Dolphin/Wahoo
Atlantic Coast Fishery Management Plan, which, given the
rise in fishing effort over the past 2 decades in our region as well as the combination of many other compounding anthropogenic factors, does not go
far enough to ensure the conservation of dolphin. In their meeting, Council members voted (11-5) in support of a reduction in the vessel limit to 48
dolphinfish per vessel for all recreational anglers along the U.S. East Coast. This would represent a 2.32% reduction in landings (or 383,477 lbs wet
weight) and is the first major action the Council is considering to take to help safeguard the dolphin stock since Amendment 2 expanded the
minimum size to South Carolina in 2012. When considering that NOAA Fisheries has documented a 3 fold and 1.5 fold increase in marine
recreational trips in the Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico in their most recent Fisheries of the United States reports to 140 million and 56 million trips,
respectively, this reduction does not seem in line with the rise in fishing effort. Although not yet formally included, the Council did decide to initiate a framework action
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on developing a 20" size limit for anglers in North
Carolina and any location to the north. Lastly, there
were several conservation actions that were brought
forward rather widely in public comment but the
Council chose not to include. These include a
minimum size increase (although the framework
action may partially address this), the use of circle
hooks when bailing, and a vessel limit lower than
48. Below, is the history of major management
decisions for dolphin in the Western Central Atlantic
(WCA) and Eastern Tropical Pacific Ocean
(ETP). In order to justify the need for additional
management and conservation measures for dolphin
in the WCA, it is necessary to review the past 2
decades of dolphin fisheries management and
compare this with the rise in fishing effort over the
same time period. We will report results from this
research soon. Below is a timeline on major
dolphinfish management decisions since 2003 in the
WCA and ETP. Visit beyondourshores.org/call-toaction to review descriptions of each major
management decision which provides the links to
the original NMFS final rules, reports, or documents
for each action.
Figure 1 Number of estimated recreational Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico (GOM)
anglers (millions) and estimated number of recreational trips (millions) as reported
by the NMFS in the last five published Fisheries of the United States Annual Reports.
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Figure 2 Timeline of major dolphinfish related management and regulatory actions by United States fishery management councils (WCA Management (U.S.
EEZ)) and country or Regional Fisheries Management Organization (RFMO) management actions in the Eastern Tropical Pacific Ocean (ETP) by year. Stars
indicated South Atlantic Fishery Management Council amendments to the original dolphin/wahoo fishery management plan approved in 2003. The flag indicates
the Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission's modern stock assessment of Ecuadorian and Peruvian dolphinfish commercial fisheries in 2016. CFMC =
Caribbean Fishery Management Council. See list below for more information regarding the timeline events.
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Above is a short list of how our tagging program
utilizes your participation to advance science and
conservation of dolphin. In fact, practicing the tag
and release of dolphinfish is one of the most
important things you can do to conserve
dolphinfish for two main reasons:
•

•

distribution results to date to emphasize our drive to
increase participation because enabling your
cooperation in our tagging program helps us
acheive several goals. A brief list is provided
below:
•

Advance Research Objectives

•

Document General Movement Patterns

•

Log U.S. East Coast Return Migrants

•

Obtain Broad Region-Wide Movements

•

Identify Habitat Use

•

Record Movements in the Bahamas

•

Collect U.S. East Coast Movements

•

Conserve Dolphinfish

•

Acquire growth and age estimates

It provides an enormous amount of data that
can be used for future stock assessments and
management, data that scientists would
never be able to procure in such mass on
their own.
Tag and release enables small dolphin to
reach greater sexual maturity to increase
stock spawning biomass, which contributes
to future generations of fish and enables
healthier ocean food webs.

To get involved, request a kit here and tag a small
dolphin on your next outing. We would like to
thank the 10 vessels (Killin' Time II, Southern Run,
Saltwater Cowboy, Southern Eagle, Makaira, Nuri,
Madatet, Reel Thunder, Weed Seaker, Fish N Pole,
Desmond) that have tagged and released small
dolphin so far this year.
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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 3506
Newport, RI, 02840
Email: wess@beyondourshores.org
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