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• International citizen science mark and recapture program for dolphinfish

• Designed to collect data on movements, life history patterns, and population dynamics 

 

• Started in 2002 – Now, in its 21st year 
34,589
Tagged

804
Recaptured

84 – 81 DOL, 3 WAH 

Satellite tags deployed

12
Publications



24 Surface / 17 Subsurface 
2,779 trips up to
July 31st, 2023

As of 8.16.2023

31 Satellite Tag Deployments
27 DOL, 3 WAH, 1 FAL 

1 Published
1 in review CJS
1 in prep

51 Vessels Involved

26 Acoustic Tag Deployments
16 DOL, 5 YFT, 3 WAH, 1 BLK, 1 FAL 

FAD Research Program



Presentation Outline 

Outline:

1. Case Study 1a:  Catch and effort off San Juan, PR (June 2022 – July 2023) (10 min) 

        1b:  Commercial Catch DR and west

2. Case Study 2:  Dolphinfish Movements in the Caribbean Sea (Emphasis on DR) (7 min)

3. Case Study 3:  Dolphinfish Growth (5 min)

4. Conclusion: Issues Facing WCA Stock (2 min)

Presentation Objective: 

 Provide a comprehensive update of specific data collected 

through the DRP in the U.S. Caribbean Sea and broader Caribbean 

Sea Basin. 



Presentation Outline 

Outline:

1. Case Study 1:  Catch and effort at sargassum habitat versus fish aggregating devices (7 min)

2. Case Study 2:  Dolphinfish recaptures and movements to and within the Dominican Republic (7 min)

3. Case Study 3:  Dolphinfish landings and fishery dynamics in the Caribbean Sea (7 min)

4. Conclusion:  Summation of Issues Facing Dolphin Stock and Management Opportunities (4 min)

Presentation Objective: 

 Provide a comprehensive update of specific data collected through the DRP in the 

 U.S. Caribbean Sea and broader Caribbean Sea Basin. 

Case Study 1:

Catch and Effort: SJ, PR

 

June 22’ to July 23’

Case Study 1:

Catch and Effort: SJ, PR

 

June 22’ to July 23’
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89% Charter / 11% Private Recreational
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Seasonal Trends 

Jun-Aug 22’

Sept-Nov 22’

Dec-Feb 23’

Mar-May 23’

Jun-Present

dolphinfish

298

43%

dolphinfish

302

42%

dolphinfish

400

78%

dolphinfish

228

78%

dolphinfish

61

30%

FAD Dominated 

Size range 1-20 pounds

NonFAD Dominated

30% of catch 1-10 lbs

FAD Dominated

30% of catch 11-20 lbs

> % of fish 30+ lbs than other periods

FAD Dominated

But, Equal % of 1-10, 11-20 FAD vs. 

NonFAD; > amount of 21+ at FADs

FAD Dominated

Majority less than 10 lbs
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Catch Landed per Trip

Catch per trip for 

recreational vessels

N=722 angler trips 

6.1.2022-7.31.2023

N=930; 00’-17’

Trips with 0 landed = 477 

(66% of trips)

96% of trips with 

dolphin landings less

than 15 fish/trip
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Case Study 1b:

Commercial Catch 

DR & West 

 

Case Study 1b:

Commercial Catch 

DR & West 

 

Picture: T. Dooley



Average of 416 pounds per outing for last 16 (Max: 670; Min: 40)  

5,430 pounds in 16 outings – 1 boat – southern DR



Animation – not viewable in PDF

*First image 
represents smallest 
catch recorded as 
of 8.16.2023 – 40 
lbs of dolphin.   













Case Study 1 Summary:

* Dolphin dominated charter catch last 14 months; dominated catch for records back to 2016

*Winter; dolphin overwhelmingly caught at FADs & away; 30% 11-20 lbs at FADs; up to 50 lbs

* Summer; dolphin < dominate due to catch of tuna; > at FADs; majority small

*Fall; dolphin catch      ; > NonFAD catch; majority small

*Spring; Equal % of 1-10, 11-20 FAD vs. NonFAD; > amount of 21+ at FADs 

PR Segment 

*Overall, more small fish caught away from the FADs; FADs can hold large fish = > opportunities 

*477 recreational trips off north coast of PR resulted in 0 catch over last 14 mo. 



Case Study 1 Summary:

*Fish4ACP- DR volume      3X since 2000; 36% catch estimated – lends 

the question of what is the actual amount of commercial landings? 

*Spring run along south coast is major focus of DR supply chain research

*16 outings southern DR 416 lbs/trip; slow spring 23’ season 

Western Caribbean Segment 

*No dolphin specific landings reported in 8 EEZs west of DR & all upcurrent of Florida Straits

*23 EEZs not reporting dolphin landings; reported landings dominated by recreational sector 



Case Study 2:

Movements in the Caribbean Sea

Case Study 2:

Movements in the Caribbean Sea

Picture: W. Merten



Movements to the Caribbean Sea Movements to the Caribbean Sea 

Average 254 days 

Range: 159 to 557

(n = 24)



Movements to the Tropical AtlanticMovements to the Tropical Atlantic

Average 202 days 

Range: 159 to 252 d

(n = 8 + 180-d PSAT)

*33% of International Movements to
Tropical Atlantic

*58% Tropical Atlantic/Northern Leewards

*202 d vs 268 d 

*International dispersals highlight Tropical 
Atlantic and Northern Leeward Islands 
fishing activity.  



Total as of 

8.16.2023

3,010 – 8.7%

Caribbean Sea Tag DeploymentsCaribbean Sea Tag Deployments



As of 8.16.2023

1,106 – 36.7%

at FADs
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Frequency of fish tagged 
and released in the Caribbean Sea

N = 2,737

27% are less than 20” FL

63.8% are less than 24” FL



N=67 conventional recaptures



N=17 Satellite Tag Movements from   
 28 deployments



44” Cow released 3.30.2022

Picture: W. Merten
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Conventional Movements and Tagging ActivityConventional Movements and Tagging Activity

1.  DR

2.  PR/USVIs



Sandman

9/18/2021 to 12/1/2022
146 tagged 
44 outings 
All tagged at or near FADs
Size = Min: 16”; Max: 38”; 
Mean/Median/Mode: 26” 

Punta Cana



Sandman

9/18/2021 to 12/1/2022
146 tagged 
44 outings 
All tagged at or near FADs
Avg size: 26.2”

Punta Cana

Puerto Plata

Cabrera

12 of 146 recaptured or 8.2%

All recaptures occurred at FADs
19 days at liberty on average



Sandman’s 8.2% recapture rate remains higher than… 

and Killin’ Time II’s highest 5.1% June-August rate
in the Florida Keys - the location of the largest 
directed dolphin sector in the region.   

Wam-Jam’s highest 5.9% 



Case Study 2 Summary:

* Sandman Fishing Team’s recapture rate remains the highest for a tagging team in the 
DRP over a seasonal window

* Two of 12 satellite tags (16%) recovered at FADs off southern DR (Spring)

* Tagging and recaptures (11 of 12) occurred at FADs in DR – Average size 26” FL (Fall) 

* FADs are prevalent and increasingly referenced as reported tag and 
recovery sites in the Carib for the DRP over the last several years.  

* North Coast DR tag and recapture activity highlights north coast DR dolphin fishery 

* Past reported data showed dolphin to be recaptured at FADs in the 
USVIs after 2 to 6 months at liberty; 4 days at PR FADs



• Increase in FAD use and increase in 
large episodic sargassum events (Johns 
et al. 2020) raises the need for 
increased protection for juvenile and 
sub-adult fish 

8.19.2017 to  10.15.2022
517 tagged 
120 Outings
Most tagged near FADs
Size = Min: 13” Max: 35.5” 
Mean (21”)/Median (21”)/Mode (18”):



GrowthGrowth

Picture: W. Merten



N=245



Using “All Types” after filter 0, filter dal < 14, filter 2 ITQs the model 
predicts growth in mm:

intercept + daily growth rate*days_at_liberty

= 10.14 mm + 1.63 mm * 365 

#With days at liberty of 1 year, the model predicts:

594.95 mm

or 

59.49 cm

Or

Total growth or 23.42“

Daily Growth Rate in inches = .064 
Weekly Growth Rate in inches = .44”



Female n = 86

Male n = 29

ACTION NEEDED! 
Note SEX when you TAG FISH!!



Conclusion: Issues Facing WCA Dolphin Stock

• Lack of data on/at FADs in Caribbean Sea and Sargassum events
• Inconsistent regulations on same stock despite transitory evidence
• Generally, small subadult fish (<24” FL) are being caught at FADs but frequency varies seasonally
• Lack of quality data on the recreational fishery yet increase in the fishery (Freire et al. 2020)
• Unknown Indirect harvest in longline fisheries (Lynch 2018) 
• Lack of landings data from 23 nations in WCA 
• Under reporting of landings is likely in some major FAO dolphin reporting nations in the WCA
• Increasing demand in major seafood markets (MSA 2016)
• High discard mortality (Rudershausen et al. 2019) – Need to promote use of circle hooks
• Perception of resistance to overfishing 
• Underappreciate of multinational distribution which fragments data collection and management 



Questions?

Picture: W. Merten
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