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can be viewed as a mobile nursery. With the shelter it
offers small animals to avoid predators and the great
abundance of life that serves as a banquet table, it is easy
to understand the nature of its attraction for marine life.

Sargassum’s Relation to Dolphinfish

Blue water fishermen view a line or mat of Sargassum as
an oasis for fish in the vast sameness of the open ocean.
Seasoned offshore fishermen know that dolphin love
Sargassum, the floating brown macroalgae that occur in
warm and temperate oceans throughout the world.
Dolphinfish can be found in schools numbering in the
hundreds in the shadows of the floating mats.

Juvenile dolphin utilize Sargassum communities as a place
to hide from those that would eat them, as well as a place
to shop for their own food.
While fishermen as well as scientists recognize the
attraction the Sargassum community offers dolphin,
science has not documented the importance of this ocean
plant to the occurrence of dolphin. The Dolphinfish
Research Program (DRP) has collected information on the
presence or absence of Sargassum in the capture of each
fish tagged from 2006 through 2015, in an attempt to shed
light on this plant’s role in the occurrence of dolphin. Over
the past ten years this information has been collected on
the 15,949 dolphinfish that have been tagged. These fish
were tagged off the U.S. Atlantic Coast, Bahamas,
Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico.
The net results showed that 10,547 fish were caught,547
fish were caught with Sargassum in the area (66 percent of
all fish tagged), while 4,379 fish (27 percent) were caught
in waters where it was absent. There were an additional
1,023 fish tagged where no information on
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These masses of algae teem with life. Schools of juvenile
fish, such as filefish, jacks, flying fish, ballyhoo, and even
billfish, tuna and dolphin swim among the dangling forest,
seeking shelter from the many predators that search the
shadows for their next meal. Among the interwoven
branches many species of crabs, shrimp, pipe fish and
seahorses make their home, riding the drifting vegetation
as it is carried by the ocean’s currents. Each floating mat
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Sargassum was provided. Discounting the unknown
records, more than twice as many dolphin were caught
where Sargassum occurred than in open water or around
flotsam. Mass taggings of 40 or more fish in a single
school did take place in open water, but more commonly in
areas where Sargassum was present.
Information from different regions suggests that there
could be variations in the percent of dolphin caught in
association with Sargassum. Tagging reports from the
Bahamas, zone 1, and the Mid-Atlantic Bight, zones 9 and
10, indicated that more fish were caught in areas where
Sargassum was absent. The Caribbean Sea also shows a
high level of fish caught in open water, especially if the
unknown records are considered with the absent records.
The Florida Straits, Key West to Key Largo, zone 2,
exhibits the strongest association of dolphin with
Sargassum, 78 percent of fish tagged. Surprisingly, the
next region downstream, south Florida, Key Largo to
Jupiter Inlet, zone 3, had an association level of just 63
percent of the fish being caught near Sargassum. Then in
the next region downstream of south Florida, the midFlorida Atlantic coast, Jupiter Inlet to St. Augustine, the
level of fish caught in the presence of Sargassum rose to
75 percent, near the level shown in the Florida Keys. This
fluctuation of dolphin being found around Sargassum
could be related to how the Florida current transports the
oceanic weed from the Keys to this area. It could be
moving it farther to the east, and fishermen fishing the
Miami to West Palm area tend to fish closer to shore than
their counterparts along the mid-coast of Florida.

Anglers from St. Augustine, Florida, through South
Carolina, zones 5 and 6, relied heavily on Sargassum,
catching 61 percent of their fish around the floating weed.
This is almost three times as many fish as they reported
from open water, 21 percent. North Carolina fishermen
reported that they caught more than four times more
dolphin near Sargassum, 67 percent of the fish they tagged,
than in areas where the weed was absent, 14 percent. It
should be noted that these two regions had some of the

highest levelsof tagging where no information was
provided about Sargassum, 19 percent.
Mid-Atlantic Bight anglers, from Virginia through
Massachusetts, zones 9 and 10, reported catching almost
equal numbers of dolphin in areas where the weed was
present as in areas lacking the grass. Dolphin were
commonly reported being captured around commercial
trap floats.
In the Gulf of Mexico, fishermen reported catching 64
percent of their fish in the presence of Sargassum, with 36
percent of the fish tagged being found in areas void of the
floating algae. In the western North Atlantic waters
bordering the northern and eastern islands of the Caribbean
Sea, anglers caught 65 percent of the fish they tagged in
areas with Sargassum and 34 percent of the fish where the
weed was absent, levels similar to the Gulf.
Fishermen in the Caribbean Sea reported a slightly
different story, indicating that 52 percent of their fish were
found in areas with Sargassum, and only 19 percent of the
fish came from areas where it was absent. However, these
anglers failed to indicate the presence or absence of the
weed in 29 percent of the tagging records. If this was their
way of saying there was no Sargassum, then there would
be a near-even split between dolphin being caught with or
without the presence of grass.
The amount of Sargassum present in offshore waters off
every region is highly variable not just year to year but
from area to area in the same year. The Florida current,
which runs from Key West to Cape Hatteras, or Gulf
Stream as it is commonly called, begins to spread out and
slow down as it passes the northern tip of the Bahamas
Bank off Ft. Pierce. With this major change in its flow
pattern, subtle variations within the current and the
prevailing winds can have significant impact on whether
the grass moves along the western side of the current
where recreational fishermen are able to access it, or it
moves to the east side of the Stream beyond reach of most
recreational anglers. Subsequently, the farther north the
current travels from Ft. Pierce, the larger the area that the
weed lines have to spread out over. This could explain
some of the variations in the amount of Sargassum found
from one region to the next in a single year.
Looking at Sargassum’s importance of to the catch of
dolphin along the U.S. Atlantic coast in five-year periods,
we can see a change in the importance of Sargassum in the
dolphin catch during the period studied. The first graph
below shows the portion of the dolphin tagged in each East
Coast zone from 2006 through 2010. While every year
showed a wide variability from zone to zone, the overall
average proportion of the fish tagged that were caught in
association with Sargassum was 59.93 percent.

The Dolphinfish Research Program
needs your financial support. No federal funds
support this important research. This program
exists because of private donations.
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When the zonal averages for fish caught in the presence
of the oceanic weed off the East Coast are plotted out for
the period 2011 through 2015, shown in the following
graph, there is a noticeable change. During this more
recent five-year period, the proportion of fish associated
with the macroalgae rose to 71.63 percent of the fish
tagged. Surprisingly, the increased catch associated with
the grass did not carry into the Mid-Atlantic Bight. When
that region is removed from the calculation, the proportion
of fish caught in areas with the weed rose to 76.49 percent.

This change in the proportion of the fish caught for
tagging associated with Sargassum brings up the question
of whether there was an increase in the amount of
Sargassum or an increase in the number of fish? The
period of 2006 through 2010 saw 8,234 fish tagged, while
from 2011 through 2015 a total of 7,715 fish were tagged.
This is a decline of almost seven percent. Similarly, the
National Marine Fisheries Service’s recreational harvest
data showed that more than one million more dolphin were
caught between 2006 to 2010, than from 2011 through
2015. So there wasn’t a greater abundance of fish in the
later period. This would suggest that there may have been
more Sargassum present.

Latest 2016 Sponsors
West Palm Beach Fishing Club, W. Palm Beach, FL
Brad Truluck, Charleston, SC
Ron Penska, Avalon, NJ
Tony Ray Homes, Melbourne Beach, FL
Capt. Jim Rose, Jr., Shelby, NC
John Buckland, Riviera Beach, FL
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2015-16 Financial Supporters

Haddrell’s Point Tackle and Supply,
Mt. Pleasant & Charleston, SC
Star Rods/Big Rock Sports, Morehead City, NC
Hilton Head Reef Foundation, Hilton Head, SC
Costa Del Mar, Daytona Beach, FL
Micky Scott, Allendale, SC
David Heil, Winter Park, FL
Tim & Michelle Heiser, Plantation, FL
Day Maker Charters, Mt. Pleasant, SC
Harold D. Rusbridge, Wellington, FL
Capt. Ryan Van Fleet, Tavernier Key, FL
West Palm Beach Fishing Club, W. Palm Beach, FL
Peter E. West, Greenville, NC
Grady-White Boats, Greenville, NC
In Memory of Bill Baugh, Ramrod Key, FL by
Millaree Hunt Club, Hopkins, SC and Bert Platt,
Rock Hill, SC
Harris Huddle, Trent Woods, NC
David Wamer, Taylors, SC
CCA Florida, Orlando, FL
Tony Gonzalez, Miami, FL
Franklin Hendley, Cheraw, SC
Charles L. Cabell, Richmond, VA
Tom Driver, Summerville, SC
Pearce Law Firm, Mt. Pleasant, SC
Roger A. & Tricia Grimes, Key Largo, FL
Brad Truluck, Charleston, SC
Pack Rat Storage, Mt. Pleasant, SC
Georgetown Landing Marina, Georgetown, SC
Carter Landscape, Winter Park, FL
Golden Hook Fishing Club, Christiansted, VI
Bohicket Marina, Seabrook Island, SC
Florence Blue Water Fishing Club, Florence, SC
Bailey Smith, Ft. Lauderdale, FL
John C. Bills, Palm Beach Gardens, FL
Beaufort Sport Fishing & Diving Club,
Beaufort, SC
Laura & Don Laury Jr., Ft. Lauderdale, FL
Suzanne Sigel & Bill Pomenti, Islamorada, FL
Ann & Richard Cook, Ft. Lauderdale, FL
Capt. Bill Parker, Hilton Head Island, SC
Mitchell Collette, Julian, NC
Charleston Fifty-Fifty Tournament, Charleston, SC
Gary York, Palm Beach, FL
Capt. Bouncer Smith, Miami Beach, FL
Charleston City Marina, Charleston, SC
Capt. Rom Whitaker, Hatteras, NC
Jerry Wagoner Construction, Raleigh, NC
Mitchell S. Scott, Allendale, SC
Edward Kattel, Jr., Islamorada, FL
Cool Cat Fishing Team, Islamorada, FL
Mark & Louise Forsythe, Jupiter, FL
David A. Neblett PA, Miami, FL
American Fishing Tackle Company, Santa Ana, CA
Nicholas Caplanis, Mims, FL
Harry Hampton Fund, Columbia, SC
Ms. Jane Wood, St. Louis, MO
Robert Waite, Del Ray Beach, FL
The Greenery of Charleston, Daniel Island, SC
Central Florida Offshore Anglers, Orlando, FL
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The Gulf Coast Research Lab as well as several other
research institutions reported that during 2011, massive
quantities of pelagic Sargassum occurred throughout the
Caribbean, and that a similar event occurred in 2014 and
continued through 2015. Understanding that these large
masses of Sargassum are transported from area to area by
the ocean currents, then it is reasonable to expect that at
least some of the macroalgae from the Caribbean would
pass along the U.S. East Coast. The major Caribbean
ocean current moves from the southeastern Caribbean to
the Yucatan Strait in the northwestern corner. Here the
Caribbean current serves as the feeder to the Gulf of
Mexico’s Loop current which ultimately supplies the
energy for the Florida current off the Dry Tortugas below
Key West, Florida. Then it is actually the Florida current
that travels north along the South Atlantic Bight to Cape
Hatteras where its name changes to the Gulf Stream.
Knowing the connectivity of these currents, provides us an
understanding of the pathway for Sargassum and
dolphinfish in the Caribbean Sea to reach the U.S. Gulf
and Atlantic coasts.
The previous figure depicted the years of 2011, 2014 and
2015 as having higher levels of dolphin associating with
Sargassum in the South Atlantic Bight but the annual
harvest estimates reported by the National Marine
Fisheries Service showed anglers to have harvested on
average fewer fish in these years than in the period 2006
through 2010. The takeaway here would be that an
increase in the amount of Sargassum that the ocean’s
constantly moving conveyor system may deliver to the
East Coast does not necessarily mean that more dolphin
will come with it.
One oddity that stands out in the last figure is likely
rooted in changing current patterns. A consistent decline is
shown in the percent of fish caught in association with
Sargassum in the Mid-Atlantic Bight during the years
when there was a super-abundance of grass in the
Caribbean. It appears that while there was an increased
abundance of grass in the South Atlantic Bight, it was not
delivered to the Mid-Atlantic Bight within range of the
area’s recreational fishermen.
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Was This Bull Lost?

Kevin Cone proudly shows off his largest dolphin, a 52pounder he caught January 21, 2016, while trolling 65
miles southeast of Charleston, South Carolina.
Dolphin have been documented caught every month of
the year off South Carolina. However, during the winter
months they are normally six to fifteen pounds in size with
an occasional 20-pounder. Bulls like this one just are not
found off South Carolina at this time of year. Dolphin have
been reported being caught in water as cold as 66 oF off
the Palmetto State. Mr. Cone reported that his recorder
indicated a water temperature of 70oF. This brute is just
another example showing the nomadic nature of these
great game fish.

For More Information, Contact
Don Hammond
Dolphinfish Research Program
Cooperative Science Services, LLC
961 Anchor Rd., Charleston, SC
29412
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Web site www.dolphintagging.com

