Circle Hooks, J Hooks, and Blue Marlin

On January 1st of this year the National Marine Fisheries
Service (NMES) implemented a rule requiring the use

of circle hooks with natural baits in all Atlantic billfish
tournaments. The major intent of this rule was to reduce
fishing mortality on white marlin, but it was also realized
that sailfish and blue marlin would benefit from the
management measure. However, many recreational anglers
have complained to NMES that the measure excludes the
use of an Ilander lure (Hawaiian Eye) in combination with
either a horse ballyhoo or Spanish mackerel and ] hook — a
rig that is often used for blue marlin in the mid-Atlantic
region. The concerned anglers contend that few white
marlin are caught on these larger baits, and that most blue
marlin taken on the rig are typically hooked externally, in
or about the jaw. Unfortunately, there aren’t a whole lot of
data to evaluate the situation, and that’s a void we’re trying
to fill. With support from NMFS and

In the current study we will deploy 60 PSATs on blue

marlin: 30 caught on natural baits with circle hooks and 30
caught on Ilander/natural baits with ] hooks. The tags are
programmed to collect temperature, depth and light level
data every two minutes and release from the fish after 10
days. Following release, the tags float to the surface and
transmit the archived data back to us via the Argos satellite
system. As of August 1st, we've received data back from nine
blue marlin, four caught on circle hooks and five on ] hooks.
All of the fish survived and we’ve noted some interesting
behavior. Check out the fish in Figure 1 that spent most of
its time between the surface and 100 meters, then made a
single deep dive to below 350 meters (~1150 feet) into 12°C
(54° F) water. We’re making a big push to get all of the tags
out by the end of the year and we hope to have the complete
results for you in next year’s newsletter. Stay tuned.

The Offield Foundation we are using
pop-up satellite tags (PSATS) to study
the post-release survival and habitat
utilization of blue marlin caught on the
different gear types.
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white marlin, my colleagues and I have
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Table 1. Hooking location data (internal, external) and fish condition (bleeding, not bleed-
ing) for observed catches of white marlin, sailfish, and blue marlin caught on naked ballyhoo
rigged with circle (C) hooks or ] hooks. The frequency of internal hooking locations and
bleeding of blue marlin hooked on ] hooks is significantly lower than in white marlin or sailfish.

Species Hook Type Internal External Bleeding Not Bleeding
4 (2%) 196 (98%) 2 (1%) 198 (99%)
32 (44%) 40 (56%) 24 (33%) 48 (67%)
5 (6%) 76 (94%) 2 (2%) 79 (98%)
21 (41%) 30 (59%) 17 (33%) 34 (67%)
0 (0%) 5 (100%) 0(0%) 5 (100%)
5 (14%) 32 (86%) 4 (11%) 33 (89%)
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bleeding closely follows the hooking
location data. Why the difference?
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than white marlin and sailfish. Will
this trend hold for [lander/natural bait
combinations?

Figure 1. Temperature and depth data over a 10 day PSAT deployment period for a 175 Ib.
blue marlin caught on an Ilander/ballyhoo/] hook off Venezuela in March of this year. Note
the one very deep dive to more than 350 meters (—1150 feet).
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Greetings!

Welcome to the 2008 Mid-Atlantic $500,000. There’s a
lot of billfish research going on in my lab at the Virginia
Institute of Marine Science, but as luck would have it we
are in the middle of most of the studies so there aren’t a
lot of data to put in this year’s newsletter. To give you

an idea of what we're up to, our ongoing billfish projects
include the following: (1) Genetic analysis of the distribution
and abundance of the roundscale spearfish. The recently
“rediscovered” roundscale spearfish is very similar in
appearance to the white marlin and often confused with
that species. Consequently, little is known about the
distribution of the roundscale spearfish. We are using
genetic techniques to determine the relative abundance
of the two species throughout the Atlantic. (2) Genetic
analysis of the stock structure of black marlin. Black marlin
occur throughout the Pacific and Indian oceans, but they
are only known to spawn off the Great Barrier

molecular marker that will positively identify about 40%
of blue marlin from the Atlantic without misclassifying an
Indo-Pacific fish. In our current study we are developing
other markers that will increase our ability to assign

fish to ocean of origin and provide a better means for
enforcement of the no-sale rule. (4) Post-release survival
of blue marlin caught on circle hooks and ] hooks. Little is
known about the fate of released blue marlin caught on
circle hooks and ] hooks in the recreational fishery. We are
using pop-up satellite archival tags to study post-release
survival of blue marlin caught on the two hook types (see
story on the back page).

If you would like to know more about our billfish research,
the domestic or international management of billfish, or
graduate education in marine science, please drop by to
talk. I'll be down at the Canyon Club weigh

Reef in Australia. Do black marlin in the
eastern Pacific (Panama and Costa Rica) really
swim across the Pacific to spawn? Using rapidly o
evolving molecular markers we are studying
the stock structure of this widely distributed
species. (3) Development of molecular markers to
discriminate Atlantic and Indo-Pacific blue marlin.
Blue marlin is a single species throughout the
world’s oceans. In the United States it is illegal
to sell blue marlin from the Atlantic, but there
are no restrictions on the sale of the same
species from the Pacific or Indian oceans. That
sets up a situation where Atlantic blue marlin could be
mislabled as Pacific blue marlin for illegal sale. From our
previous work on blue marlin stock structure we have one
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station in the early evenings and under the tent
after that. My colleague and former student
Andrij Horodysky will be at the Ocean City
weigh station. Andrij will be more than happy
to talk about billfish research, his doctoral

¢ /| studies on the sensory physiology of some

| coastal marine fishes, or fly tying.

Tight lines,
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Mid-Atlantic $500,000 — Facts & Figures
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