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A Fish is a Terrible Resource to Waste
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Worldwide IssueWorldwide Issue

BrazilBrazil AustraliaAustralia
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Why Release Reef Fish?Why Release Reef Fish?

Minimum size limits to protect breedersMinimum size limits to protect breeders
Increasing number of undersized reef fish being released due to Increasing number of undersized reef fish being released due to 

more anglers, larger size limit, more restrictive bag limitsmore anglers, larger size limit, more restrictive bag limits
Some species are rebuilding and have limited or no fishing allowSome species are rebuilding and have limited or no fishing allowed; ed; 

““Choke SpeciesChoke Species””
Reef fisheries are mixed species complexes; some stocks doing Reef fisheries are mixed species complexes; some stocks doing 

well, some not well, some not 
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Red Snapper Stock Status (GOM)
(Andrew Strelcheck, NOAA Fisheries Service)
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Stock Structure and BOFFF’s or 
BODD’s ?

Source: Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council
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A Tale of Different Fishes: 
Critical Species: West versus East

Rockfish (Yelloweye)        Red Snapper                Gag Grouper
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Slot Size Limits: 
Releasing Big Breeders
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How Can We Reduce Barotrauma How Can We Reduce Barotrauma 
Mortality in Fish?Mortality in Fish?

Develop methods for releasing or avoiding fish that will reduce Develop methods for releasing or avoiding fish that will reduce 
mortality but still allow fishingmortality but still allow fishing

Test effectiveness and practicality of methodsTest effectiveness and practicality of methods
Get information out to fishers (education and outreach)Get information out to fishers (education and outreach)
Fishers use methods to reduce mortality in barotrauma impacted Fishers use methods to reduce mortality in barotrauma impacted 

fishfish



11

“It would not be research if we know 
what we were doing”

Research needs: 

How effective are the 
different release 
practices/devices for 
the different reef 
fishes
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Lab Research Versus Field:  Lab Research Versus Field:  
Confounding VariablesConfounding Variables

Handling Handling 
SanitationSanitation
TemperatureTemperature
StressStress
PredationPredation
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Many Different Species, NeedsMany Different Species, Needs

Different swim bladder structures Different swim bladder structures 
Different responses to handling stressDifferent responses to handling stress
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Does Size Matter?

• How well the fish responds to 
barotrauma impacts

• Choice of release methods
• Reproductive importance to 

recovery of stock
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More(South) East Versus West Coast

• Temperature Issues
• Number and impact of Predators
• Fecundity and life history of weak stocks
• Barotrauma impacts (How sensitive, how much we 

know, how clear the information is)
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Barotrauma SymptomsBarotrauma Symptoms
Photographs by Oregon Dept. of Fish & WildlifePhotographs by Oregon Dept. of Fish & Wildlife

How do you quickly decide if you need to vent or recompress? How do you quickly decide if you need to vent or recompress? 
Sometimes getting a fish quickly back in the water may be the beSometimes getting a fish quickly back in the water may be the best st 

choice.choice.
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Release Methods for Dealing Release Methods for Dealing 
with Barotraumawith Barotrauma

Venting body cavity (Puncture Method)Venting body cavity (Puncture Method)
Recompressing fish using containers or hooks Recompressing fish using containers or hooks 

and weights (Hook and Drop/Zing)and weights (Hook and Drop/Zing)
Combination of both (Vent and Zing)Combination of both (Vent and Zing)

Some vented fish still may floatSome vented fish still may float
Avoiding fish that cannot be harvestedAvoiding fish that cannot be harvested

Avoiding hot spots/Area ManagementAvoiding hot spots/Area Management
Using selective gearUsing selective gear
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Venting: Venting: 
Puncturing Body Cavity with NeedlePuncturing Body Cavity with Needle
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Advantages and Disadvantages:Advantages and Disadvantages:
““To Vent or Not to Vent?To Vent or Not to Vent?””

•• Fast, cheap; equipment Fast, cheap; equipment 
requires little spacerequires little space

•• Possible to vent large numbers Possible to vent large numbers 
of fish coming in quicklyof fish coming in quickly

•• Infection concernInfection concern
•• Going too deep or in wrong Going too deep or in wrong 

place and  puncturing other place and  puncturing other 
organsorgans

•• Improper handling and  ventingImproper handling and  venting
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Recompression:  Hook and Drop (Zing) Recompression:  Hook and Drop (Zing) 
Some West Coast DevicesSome West Coast Devices
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Bill Shelton and his Bill Shelton and his 
SheltonShelton’’s Fish Descender (SFD)s Fish Descender (SFD)
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Pros and Cons of Hook and DropPros and Cons of Hook and Drop

Pro:  
•No possible damage to viscera 
from a needle
•Less infection risk
•Equipment is small, inexpensive

Con:  
•If not done correctly fish may 
fall off hook before getting in 
water (especially in rough 
weather with high sided boats)  
•Requires dedicated rod
•Takes more time from fishing
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Fish grippers

Blacktip Catch and Release 
Recompression Tool (Ace Calloway)

Cabela,s fish gripper
Developed by angler Don Hester, modified by Developed by angler Don Hester, modified by 
Capt. Joe Ockenfels  (Oregon)Capt. Joe Ockenfels  (Oregon)
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The Seaqualizer
Jeffery Liederman, Patrick Brown, Jeffery Brown 
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Milk Crate or Container Recompression Milk Crate or Container Recompression 
DeviceDevice

Used in Southern California for at Used in Southern California for at 
least the past 15least the past 15--20 Years20 Years

Inverted Dungeness Crab Ring Inverted Dungeness Crab Ring 
Potential to reduce predation Potential to reduce predation 

impact?impact?
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Other Mortality FactorsOther Mortality Factors
Predation (Predation (““Barotrauma vs. BarracudaBarotrauma vs. Barracuda””
or lingcod, sharks, or lingcod, sharks, dolphins!dolphins!))
Handling Handling 
Bleeding Bleeding 
TemperatureTemperature
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Dolphin Predation: Bad for Dolphin, 
bad for fish, bad for fishermen
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Avoiding Fish You Cannot KeepAvoiding Fish You Cannot Keep

Size, type of hooksSize, type of hooks
Placement of hooksPlacement of hooks
Weak leadersWeak leaders
Type of luresType of lures
Area avoidance (hot spot Area avoidance (hot spot 
management)management)
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Triage in Difficult Fishing SituationsTriage in Difficult Fishing Situations

Dealing with many fish coming in at onceDealing with many fish coming in at once
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Floaters versus Sinkers orFloaters versus Sinkers or
Out of Sight, Out of Mind?Out of Sight, Out of Mind?
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CPR/First Aid for Fish?

“ Are you okay, are you 
okay?”

1. Check BTI 
(Barotrauma 
Indicators)

2. Call Fish Smart
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Releasing Barotrauma Impacted FishReleasing Barotrauma Impacted Fish

Creating the right incentives?Creating the right incentives?

Anglers should not high grade fish caught Anglers should not high grade fish caught 
in deep water but we have created in deep water but we have created 
powerful incentives to high grade by powerful incentives to high grade by 
reducing limits. What can we do to reducing limits. What can we do to 
reduce high grading?reduce high grading?
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Comparing Alternatives:Comparing Alternatives:
Balancing convenience, effectiveness, and unknown Balancing convenience, effectiveness, and unknown 

or inconclusive survival informationor inconclusive survival information
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Easy to Confuse Fishermen with Conflicting Easy to Confuse Fishermen with Conflicting 
Messages about How to Release FishMessages about How to Release Fish

OregonOregon::
Avoidance first choice then Avoidance first choice then 

decompression methods; venting third decompression methods; venting third 
option.option.

CaliforniaCalifornia: : 
Anglers are encouraged to Anglers are encouraged to 

decompress but not to vent.decompress but not to vent.

Gulf of MexicoGulf of Mexico::
Fishermen required to carry and Fishermen required to carry and 

use venting tools.use venting tools.
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Getting Information out to FishersGetting Information out to Fishers

Community Outreach:Community Outreach:
Fishing Groups and OrganizationsFishing Groups and Organizations

Influential FishersInfluential Fishers



36

Collaborating with Fishermen EssentialCollaborating with Fishermen Essential

Help to refine and develop best release methodsHelp to refine and develop best release methods
Judge practicalityJudge practicality
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Getting Angler BuyGetting Angler Buy--inin
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Remember that fishermen just wanna Remember that fishermen just wanna 
have fun!have fun!
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Conclusions:Conclusions:
Looking into the FutureLooking into the Future

One size may not fit all;  different 
methods may be appropriate for 
different situations.

Fishermen input and buy-in are 
critical; include them in the decision-
making process.
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