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Preface 
The FishSmart process conducted from September, 2010-August 2014 was extremely active on 
many fronts and produced prodigious amounts of material. A full display of this material in a 
single written report would result in a voluminous document that would be counterproductive to 
efficiently reporting the accomplishments made during the four year span of this project. This 
report provides summaries of the accomplishments (as measured against the planned activities) 
with ten supplemental appendices. A full archive of project materials is available at 
www.fishsmart.org and readers are strongly encouraged to use that as a resource for accessing 
full reports. 

    

http://www.fishsmart.org/
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Executive Summary 
FishSmart is a program led by the sportfishing community involving state and federal agencies, 
recreational anglers, sport fishing businesses and others to improve the survival of fish released 
by recreational anglers. Over the four years (2010-2014) of activity covered under the first phase 
of FishSmart, the program has been taken from a concept on paper to operational.  Development 
of a scientifically-based Best Practices and laying the foundation for integrating those into 
anglers’ behavior will provide substantial conservation benefits for decades to come. The 
purpose of this project was to develop Best Practices as a guideline for anglers, integrate the 
sport fishing industry in addressing released fish survival, develop a foundation for a 
communications program, and conduct a gap analysis of the state of knowledge on released fish 
mortality in marine recreational fisheries. These have been accomplished through: 

• One national and four regional workshops bringing together anglers, scientists, 
managers, and businesses to address core issues related to released fish survival. 

• Comprehensive analysis of recreational release mortality being used in fishery 
management councils’ fishery management plans. 

• Assessment of messages being sent to anglers by state and federal marine agencies used 
as a basis for Best Practices. 

• Establishment of the industry’s FishSmart Tackle Program. 
• Establishment of a recognized brand identity for FishSmart. 
• Development of a programmatic web site at www.fishsmart.org. 
• Development of a consumer oriented web presence and integration into the conservation 

media of takemefishing.org which attracts more than 7 million visits per year and 
growing. 

• Development of a professionally produced consumer video on Best Practices and 
secondarily raising awareness of FishSmart program.    

• Development of a Best Practices brochure for use in co-logo partnerships with 
manufacturers, retailers, agencies, and like-minded conservation programs. 

• Increased awareness of release mortality issue (particularly barotrauma) in marine 
fisheries across the U.S.  

• Information dissemination to anglers, industry, and fisheries management bodies. 

A  paramount accomplishment, is the development of an extensive network of partners, ranging 
from individual anglers and charter boat operators to corporations, associations, conservation 
groups, and government agencies working together to address a single conservation issue. 
NOAA investments of $595,975 have been matched directly by more than $150,000 from the 
sport fishing community. A portion of these matching contributions originate from the Sport Fish 
Restoration Program (Wallop-Breaux), meaning that America’s anglers and boaters have a 
vested stake in FishSmart and its outcomes. This twenty-five percent monetary input does not 
capture the undefinable indirect investments resulting from time, extensions of communication, 
dedication, support of conservation ethics and other services that these partners have provided. 

  

http://www.fishsmart.org/workshops
http://www.fishsmart.org/sites/g/files/g1490811/f/201404/REPORT_Release_Mortality_Council%20_Report_FishSmart_Final.pdf
http://www.fishsmart.org/Materials
http://www.fishsmart.org/bestpractices
http://asafishing.org/conservation/fishsmart/
http://www.fishsmart.org/
http://www.takemefishing.org/fishsmart
https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=ee8TYfKH18s
http://www.fishsmart.org/sites/g/files/g1490811/f/201408/FishSmart%20brochure2.pdf
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FishSmart Final Report 
ASMFC Contract Number: 10-1101 (and extensions) 

NOAA Award to ASMFC: NA10NMF4740124 

Background 
FishSmart is a nationwide stewardship initiative designed to enhance sustainable recreational 
fishing through cooperative research, public awareness outreach, and development of technology 
and techniques. It is designed to be a proactive program which will marshal the combined force 
of anglers, the sport fishing industry, and government agencies to apply research-driven results 
to improve the survival of released fish and reduce the hooking of undesired fish. It is one of the 
very few efforts to substantially address the problem of recreational fishing bycatch as required 
by National Standard Nine of the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management 
Act. Specifically, the objectives of FishSmart are to: 
 

• Research and develop fishing techniques, gear, and management approaches that reduce 
the catch of unwanted species or sizes; 

• Research and implement gear and techniques, to improve the survival of released fish, 
and; 

• Provide this information to anglers and management agencies to achieve actual 
conservation benefits. 

 
In short, FishSmart is a program to reduce the mortality of angler-caught and released fish, 
particularly in fisheries where high release mortality is constraining fishing opportunities and 
stock sustainability. It is not a program to promote catch and release fishing. 
 
In 2010, the saltwater recreational fishing community expressed a concern to NOAA Fisheries 
that action was needed to address high release mortality in some fisheries, particularly those deep 
water species impacted by barotrauma. Previous to this, the FishAmerica Foundation had funded 
the development of a baseline implementation plan for the FishSmart program designed to work 
with the recreational community to improve the survival of released fish. In response to angler 
calls for action, NOAA Fisheries provided award number NA10NMF4740124 to the Atlantic 
States Marine Fisheries Commission to support FishSmart in a program for researching and 
evaluating this issue. As a result of the findings of this first phase of this award, NOAA Fisheries 
supplemented funding for the program in 2011 to host a series of regional workshops and 
establish the baseline for a FishSmart communications program with the recreational fishing 
community from which future efforts could build. This report encompasses the achievements 
resulting from both awards for the period 2010-2014.  

Accomplishments 2010-2011 
Project achievements are measured against the proposed actions in the original NOAA Fisheries 
awards where possible.  

Conduct Project Coordination. 
Planned:  Convene project coordination functions with the principals at various points in the 
FishSmart development process.  
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Actual: A national steering team composed of 12 representatives from state and federal agencies, 
NGOs, the sport fishing community, and regional fisheries management bodies was assembled to 
coordinate the development of the National Barotrauma Workshop. The steering team met via 
conference calls and conducted substantial business via email. Additional conference calls with 
subsets of the steering committee were conducted to organize information for the 2010 National 
Barotrauma Workshop. This steering team was instrumental in developing an agenda for the 
workshop that resulted in scientifically-based recommendations that can be implemented to 
reduce the mortality of released angler-caught fish. The steering team consisted of: 
 

Douglass Boyd, Coastal Conservation Association 
Pat Campfield, Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission 
Karen Burns, Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council 
Mac Currin, South Atlantic Fishery Management Council   
Russ Dunn, NOAA Fisheries 
Todd Kellison, NOAA Southeast Fishery Science Center 
Chris Lunsford, NOAA Alaska Science Center 
Jim Martin, Theodore Roosevelt Partnership Council 
Mike Nussman, American Sportfishing Association 
Derek Orner, NOAA Fisheries 
Steve Theberge, University of Florida/ Florida Sea Grant 
Dan Wolford, Pacific Fishery Management Council 
Andrew Loftus, FishSmart 
Gil Radonski, FishSmart 

 
Additionally, various “general coordination duties” were performed, including representing the 
FishSmart project during the announcement of ASMFC funding by the NOAA Assistant 
Administrator of Fisheries during the American Sportfishing Association’s Recreational 
Fisheries Summit in September, 2010. Presentations were made to the Board of Directors of the 
Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation who will be instrumental in implementing the 
communication aspects of this project. Close coordination with the RBFF staff was necessary for 
the redevelopment of consumer content in their messaging related to improving survival of 
released fish. Periodic briefings were made to the ASMFC executive director and staff on the 
evolution of the FishSmart initiative. During this activity, RBFF, through their media marketing 
firm, donated the development of the FishSmart logo at an approximate cost of $6,000. 

Code of Practices  
Planned; Work with partners to develop of a “code of practices.” 
 
Actual: In the initial year of FishSmart funding, explorations were made regarding the adoption 
of a variation of the BoatU.S. angler code of practices into FishSmart, potentially modifying it to 
be consistent with the code of practices utilized by the Recreational Boating and Fishing 
Foundation and the code utilized by the Keep America Fishing initiative. Reviewing these 
various codes and consulting with program partners revealed that these various “codes of 
conduct” went far beyond the focused message of FishSmart of improving the survival of 
released fish. This was determined to be a distraction to achieving the overall goal. However, 
through the 2011 National Workshop (described later) and subsequent processes, a simplified 
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code of practices more narrowly focused on “Best Practices” for the handling and releasing of 
recreational fish began to evolve. An initial Best Practices outline was developed at the 2011 
National Barotrauma Workshop (and was further refined in the second phase of NOAA funding 
through regional workshops that are more fully described in the appropriate section of this 
report).   

Identifying and Reaching Out To Additional Partners. 
Planned: Identify the constituencies to target and foster partnerships in order to develop 
appropriate materials and techniques to reach anglers in an effective manner.  
 
Actual: The 2011 National Barotrauma Workshop was a great boost to developing additional 
partners for the FishSmart initiative. The Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies formally 
endorsed the program and encouraged their state members’ participation in the effort at their 
March, 2011 membership meeting (see Appendix A). Presentations were made to the 
Conservation Roundtable of the Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation to cultivate new 
partners. In July, 2010, discussions with manufacturers at the American Sportfishing 
Association’s ICAST Trade Show about their products’ applicability to the goals of the 
FishSmart effort resulted in great enthusiasm among the individual manufacturers and ASA for 
the FishSmart program. As a result, in 2011 ASA launched the new “FishSmart Tackle” category 
for the New Products Showcase at ICAST (later expanded to a comprehensive FishSmart Tackle 
Program discussed in phase II of this report). In May, 2011, members of the Fisheries 
Collaborative (a gathering of a number of fisheries and conservation organizations to work 
toward issues of common interest) were briefed on FishSmart and, in June 2011, the support of 
the Teddy Roosevelt Conservation Partnership (TRCP) was engaged. Additionally, a 
presentation on the results of the National Barotrauma Workshop were presented at the 
American Fisheries Society Annual Meeting on September 5th, 2011 and at the NOAA Fisheries 
Recreational Fisheries Coordinators Meeting on September 6-7, 2011 to discuss regional 
involvement by NOAA Fisheries staff in the FishSmart program. 
 
Planned: Compile necessary progress reports and fulfill other reporting requirements. 

Actual: Necessary progress reports and administrative tasks were conducted throughout this 
project. 

Develop Marine Content For FishSmart Module and Background Material for 
2011 National Barotrauma Workshop.   
 

Development of material necessary to construct a scientifically-based “saltwater module” 
entailed two primary tasks: 

• Evaluate and inventory outreach materials on fishing techniques and practices 
• Evaluate release mortalities used in fishery management plans and models for saltwater 

species. 

Evaluate and Inventory Outreach Materials on Fishing Techniques and Practices  
Planned: Inventory and summarize outreach materials and techniques available to marine 
recreational anglers on proper handling, techniques, and gear used for releasing fish.  

http://www.fishsmart.org/bestpractices
http://www.fishsmart.org/sites/g/files/g1490811/f/201404/AFWA_FishSmart_Support_Letter.pdf
http://www.fishsmart.org/sites/g/files/g1490811/f/201404/AFWA_FishSmart_Support_Letter.pdf
http://asafishing.org/newsroom/news-releases/sportfishing-industry-launches-fishsmart-tackle-program/
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Actual:  Information on gear and practices being recommended to anglers by government 
agencies and other outreach entities (e.g., Sea Grant) was collected from websites (and in some 
cases paper documents/brochures) from coastal states. This material was evaluated and 
summarized for “core” and “consistent” messages that were being provided to anglers. These 
materials were subsequently used as the basis for discussion at the 2011 National Barotrauma 
Workshop. The raw materials collected for this purpose are posted at 
http://www.fishsmart.org/Materials. 
 

Conduct a Literature Review and Evaluate Release Mortality Used In FMP’s  
Planned: A report providing a synthesis of available literature for post-angler release mortality 
of marine recreational fish species and summary of post-release mortalities used in fishery 
management plans for marine recreational species. 
 
Actual: Working with the ASMFC Executive Director and staff, each Regional Fishery 
Management Council was contacted with a request for information. Follow up contact was made 
to Councils who did not respond to the initial request. Responses were received by all but two 
Councils. Additionally, we conducted a literature review for the most recent publications and 
research pertaining to barotrauma related mortality in marine fisheries. This information was 
compiled into a report for distribution at the National Barotrauma Workshop in March, 2011 and 
subsequently refined to expand the content. The Table of Contents for this report is included as 
Appendix B (click here for full report at www.FishSmart.org.). Discussions have been held about 
converting this into an ASMFC Technical report in order to “institutionalize” the findings for 
future use by coastal fisheries managers and researchers. 
 

Assemble Material into Saltwater Modules" by Species and by Region  
Planned: Summarize information that can be used for outreach programs to marine recreational 
anglers.  This will include available information including known post-release mortality 
estimates of each species for which such information is available, recommended release 
techniques, recommended release gears, and other aspects to help anglers reduce mortality of 
release fish.   
 
Actual: Information has been developed related to species-specific post release mortality for 
each region. Through the workshops and in consultation with communications professionals, it 
was decided that keeping guidance simple, rather than specific to individual species was more 
likely to result in adoption of best handling (and release) practices and achieving the ultimate 
conservation goal of reduced mortality of released fish. However, a major distinction developed 
related to life history of deep caught saltwater species and shallow water species (as well as the 
more technical differentiation between physoclistous and physostomous swim bladders). To 
meld these important distinctions into common practices that could be applied in different 
fisheries and different geographic ranges without unduly complicating the message to anglers, 
two branches were developed in the communication pathways. First, general release guidelines 
were developed that pertain to any fish caught, outlining commonly accepted principles of 
handling. This set of practices is presented as the first stage of Best Practices. The following 
stage of Best Practices applies to deep caught fish that may be subject to barotrauma, instructing 

http://www.fishsmart.org/Materials
http://www.fishsmart.org/sites/g/files/g1490811/f/201404/REPORT_Release_Mortality_Council%20_Report_FishSmart_Final.pdf
http://www.fishsmart.org/resources/best-practices-general-guidelines-safely-releasing-your-fish
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anglers on special handling techniques that may be necessary to improve survival of those 
species. Since not all deep water species are suffering from barotrauma or require any special 
handling (beyond the general practices applying to all fish), the first step encourages anglers to 
learn to recognize the signs of barotrauma as they are bringing the fish to the boat. Common 
external signs of barotrauma are presented to aid anglers in making this determination.   

National Barotrauma Workshop   
Planned; Planning, agenda development, program development, workshop facilitation, and 
workshop summary resulting in recommended fishing practices for anglers to reduce barotrauma, 
recommended gears to reduce barotrauma or otherwise enhance survival of released fish.  
 
Actual:  Working with a steering committee, a workshop was organized and held March 15-17, 
2011 in Atlanta, Georgia. A workshop summary was prepared and distributed; complete 
proceedings of the workshop (including presentations made at the workshop and resulting 
conclusions) can be found at www.Fishsmart.org. ASMFC staff provided logistical support 
locating and negotiating hotel meeting space and arranging various meeting logistics as well as 
extending travel invitations and reimbursing travel to selected participants. A summary of the 
workshop is found at Appendix C. 

Integrate Into RBFF Web Site.  
Planned: Working with RBFF staff, translate materials developed in others parts of this program 
into web-ready messages and information modules. 
 
Actual: Throughout the course of this project, materials developed through the workshops were 
customized for the angler audience and presented in materials created by the Recreational 
Boating and Fishing Foundation. Initially, the existing catch-and-release page of 
www.takemefishing.org/conservation  was revised to reflect the findings of the 2011 National 
Barotrauma Workshop. Subsequently (following the 2012 and 2013 regional workshops), this 
material was further refined and a new page created containing information specifically 
pertaining to saltwater fish caught in deep water. The foundation for the outreach materials 
(including the Best Practices video produced in the 2012-2014 phase of this project) is located at 
www.takemefishing.org/fishsmart ,  http://takemefishing.org/fishing/fishopedia/fishing-and-
conservation/catch-and-release  and on the Take Me Fishing YouTube channel. 

Develop a Web Presence.   
Planned: Develop a FishSmart web site containing linkages to materials developed as part of 
this project. 
 
Actual: Immediately following the 2011 National Barotrauma Workshop, a website was 
established at www.fishsmart.org to serve as a repository for information developed through this 
project and a location to which workshop participants could access this information. The website 
was initially designed to serve the programmatic needs of the FishSmart effort, not 
dissemination of information to the angling public. Public information needs were intended to be 
served through www.takemefishing.org/fishsmart website, but development of this content 
lagged the public interest and therefore the FishSmart site temporarily served as the site to which 
anglers and the public were directed (this has been rectified in the following phases of this 
project).   

http://www.fishsmart.org/resources/best-practices-safely-releasing-deep-caught-saltwater-fish
http://www.fishsmart.org/workshops/2011-national-workshop-deepwater-release
http://www.fishsmart.org/workshops/2011-national-workshop-deepwater-release
http://www.takemefishing.org/conservation
https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=ee8TYfKH18s
http://www.takemefishing.org/fishsmart
http://takemefishing.org/fishing/fishopedia/fishing-and-conservation/catch-and-release
http://takemefishing.org/fishing/fishopedia/fishing-and-conservation/catch-and-release
http://www.fishsmart.org/
http://www.takemefishing.org/fishsmart
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Project Completion and Lay Ground Work for Phase II Implementation.   
Planned: Develop a summary including a final completion report for ASMFC to submit to 
NOAA for this project and an outline for implementing additional phases of the FishSmart 
program. 
 
Actual: Periodic progress reports have been prepared for ASMFC for NOAA. This final 
completion report constitutes the culmination of all activities conducted under this award. 

Accomplishments 2012-2014 
 
The 2012-14 activities of the FishSmart program revolved around two primary functions: Part 1) 
planning and conducting a series of regional workshops on release mortality of saltwater 
recreational species, focusing on barotrauma afflicted fisheries, and Part 2) an enhanced 
communications component to the FishSmart program. 
 

PART I: Regional Workshops 

Regional Workshop Prep/General Coordination 
Planned: Convene project coordination meetings with the various principals, including staffing 
the steering team for the FishSmart workshops among other activities for the broader program. 
 
Actual: In coordination with the National FishSmart steering team composed of 12 
representatives from state and federal agencies, NGOs, the sport fishing community, and 
regional fisheries management councils, three regional steering teams were formed to guide the 
development of the Pacific, Gulf of Mexico/South Atlantic, and Mid Atlantic/New England 
regional workshops. These regional teams were instrumental in developing the regional 
workshops (discussed later). The steering teams identified core participants in the workshops, 
developed the agenda, and served as important conduits to the recreational fisheries, research, 
and management communities in their respective regions. In addition, continued coordination 
with the national FishSmart steering team, staff of the Recreational Boating and Fishing 
Foundation and the American Sportfishing Association (who are key partners in implementing 
various aspects of the FishSmart program) provided continuity between workshops. FishSmart 
presentations were made during the 2012 and 2013 Sportfishing Summits where multiple 
planning discussions were held with organizations and individuals integral to the FishSmart 
program. A presentation was also made to the Gulf Recreational Fishing Restoration Workshops 
coordinated through the Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership in 2013. Results of the 
workshops and details of the FishSmart program were presented to the Marine Resources 
Education Program workshop held November 2012, Baltimore, MD. Additionally, necessary 
progress reports and fulfilling other reporting requirements of ASMFC and NOAA were 
completed. 
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Regional Workshops 
Planned: Work with regional stakeholders and managers and steering committees for each 
workshop to identify appropriate individuals who should be involved with each workshop, 
develop appropriate timing and venue that will maximize constructive participation. 
 
Actual Steering teams were developed to guide each of the regional workshops, Lists of steering 
team members are included with the regional workshop reports. 
 
Planned; Implement Regional Workshops, the objectives of each will be similar to those for the 
national workshop, principally: 
 

1.  Identify best practices and equipment to employ by anglers and regulatory agencies to 
increase the survival of angler-sought saltwater fishes substantially impacted by high 
release mortality on a regional basis; 
 
2.  Customize the outline for messages directed to anglers in each region to employ in 
their interaction with saltwater species; 
 
3.  Provide guidance to management bodies to reduce the interaction and lethality of such 
interactions, with those species by anglers through the consideration of management 
actions such as time/area closures, gear modifications, restrictions/usage and size 
restrictions and account for and incorporate release mortality/survivability into the 
regulatory process. 
 
4.  Identify gaps in the current state of knowledge in each region that require additional 
research efforts/funding to reduce the mortality of release fish. 

 
Additionally, workshop follow up reports will be developed. 
 
Actual  
    
A Gulf of Mexico/South Atlantic workshop was held April 11-13, 2012 at the facilities of the 
Florida Fish and Wildlife Research Institute in St. Petersburg, Florida.  Fifty five fisheries 
managers, researchers, recreational industry representatives, and charter operators addressed 
issues of the Gulf and South Atlantic over a three day period. Recommendations were developed 
and acted upon that lead to significant alterations in the previous regulations requiring venting 
devices in Gulf reef fish fisheries. Priority research needs were identified, many of which have 
subsequently received funding, and workshop participants are working with NOAA fisheries to 
identify pathways and funding mechanisms for completing the remaining research. A summary 
is available in Appendix D and a complete final report is available at www.fishsmart.org. 
 
A Pacific workshop was held May 8-9, 2012 in Portland, Oregon. Cost savings realized from the 
combination of two workshops allowed us to cover the extended Pacific region (principally 
Alaska and Hawaii plus the continental west coast.) with travel support to those participants. 
Fifty participants contributed to the workshop over this two day period, making significant 
strides in the knowledge base and management approaches dealing with fisheries impacted by 

http://www.fishsmart.org/workshops/2012-fishsmart-workshop-gulf-mexicosouth-atlantic
http://www.fishsmart.org/workshops/2012-fishsmart-workshop-pacific
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high release mortality. As a result of input from this workshop, the Pacific Fishery Management 
Council began investigating approaches to improve integration of improved release techniques 
(and improved survival of released fish) into fisheries modeling and management for Pacific 
rockfish.  A summary of the workshop results is available in Appendix E and a complete final 
report is available at www.fishsmart.org.  
 
A New England/Mid Atlantic Workshop was held March 13-14, 2013 in Providence, Rhode 
Island. Thirty-two participants contributed to the workshop over this two day period. Unlike the 
other workshops, the issue of barotrauma and high release mortality were not as well developed 
in this region. Experts were brought in from the other regions to present information related to 
research findings and management issues. The fisheries in New England and the Mid Atlantic 
are not as impacted by barotrauma as in other regions(although this is not the case with all 
species) and participants in the workshop emphasized that basic sound handling practices that 
apply to all released fish (regardless of depth caught) needed to be followed to maximize 
survival. The Best Practices developed through the previous workshops were modified to reflect 
this input. A summary of the workshop is in Appendix F and a detailed workshop report is at 
www.fishsmart.org.  

Maintain Web Presence/Redevelopment of FishSmart Website 
Planned: Maintain a web presence for FishSmart and supplement with information as it was 
developed.  

Actual:  As material was developed through the FishSmart process, it was added to the website, 
www.fishsmart.org  that had been developed in the initial phase of this project. In 2014, a new 
website and web platform were developed utilizing funds reprogrammed from the travel line 
item. This website is much more functional, provides a more professional appearance, and has 
generally been a wise investment of funds. It should be emphasized again that the intent of the 
FishSmart website is to be a source for programmatic information, not a primary destination for 
anglers seeking information. Recognizing that anglers would inevitably visit this site through 
web searches, aspects were developed to redirect them to content that is more appropriate to 
what they are seeking at www.takemefishing.org/fishsmart.   

Part II: Communications 

Code of Practices 
Planned: Develop a uniform of core elements incorporated into a code of practices applied 
throughout the FishSmart outreach process. 
 
Actual. The baseline content for a code of practices was established at the 2011 National 
Barotrauma Workshop and evolved into a final form with each regional workshop. The initial 
code of practices developed in 2011 was subsequently modified during the West Coast, Gulf of 
Mexico/South Atlantic, and Mid Atlantic/New England workshops. Through this input, this code 
was finalized based on best available science and practical on-the-water advice from the 
recreational angling community. This is embodied in the “Best Practices” (Appendix G) outlined 
on the FishSmart web page and embodied in the consumer oriented video (discussed below).  
These Best Practices provided the foundation for the development of a FishSmart brochure 
which was designed to be used in co-branding campaigns with industry (manufacturers, retailers, 

http://www.fishsmart.org/workshops/2013-fishsmart-workshop-mid-atlanticnew-england
http://www.fishsmart.org/
http://www.takemefishing.org/fishsmart
http://www.fishsmart.org/bestpractices
https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=ee8TYfKH18s
http://www.fishsmart.org/sites/g/files/g1490811/f/201408/FishSmart%20brochure2.pdf
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and distributors of FishSmart Tackle), state and federal agencies, conservation organizations, and 
others (e.g., charter operators) who want to distribute the Best Practices message to their 
customers (Appendix H). 

Develop Digital Video on FishSmart 
Planned: Development of a digital media production for use in the FishSmart program, guiding 
anglers to materials for improving the survival of catch and release of saltwater species. 
 
Actual: We coordinated with staff from the Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation 
(RBFF) to outline content of this video and engage their media consulting firm (Colle+McVoy). 
Funding provided for this task through the NOAA contract was supplemented by contributions 
from the Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation ($35,000 + staff time) and American 
Sportfishing Association ($15,000) as well as contributed costs from Colle + McVoy 
(approximately $39,000). A draft storyboard was developed in August-September 2013, 
followed by initial production. Several rounds of editing were accomplished to reach the final. 
The video is available through www.fishsmart.org and through the online communication 
channels of the Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation. A major launch to consumers and 
the sport fishing industry is planned for August-October, 2014 and will be more fully integrated 
into any future expanded communication programs of FishSmart. 

FishSmart Tackle 
Planned: Develop guidelines and the foundation for an industry-wide promotional FishSmart 
Tackle program. 
 
Actual: The FishSmart Tackle Program was officially launched by the industry trade group 
(American Sportfishing Association) on July 11, 2012 at the opening of the International 
Convention of Allied Sportfishing Trades (ICAST) in Orlando, Florida. A media briefing was 
held July 12, 2012. During this time, ASA presented the first-ever industry award in the new 
product category for best innovation in tackle to improve the survival of released fish (FishSmart 
Tackle). Subsequent awards were made during the 2013 and 2014 ICAST shows and this 
category has become a permanent component of the ICAST New Product Showcase. In 2014, 
ASA greatly expanded the FishSmart Tackle program by developing guidelines for an ASA 
recognition program featuring these products, thereby opening the possibility to all ASA member 
companies to achieve FishSmart recognition, not just award winners. Products recognized as 
FishSmart Tackle will be eligible to utilize the FishSmart logo on products and in 
marketing/advertising programs as well as utilize other co-branded materials to communicate 
Best Practices to their customers. The ASA web page for FishSmart Tackle is 
http://asafishing.org/conservation/fishsmart/. The guidelines developed by ASA for products to 
be recognized as FishSmart Tackle are outline in Appendix I. With these developments, 
FishSmart Tackle, which is designed around scientifically-developed Best Practices, has become 
institutionalized within the U.S. fishing tackle industry.  
 

Development of FishSmart Implementation Plan 
Planned: Development of a work plan for the next phase of implementation of the FishSmart. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=ee8TYfKH18s
http://asafishing.org/conservation/fishsmart/
http://asafishing.org/newsroom/news-releases/sportfishing-industry-launches-fishsmart-tackle-program/
http://asafishing.org/conservation/fishsmart/
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Actual: During the closing months of this project period, we solicited input from FishSmart 
partners on the future direction and priorities for the future. The general consensus emerging 
from these discussions was that FishSmart needed to move further towards fostering greater 
communication aspects to maximize the benefits of implementing the information that was 
developed in the past four years. As has been emphasized through the evolution of the program, 
these communications efforts must compliment, not supplant, existing communication programs 
being conducted through state and federal agencies, nonprofits, and other organizations. 
Accordingly, one of the key components as FishSmart moves forward is to continue to expand 
the active partnership base so than more organizations become a part of  steering the program 
into the future. Secondly, the next phases of FishSmart should focus on smaller areas where 
demonstrable conservation achievements could be realized through a communication program. 
This does not mean that broader communication avenues reaching a wide range of fisheries 
should not be pursued. Thirdly, an evaluation program should be established to measure the 
extent of reach of the communications efforts and the rate of adoption of improved handling 
techniques among anglers. Appendix J contains the executive summary of this implementation 
plan. 

Finances 
NOAA Fisheries provided a total of $595,975 over the four year period, consisting of $274,085 
allocated in 2010 and $321,890 allocated in 2011. In direct terms, this leveraged more than 
$150,000 in donated funds and staff time from partner organizations, particularly the 
Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation (RBFF), American Sportfishing Association 
(ASA), FishAmerica Foundation, and Colle+McVoy (a full service marketing, branding, and 
public relations firm). The fact that the base funding for the RBFF originates with the Sport Fish 
Restoration Program (Wallop-Breaux) means that the contributions of anglers and boaters across 
the United States in funding this program are being applied to achieve meaningful conservation 
benefits developed by FishSmart, making them a full and vested partner in its outcomes. 
Extensive and undefinable indirect investments resulting from time, extensions of 
communication, dedication, support of conservation ethics and other services were provided by 
these partners as well as many more who participated in the workshops and various other aspects 
of the FishSmart initiative. The measurable monetary contributions from all sources were applied 
to achieving the primary deliverables and are summarized in the following table.
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Direct Funding Applied to FishSmart Deliverables, 2010-2014 
 NOAA   

2011-20141 
NOAA 

2010-20111 
RBFF2 ASA3 Other Total 

General Coordination-labor  $    27,008   $  66,250   $   5,858    $  99,116 

Coordination Expenses  $      1,291   $    1,000      $    2,291  
Research-outreach materials & 
messages 

N/A  $  12,625      $  12,625 

Research-Release mortality N/A  $  14,000      $  14,000  

Workshops- prep  $    16,000       $  16,000  

Workshops- execution  $    24,000   $  16,250      $  40,250  

Workshops- follow up  $    15,000       $  15,000  

Travel & Meeting Expense for 
Workshops 

$53,154  $23,238      $  76,391  

travel-Coordination $12,869  $14,960      $  27,829  

integrate into RBFF messaging N/A  $    9,500      $    9,500  

Web presence (labor + expenses)  $    15,750   $  15,200      $  30,950  

Development of Best Practices  $    10,000   $  16,250      $  26,250  
Video Labor4  $    30,000    $   9,400     $  39,400  
Video - Expenses4  $    30,000    $ 35,000   $  15,000   $ 39,877   $119,877  
FishSmart Tackle - labor  $    15,375     $  42,000    $  57,375  

compilation - workshop and final 
report 

 $    18,125   $    8,750      $  26,875  

Implementation Plan-labor5  $    20,000       $  20,000  

Website redesign6  $      5,000       $    5,000 
ASMFC Indirect7  $    62,334   $  42,047      $104,381  
TOTAL  $  355,905   $ 240,070   $ 50,258   $  57,000   $ 39,877   $743,110  

                                                 
1 Labor under NOAA grants is based on budgeted time, bot actual measured time. 
2 The Recreational Boating & Fishing Foundation (RBFF) donated the professional creation and development of the 
FishSmart logo in 2011 and staff time for video creation. Estimates do not include RBFF staff time for extensive 
web site content development and redesign. 
3 FishSmart Tackle contributions from the American Sportfishing Association (ASA) include legal fees for 
trademarking and legal guidance on criteria as well as staff time for developing and implementing the program. 
4 FishSmart video contributions include direct financial support from ASA and RBFF to video production, 
organizational staff time for creation, and donated contributions of staff time from Colle + McVoy Marketing. 
5 Reprogrammed travel expenses for development of communications implementation plan. 
6 Reprogrammed travel expenses for web design by subcontracted organization. 
7ASMFC Indirect is approximate and includes staff support for meeting logistics, financial and accounting, and 
management oversight. 
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May 9, 2011 
 
To State Fish and Wildlife Directors: 
 
This letter is to convey the support of the Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies for the continued 
development of the FishSmart angler communication program (summary attached). 
 
State agencies responsible for the management of  publicly held fish and wildlife resources have a long-
term and continuing commitment to communication with America’s 34 million recreational anglers -- the 
broad audience of the FishSmart program.  The FishSmart goal of increasing the sustainability of 
recreational fisheries by actively engaging anglers in implementing practices that will improve the 
survival of fish that they release -- whether voluntarily or because of regulations -- is consistent with the 
mission of fisheries management agencies to be wise stewards of our natural resources. 
 
FishSmart builds off of existing programs rather than reinventing extensive new infrastructure – 
something of paramount importance in these days of fiscal constraint.  As part of this program, FishSmart 
messages, developed in concert with state and federal agencies and the recreational fishing community, 
will be integrated into the infrastructure established by the Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation.  
This infrastructure utilizes state-of-the art marketing and communications programs to actively drive 
anglers to information regarding recreational fishing activities.  The conservation messages developed 
through FishSmart integrate well with the RBFF mission and will become an important component of the 
conservation strategy for RBFF. 
 
With strong leadership from the recreational fishing community, including the American Sportfishing 
Association and the Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation, FishSmart has been kicked off with 
support from NOAA Fisheries and the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission.  The initial efforts 
focus on developing solutions to significant catch and release mortality associated with marine 
recreational fisheries in the Atlantic, Pacific, and Gulf of Mexico, with particular attention to those 
fisheries impacted by high barotrauma-related mortality.  As envisioned, FishSmart will expand to 
include freshwater fisheries with further development of the program.  
 
We encourage you to learn more about FishSmart and to embrace it as an important fisheries conservation 
tool for your agency.  
 
Sincerely,  

 
Curtis I. Taylor  
President, Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies 
  and Chief, Wildlife Resources, WV DNR  
 
Attachment 
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Appendix B.  FMP Release Mortality Analysis: Table of Contents 
See www.fishsmart.org for full report 

Mortality Rates used in Regional Fishery Management Council Fisheries Management Plans for 
Angler-Caught and Released Fish Focusing on Barotrauma Related Mortality 

 
Prepared By Andrew J. Loftus and Gilbert C. Radonski 
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Appendix C. Summary of 2011 National Barotrauma Workshop 
Executive Summary 

FISHSMART BAROTRAUMA WORKSHOP 

Over a three day period in March, 2011, recreational anglers, charter operators, representatives 
of the sportfishing industry, management entities, and environmental groups met with leading 
scientific experts in the field of release mortality in marine recreational fisheries. The purpose of 
this FishSmart Barotrauma Workshop was to evaluate the current state of knowledge related to 
improving the survival of angler caught-and-released fish and explore ways that both release and 
fisheries management techniques could be improved. 

A major conclusion of the workshop, based on evidence provided by Pacific coast rockfish 
scientists, was that recompression is more effective for many of these west coast species than 
traditional “venting” (releasing gases from a fish’s body cavity by inserting a small hollow 
needle into the fish’s body). Recompression has been shown to offer several benefits over 
venting for some Pacific rockfish. Additionally, some recompression gear (e.g., release baskets) 
provides protection from predators on the way back down and reduces the potential for 
additional physical injury to fish. However, recompression may not be possible in all cases, at 
which time venting would become the best alternative.  

In the Gulf of Mexico and South Atlantic, additional research is needed to determine if rapid 
recompression may be a preferred alternative to venting. Currently, federal law requires venting 
bloated reef fishes before release in the Gulf of Mexico. Rapid recompression techniques may 
currently be used in conjunction with venting, but the use of recompression devices also requires 
research into whether their use promotes human/dolphin/marine mammal interactions that may 
conflict with provisions of the Marine Mammal Protection Act. Some rapid release devices such 
as release baskets may be effective for releasing fish and may not cause harm to dolphins and 
other marine mammal, whereas release devices with hooks and weights may not be appropriate 
in cases where marine mammals are prevalent.   

During the workshop, participants discussed current research findings and developed guidelines 
for the release of saltwater fish (focusing on those caught at deep depths), recommendations for 
improving management of fisheries with high release mortality, and identified crucial gaps in 
research that are impeding managers’ ability to make improvements in the way that these 
fisheries are managed. 

These findings also could provide the basis for reforming the way that some areas closed to 
recreational fishing are managed. Data are needed from closed areas in order to adequately 
manage the fish stocks; anglers that are trained and certified in maximizing the survival of 
released fish using recompression could potentially provide these data by collecting it during 
specially permitted fishing trips while maximizing the survival of released fish. 

Workshop results clearly indicated that development of species-specific advice on release 
techniques and management needs to be developed through regional workshops similar to the 
national workshop. General findings from the workshop are included below, but will be refined 
and included in messages to anglers. 
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The workshop was part of the larger FishSmart effort, a program lead by the sport fishing 
community to work with anglers and industry to improve the survival of caught and release fish. 
The initial phases of FishSmart are being funded by NOAA Fisheries through a grant to the 
Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission.  

 

#### 
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Appendix D. Summary of Gulf of Mexico/South Atlantic Workshop 
Executive Summary 

FishSmart Gulf of Mexico/South Atlantic Workshop Makes Breakthroughs 

Fifty-five fisheries researchers, managers, communications specialists, recreational anglers, for-
hire sector and representatives of the sport fishing industry gathered for 2-1/2 days of interactive 
discussions to develop information that could help anglers improve the survival of fish that they 
catch and release. The workshop focused on barotrauma but recognized a variety of issues that 
are critical to providing released fish the greatest chance for survival. This FishSmart workshop, 
held in St. Petersburg, Florida April 11-13, focused on the recreational fisheries of the Gulf of 
Mexico and South Atlantic. 

Since 2008 anglers have been mandated by the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council 
and NOAA Fisheries to carry and utilize dehooking devices and venting tools on reef fish caught 
in the Gulf of Mexico.  A similar measure was considered for the South Atlantic in 2010 but not 
implemented due to the uncertainty about the effectiveness of venting fish exhibiting 
barotrauma. During the workshop, current results of research on venting (removing swim bladder 
gasses from the fish’s body to enable it to return to habitat depth on its own and recompress) as 
well as rapid release devices (sending a fish back down to deep water using weighted devices so 
it can recompress) were reviewed for each area. While venting was still considered to have 
potential benefits when conducted properly, workshop participants agreed that the Gulf of 
Mexico Fishery Management Council should be encouraged to look at expanding the language in 
the current regulations to include not only venting devices but also add  an allowance for anglers 
to use rapid descent devices in lieu of venting.  To improve the effectiveness of these techniques 
in the South Atlantic, the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council was encouraged to 
consider implementing a program which teaches anglers how to improve the survival of released 
fish.   

Workshop participants also noted that the success of both venting and rapid recompression is 
affected by other factors that impact the fate of released fish. For example, descent devices may 
allow fish to get back down to deeper cooler waters more quickly in the summer thereby 
potentially increasing their survival, particularly in warmer Gulf of Mexico waters. Workshop 
participants also emphasized the need to reduce other stressors on fish, including the amount of 
time the fish is out of the water and physical handling of the fish. In addition, in the Gulf of 
Mexico, predation on released fish by dolphins may reduce the effectiveness of either method. 
Workshop participants encouraged greater integration of the NOAA guidelines on interaction 
with marine mammals in messaging to anglers to help them deal with these situations. 

--more--  
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A number of research needs were identified during the workshop, including: 

o Determining the effectiveness of venting or rapid recompression using descent devices as 
they are actually conducted by anglers 

o Quantifying the true extent of release mortality in the snapper and grouper fisheries 
o The need to determine the degree of  predation on released fish by marine mammals and 

predatory fishes 
o Developing better data on survival rates  based on species, size and age of the fish being 

released stressing the importance of large fish in the spawning population 
 

Some of this needed research is already being planned but additional research will be dependent 
on funding. 

The workshop was part of the larger FishSmart effort, a program lead by the sport fishing 
community to work with anglers and industry to improve the survival of caught and released 
fish. The initial phases of FishSmart are being funded by NOAA Fisheries through a grant to the 
Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission. 

A full report of the workshop is posted on www.fishsmart.org. 

 

**** 
 

 

  

http://www.fishsmart.org/
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Appendix E. Summary of Pacific Workshop 
Executive Summary 

FishSmart Pacific Workshop Makes Headway with Management and 
Research Recommendations 

Fifty individuals representing researchers, fisheries managers, anglers, communication 
specialists, and the sport fishing industry gathered in Portland, Oregon for the “FishSmart Pacific 
Workshop on Improving the Survival of Released Fish Focusing on Barotrauma.”  Two days of 
intensive presentations and interactive discussion covered recreational fisheries from Alaska, 
Hawaii, and the length of the West coast to address ways of reducing mortality in fisheries that 
are constrained by high release mortality. 

As in other FishSmart workshops, participants emphasized the need for anglers to avoid catching 
restricted species altogether, thereby averting the need to take special measures to help improve 
the fish’s chances of survival.  Avoidance techniques include knowing where restricted species 
are likely to be caught and avoiding them, use of gears that allow anglers to better judge depths 
and target species that they are seeking while avoiding those that would need to be returned to 
the water, and changing locations when too many restricted fish are being encountered. 

If a fish caught in deeper water must be released, workshop participants supported using 
weighted grippers, “lip hangers,” or baskets to return a fish to the depth where it was caught or as 
deep as possible wherever this is not possible (generally called “recompression”) as the first 
choice to improve survival.  Venting (releasing swim bladder gasses from the fish’s body to 
enable it to return to deeper waters on its own) should generally be a last option.  Some fish are 
caught at significant depths (up to 1,200 feet in Hawaii) or are too large to return using devices 
for recompression, necessitating venting as the only choice.   

West coast rockfish (Sebastes spp.), a group of about 60 or more species, constituted a large part 
of the discussions due to the current situation where a few species with low abundance are 
constraining fishing for other species that are often caught in the same location and times.  The 
high release mortality of these “choke species” prevents sustainable fishing activity for the other 
species.  While some gaps in research remain, workshop participants coalesced around the 
concept that sufficient science already exists to allow managers to consider ways to incorporate 
“improved survival” scenarios into management and address mechanisms that would permit 
limited fishing in closed areas or otherwise increase fishing opportunities.  Currently, the 
mortality rate used for management of most rockfish species caught at depths deeper than 30 
fathoms (180 feet) is 100%, assuming that anglers take no special measures to improve their 
survival.  However, numerous studies have shown that use of recompression devices when 
returning a fish to deeper waters significantly improves survival.  Incorporating a lower  

--more--  



20 
 

release mortality rate into management scenarios for these deeper caught rockfish would 
potentially allow expanded fishing opportunities in some fisheries.  Workshop participants 
stressed that existing angler dockside surveys in Oregon, Washington, and California must 
incorporate questions to determine the extent of use of recompression techniques among anglers 
to better apply lower mortality rates into the modeling and management actions. 

Management actions based on angler adoption of techniques to improve survival have already 
been approved in Alaska.  Beginning in 2013, charter operators in southeast Alaska will be 
required to have a deep-water release mechanism onboard for use on rockfish that they release.  
Descending devices are anticipated to lower the mortality rates of released rockfish from as high 
as 90 percent to as low as 10 percent. 

Best practices include a combination of avoidance, release techniques, and handling fish before 
release (see www.fishsmart.org). Workshop participants felt that voluntary adoption of these best 
practices and recompression techniques should be immediately implemented rather than waiting 
for mandated regulations.  Voluntary adoption would allow greater flexibility to change as new 
information became available.  Many anglers and Commercial Passenger Fishing Vessels 
(CPFV) already utilize, and aggressively promote, release techniques that improve survival but 
expanded communication efforts are needed to increase the number of anglers who use them in 
order to have a greater impact on the fish stocks.  Several well established communication 
programs already exist and could become more effective with additional coordination.  
Expanded communication programs through organizations such as the Recreational Boating and 
Fishing Foundation could provide greater use of online and social media to reach additional 
audiences. 

Finally, workshop participants discussed the current process of acquiring exempted fishing 
permits (EFP) to use in studies of gear and techniques that might increase the survival of released 
fish.  In some cases, permit authorization can take more than two years, meaning that the time 
from permit application to final results and potential implementation by management entities 
could be 6 years or more.  The process for applying for and obtaining such permits should be 
streamlined to allow quicker approval and initiation of studies. 

The workshop was part of the larger FishSmart effort, a program lead by the sport fishing 
community to work with anglers and industry to improve the survival of caught and released 
fish.  The initial phases of FishSmart are being funded by NOAA Fisheries Service through a 
grant to the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission.  For more information about 
FishSmart, visit www.fishsmart.org. 

****  

http://www.fishsmart.org/
http://www.fishsmart.org/
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Appendix F. Summary of Mid Atlantic/New England Workshop 
Executive Summary 

FishSmart Mid Atlantic/New England Workshop On Improving The 
Survival Of Released Fish Focusing On Barotrauma 

 The FishSmart regional workshop held in Providence, Rhode Island March 13-14, 2013 
revealed that, unlike the regions covered in earlier workshops, the Mid Atlantic-New England 
regions are in a position to address the issue of high release mortality in recreational fisheries 
before it reaches a crisis level. 

During the workshop, recreational anglers, industry, and for-hire operators gathered with 
fisheries managers and scientists in an interactive forum to focus on release techniques, fishing 
and management practices in fisheries where high release mortality may impede stock 
sustainability. 

With increasing regulations on cod, black sea bass, and other species, the number of fish that 
anglers are forced to release will likely increase dramatically in the coming years in the Mid 
Atlantic-New England, creating severe constrictions in in recreational fishing opportunities 
similar to that faced with red snapper stocks in the Gulf of Mexico/South Atlantic and rockfish 
on Pacific coast.  This will bring greater scrutiny to release techniques and the way that these 
fisheries are managed for recreational anglers.  Although many anglers in these regions currently 
utilize dehooking devices which is considered a “best release practice,” few are aware of, or 
utilize, tools and techniques, such as recompression devices that may improve the survival of 
deep caught fish that are released. 

Many recreational species in these regions do not have a direct connection between the air 
bladder and esophagus that would allow them to release gases that expand as they are raised to 
the surface (a condition called barotrauma) and can benefit from special handling prior to 
release. Little research on species exhibiting barotrauma effects has been conducted specifically 
in this region, although black sea bass research has been conducted in the South Atlantic. Several 
research projects in the region have documented general release techniques that improve survival 
for all species – including near shore species targeted by small boat and shore-based anglers. 
During the workshop, researchers presented the results of numerous studies from the west coast, 
Gulf of Mexico, and South Atlantic documenting that appropriate deep water release techniques 
can improve the survival of released fish and that these fish retain visual acuity, reproductive 
viability, and have minimal long term organ damage.  However, research is needed to verify 
these results for specific species and fishing conditions in the Mid Atlantic-New England 
regions. 

Workshop participants recommended several modifications to the general release guidelines that 
have been evolving from the other workshops. These modifications are designed to stress the 
importance of initial survival of fish prior to applying any special practices, and to make the 
guidelines more applicable to near shore boat anglers and shore-based fishing that are prevalent 
in these regions.   

Presenters at the workshop stressed that improving the survival of released fish was a long term 
investment in stock sustainability, and that reduced mortality may not be immediately reflected 



22 
 

in expanded fishing opportunities. However, reducing any source of mortality is important, 
particularly as more fish are released either voluntarily or due to regulation. 

Finally, workshop participants strongly reiterated the basic tenet of the FishSmart effort that 
anglers should not be discouraged from keeping fish that they are lawfully allowed to keep or to 
discourage voluntary catch and release.  However, where catch and release does occur, anglers 
should strive to ensure that every fish that is released survives. 

The Mid Atlantic-New England FishSmart workshop completes a series of regional workshops 
conducted in the last year that also encompassed the South Atlantic, Gulf of Mexico and Pacific 
(including West Coast, Alaska and Hawaii) regions. This regional approach developed from 
recommendations made during the 2011 national workshop on improving the survival of released 
fish, focusing on barotrauma.   

A full summary of the workshop is posted at www.fishsmart.org. 

****  

http://www.fishsmart.org/
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Appendix G. “Best Practices” Developed Through the FishSmart 
Workshop Process 

Best Practices: General Guidelines for Safely Releasing Fish 

FishSmart Best Practices are general guidelines for safe release of your fish and are the product 
of FishSmart Workshops and information posted on State, Federal, and nonprofit websites. 

 

  

Plan Ahead • Expect to release fish on any given trip and prepare the 
equipment necessary to do so. Know your fishing 
regulations. 

Avoidance • Develop skills to target the size and species you desire. 
• Catch & release is ok, but if catching too many fish that you 

cannot, or do not want to keep, change the depth that you 
are fishing, move to a different area, or use different bait. 

Appropriate Gear • Use gear suited to the size of fish that you are trying to 
catch including the size of hooks that catch fish that you 
want but not others. 

• Use circle hooks where recommended and be aware that 
fishing techniques are different from “J” style hooks. 

Landing Fish • Don’t play fish to exhaustion. 
• Use line strength to minimize playing time. 
• Land the fish as quickly as possible. 
• If possible, leave them in the water rather than bringing 

them out of the water. 

Handling Fish • Use knotless rubberized landing nets and rubberized gloves, 
to avoid removing the slime layer from their body. 

• Keep the fish horizontal; support the body when lifting 
large fish. 

• DON’T DROP THE FISH onto hard surfaces or long 
distances! This causes great harm. 

Releasing Fish • If needed, use a release tool (dehookers, recompression 
tools) to minimize handling and successfully release your 
catch. 

Time is of the essence! • Release fish as soon as practical and do not keep them out 
of the water longer than necessary. 
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Best Practices for Safely Releasing Deep Caught Saltwater Fish 

Saltwater fish that are caught in deep water may be suffering from “barotrauma,” a buildup of 
swim bladder gases that makes it difficult or impossible for them to go back down. Generally, 
fish caught deeper than 30 feet will suffer some effects. Additional guidance is available at 
www.takemefishing.org, but follow these basic tips: 

  

 

Assess condition while 
reeling in fish 

• Signs of barotrauma include (any or all of the following):  
o Sluggish swimming. 
o “pop eye.” 
o stomach protruding from mouth. 
o Bloated mid section. 

• If the fish appears normal release it without removing it 
from the water. 

Recompression • Rapidly returning fish to depth (“recompression”) is the 
method of choice for returning barotrauma affected fish. 

• A variety of recompression tools are on the market, 
including descender devices, release weights, release 
baskets, and others. 

Return to Depth • Return fish to the depth of capture. If catching fish at very 
deep depths, returning them as deep as possible will 
dramatically improve survival. 

Venting • If rapid descent is not possible, venting is another, but less 
preferable, option. 

• Use established guidelines for venting such as found at 
http://catchandrelease.org.   

• Note that the fish’s stomach may protrude from its mouth. 
Do NOT puncture the stomach. 

http://www.takemefishing.org/
http://catchandrelease.org/
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Useful Resources 
FishSmart is designed to enhance, not 
replace, many successful programs in place 
to help anglers reduce the mortality of fish 
that they catch.  

The first stop that any angler should make is 
to the web page or angling guides of their 
states’ natural resources agency. In coastal 
and Great Lakes areas, the national Sea 
Grant programs also offer advice on 
improving the survival of released fish. Here 
are some useful links to programs that offer 
additional information: 

www.catchandrelease.org 

www.takemefishing.org/fishsmart 

Rockfish barotrauma video: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2c0CN

_1veT0 
 

Additional Links and Resources at: 
 

www.fishsmart.org 

What is FishSmart? 
Recreational anglers have always been on 
the leading edge of conservation in the U.S.. 
FishSmart is a program fostered by the 
sport fishing community, with the 
cooperation of state and local government 
fisheries agencies, to continue this tradition 
by taking a science-based approach to 
reducing the mortality of fish where high 
numbers of released fish is a problem. 
  
Elements of FishSmart include: 

• FishSmart Tackle program to 
recognize innovation by in designing 
gear for the safe release of fish. 

• Research with anglers, industry, 
scientists and managers to 
determine the state of knowledge 
into our understanding of released 
fish survival. 

• Outreach to get the information into 
the hands of anglers where they can 
make a difference. 

Supporters include: 
• American Sportfishing 

Association 
• NOAA Fisheries 
• Recreational Boating and Fishing 

Foundation 
• Keep America Fishing 
• Atlantic States Marine Fisheries 

Commission 
• Association of Fish and Wildlife             

Agencies 
• Florida Sea Grant 

FishSmart …. 
   For the Future of Fishing 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Best Practices for the Safe 
Release of your Fish 

 
 

www.fishsmart.org
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Why “Best Practices” for the 
Release of Fish? 

It’s ok to keep fish that you are allowed to 
retain under fishing regulations. However, 
at some point all anglers will be faced with 
returning fish to the water that they are not 
allowed to keep – due to size, season, or 
creel limits – or if they are voluntarily 
practicing catch-and-release. 
 
Nearly ½ billion saltwater fish are caught 
each year with 59% of those being returned 
to the water. Improving survival of these 
fish by even 1% will save 3 million fish 
annually!  In freshwater 84% of anglers 
voluntarily release fish that they could have 
legally kept. 
 
Implementing “Best Practices” for releasing 
fish in is the right thing to do and will help 
ensure sound fisheries in the future. Live 
release in many fisheries (bass and trout for 
example) has contributed to healthy and 
sustainable fishery resources. 
 

FishSmart….for the future of fishing. 
 

Best Practices for Releasing 
Fish 

Plan Ahead - Expect to release fish on any 
given trip and prepare the equipment 
necessary to do so.  
 
Avoidance - Develop skills to target the size 
and species you desire. 
 
Appropriate Gear - Use gear suited to the 
size of fish that you are trying to catch.    
Use circle hooks where recommended and 
be aware that fishing techniques are 
different from “J” style hooks. 
 
Landing Fish -Don’t play fish to exhaustion. 
     
Handling Fish-Use knotless rubberized 
landing nets and rubberized gloves, to avoid 
removing the slime layer from their body. 

• Keep the fish horizontal; support the 
body when lifting large fish. 

• DON’T DROP THE FISH onto hard 
surfaces or long distances!  

 
Releasing Fish- If needed, use a release tool 
(dehookers, recompression tools) to 
minimize handling. 
 

Time is of the essence! 
Release fish as soon as practical and do not 
keep them out of the water longer than 
necessary. 

Deep Water Release 
 Saltwater fish caught in deep water may be 
suffering from “barotrauma,” a buildup of 
swim bladder gases that makes it difficult 
for them to go back down. Generally, fish 
caught deeper than 30 feet will suffer some 
effects. Follow these basic tips: 
 
Assess condition while reeling in fish -Signs 
of barotrauma include: 

• Sluggish swimming. 
• Eyes bulging (“pop eye”). 
• Stomach protruding from 

mouth. 
• Bloated mid section. 

    If the fish appears normal release it 
without removing it from the water. 
 
Recompression - Rapidly returning fish to 
depth is the method of choice for returning 
barotrauma affected fish.   A variety of tools 
are on the market, including descender 
devices, release weights & baskets, etc. 
 
Return to Depth -Return fish to the depth 
of capture. If catching fish at very deep 
depths, returning them as deep as possible 
will dramatically improve survival. 
 
Venting-  If rapid descent is not possible, 
venting is another option. Use established 
guidelines for venting such as found at 
http://catchandrelease.org.   
Note that the fish’s stomach may protrude 

from its mouth. Do NOT puncture the 
stomach. 
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Appendix I. Guidelines of the American Sportfishing Association for 
FishSmart Tackle Recognition 

 
Criteria for Recognizing Products as FishSmart Tackle/Equipment 

 
Definition: FishSmart Tackle is a term used by the American Sportfishing Association (ASA) to 
designate commercially marketed products that improve the survival of released fish. Generally, 
this is equipment used by anglers implementing “Best Practices” as defined through the 
FishSmart process (www.fishsmart.org).  
 
Tackle recognized under ASA’s FishSmart Tackle program are devices that improve the survival 
of released fish. ASA reserves sole discretion to recognize such products under the FishSmart 
Tackle program, which is reserved to products offered by ASA members that enter into ASA’s 
FishSmart trademark license agreement. 
 
Recognition of FishSmart Tackle: FishSmart Tackle can be employed at any of the stages of 
catching and releasing fish with the intent of doing minimal harm. In general, this includes: 

• Avoiding the catch of fish species at risk 
• Hooking the fish 
• Retrieving the fish 
• Handling the fish 
• Releasing the fish. 

As such, FishSmart gear categories could include: 
 
Dehooking Devices: Dehooking devices, or dehookers, remove an embedded hook without 
allowing it to reengage in the fish. These devices should function in a manner whereby terminal 
tackle can be removed with minimal to no handling of the fish. Dehooking devices should be 
blunt with rounded edges, and constructed to allow the hook to be secured and the barb shielded 
without reengaging during the removal process. 
 
Descending Devices: In many circumstances, survival of fish caught in deep water can be 
dramatically improved if returned at or near the depth at which they are caught. Descending 
devices should safely descend one or more fish at or near the depth at which they are caught (or 
as deeply as possible up to that point), and be practical from a usability standpoint. 
 
Landing Gear: Landing gear should allow the angler to bring the fish from the water to the point 
of release (i.e., onto shore, pier or boat) quickly, gently and with minimal damage to the fish. 
Such products can reduce overall handling time and prevent physical trauma to the fish, 
including preserving its protective “slime” coating. 
 
Fish Grippers: Devices that firmly grasp the fish’s lower jaw can improve anglers’ ability to 
safely restrain and handle fish. Using these devices can allow anglers to more quickly remove the 
hook and return the fish to the water and minimize handling of the fish. 
 

http://www.fishsmart.org/
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Circle Hooks: A circle hook is a fishing hook designed so that the point is turned perpendicular 
to the shank to form a circular shape. Research (mainly in saltwater fishing) has found that in 
many fisheries, circle hooks are more likely to hook a fish in the mouth rather than the gut, 
making the hook easier to remove and reducing harm to the fish. Circle hooks should be in-line, 
i.e., non-offset, as the greater the degree of offset, the greater the likelihood of deep hooking. 
 
Decisions Regarding Recognition: To be recognized as FishSmart Tackle, products must be: 

1. Commercially manufactured. 
2. Widely marketed and available to the general angling public. 
3. Have a demonstrable effect on improving the survival of released fish. In general, 

evidence from peer-reviewed, scientific sources should be provided to support this 
although a preponderance of professional judgment from fisheries management agencies 
may be considered in lieu of scientific literature. 
 

Process: Manufacturers who wish their products to be recognized as “FishSmart Tackle” should 
submit to ASA a sample of their product (or product literature) describing the purpose and 
application of the product as it relates to Best Practices (available at www.fishsmart.org). 
Supplemental information should include citations or reprints of any peer reviewed scientific 
information demonstrating the beneficial effects of their product. The FishSmart Tackle 
Committee of ASA and staff will evaluate the material and render a decision on the recognition 
of the product under the FishSmart Tackle category.  
  

http://www.fishsmart.org/
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Appendix J. Executive Summary of FishSmart Phase II Work Plan 
 

Implementation of the FishSmart Program to Achieve 
Conservation Benefits 

Executive Summary 

In the past four years, FishSmart efforts have successfully completed Research and Development 
aspects for a nationwide stewardship initiative to enhance sustainable recreational fishing in 
fisheries where high release mortality may be constraining fish stocks. Primarily through a series 
of workshops and networking efforts, FishSmart has: 

• Evaluated the current state of science and on-the-water knowledge dealing with the 
release of recreational fish, culminating in the establishment of general Best Practices for 
all anglers and specific practices for deep water marine fisheries;  

• Gathered recommendations for communication techniques to reach anglers and 
management entities; 

• Established a baseline communications presence, and;  
• Developed recommendations for marine fisheries management approaches to mitigate 

the impacts of high release mortality.  

Messages communicating Best Practices have been integrated into the primary communication 
mechanism of the Recreational Boating & Fishing Foundation through their consumer oriented 
website and marketing programs. A promotional video directed to consumers (sport fishing 
public) has been produced and is being distributed through various mechanisms and a Best 
Practices brochure developed with the capability to co-logo with government and private 
partners. A full-fledged FishSmart Tackle program has been developed by the industry 
association (American Sportfishing Association) to recognize equipment that promotes the safe 
release of fish to spur innovative development of additional products, and to integrate Best 
Practices through the marketing and advertising mechanisms of individual manufacturers. 

With these baseline resources at hand, FishSmart must turn efforts to a more comprehensive 
communications program to put the information contained in Best Practices into the hands of 
anglers where they can be applied for real conservation benefits. This communications program 
will supplement, not replace, existing ongoing communication efforts of state and federal 
agencies, nonprofits, and private entities. To maximize success with limited funding, the main 
thrust should focus on a defined geographic area (specific fisheries) with a secondary focus on 
enhancing communication in other areas (both fresh and salt water). Under this scenario, a 
communication program will be developed consisting of: 

Expanding the network of partners actually engaged in communication of Best Practices. 
This will entail reaching out to the network established in the first phase of FishSmart and 
extending beyond to actively engage conservation groups, government agencies, and private 
companies to integrate Best Practices into their programs reaching the recreational fishing 
community. 
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Enhancing usability of, and access to, existing materials oriented toward anglers. This will 
engage a cadre of bloggers, media outlets, and communication specialists to increase the 
visibility and exposure of existing Best Practices materials to gain broader use by recreational 
anglers, modifying material as necessary or as new information is developed.  Additionally, the 
FishSmart Tackle program will be further developed and a greater breadth of sport fishing 
related companies actively engaged in Best practices messaging. 

Implementing dedicated communication campaigns in focused markets/fisheries. In 
conjunction with an advisory group composed of communications professionals in the Gulf of 
Mexico reef fish fisheries, a program designed to enhance their efforts will be implemented, This 
will consist of the development and implementation of  30 and 60 second Public Services 
Announcements (PSA’s) in markets identified with high concentrations of anglers to enhance 
their awareness of the issue and drive them to web-based materials to learn more about handling 
and releasing fish in these specific fisheries.  

Implementing, a release device distribution and education program to the for-hire (charter 
boat) community in the Gulf of Mexico region to increase awareness of the applicability of these 
devices and techniques to their customers as well as the extended recreational fishing community 
in their localities. 

Evaluating results. Pre and post implementation assessments will be conducted during the 
communication campaigns to measure the effectiveness of efforts. Prior to the PSA campaign, 
focus groups and other measures will be used to assess general public and angler-specific 
awareness of best practices techniques. A similar process will be conducted at the conclusion of 
the campaign to assess the reach of the campaign and effectiveness at changing angler behavior. 
Prior to the release device distribution and education program, participants will be required to 
complete a short questionnaire regarding their level of awareness as well as an introduction to 
the use and application of devices. At the conclusion, a companion questionnaire will evaluate 
their experiences and other aspects to gauge their potential for continued use of the devices. 

Maintaining baseline communications in other areas. While the focus area in the Gulf of 
Mexico will be used to assess the strength of proposed communications approaches, other coastal 
as well as freshwater areas will benefit from continued networking and partnering opportunities 
to communicate Best Practices to anglers in their fisheries. 

Through these mechanisms, the investments made during the past four years of Research and 
Development of FishSmart will be put to work to improve the survival of angler caught and 
released fish and increase the potential for developing sustainable and health recreational 
fisheries. There are more than 33 million recreational anglers in the United States. 
Communicating with such a diverse group can be a daunting task, but one which must be 
accomplished to effectively marshal the cumulative conservation power represented in each 
individual action. The solutions contained in this plan are modest, yet cost effective. By 
leveraging the core communication capabilities of the sport fishing industry, conservation 
organizations, and government agencies to disseminate key messages for Best Practices for 
releasing fish, a larger audience can be reached in a more cost effective manner than a full scale 
commercial marketing and communications program. 
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