A vast, productive portion of the Pacific Ocean abounds off the coast
of Panama. Referred to as the eastern tropical Pacific, nutrient-rich currents
there associated with the northern flank of the Humboldt current converge
with slow moving equatorial currents to create extremely productive
ocean conditions that promote the aggregation of myriad apex pelagic
predators including billfish, tuna, and sharks. In fact, some of the largest
aggregations of marine life in our oceans, including hammerhead sharks,
manta rays, and the infamous black marlin, occur in the vicinity of
Panama and within the eastern tropical Pacific Ocean. Another amazing
species that thrives in these waters is the dolphinfish. The dolphinfish
is one of nature’s most perfect game fishes. It grows to more than
80 pounds, occurs in large schools, is brightly colored, readily strikes
presented bait, demonstrates aerial acrobatics in its fight, and is one of
the most highly sought type of seafood. These traits make it one of the
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world’s most highly esteemed game and food fish on our planet.
Dolphinfish occur annually off the coast of Panama, but beyond that,
virtually nothing is known about the species’ local and regional movements,
habitat use, seasonality, or other Panama-specific life history traits such as
age and growth patterns, diet, and reproduction. Also lacking is additional
data on commercial landings and catch per unit effort, despite the estimate
that Panama and nearby countries—including Ecuador, Peru, and Costa
Rica—provide the majority of global dolphinfish production (estimated
at 47% to 70% from 2001–2012).1 In some locations, such as Ecuador,
dolphinfish are thought to constitute the vast majority of estimated
landings of pelagic fish, a situation that is likely true for other countries

Jessica Harvey releasing a blue marlin.
Photos by Wessley Merten.

in the area including Panama. Given these estimates and the lack of
fundamental data, there is an urgent need to gather baseline information
1
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Louisa Gibson & Wessley Merten tag and release a 52.5” bull.
on dolphinfish to improve the management and conservation of this critically
important species in the region.
Recently, with the support of Dr. Guy Harvey, the Guy Harvey Ocean
Foundation, the Guy Harvey Research Institute at Nova Southeastern
University, and the Tropic Star Lodge in Piñas Bay, Panama, the Dolphinfish
Research Program (DRP), a globally recognized international tagging program
for dolphinfish, helped 50 anglers begin to tag and release dolphinfish during
the annual Tropic Star Lodge Marlin Tournament. This launched the beginning
of a concerted effort to advance the conservation of dolphinfish and describe
their life history traits, movements, and population dynamics in the southern
portion of the eastern tropical Pacific Ocean.
Throughout the history of the DRP, dedicated anglers have traveled with
tagging kits to places like Baja California and Costa Rica and have tagged a few
dolphinfish, but never with the quantity and consistency necessary to produce
meaningful results in the eastern tropical Pacific. One goal of the DRP has always
been to expand the program throughout the Atlantic Ocean and Caribbean
Sea, where it has been extremely successful. Since 2002, more than 25,405
dolphinfish have been tagged and released by more than 4,778 anglers and
1,409 participating vessels. This effort has led to the production of 622 recaptures
and 31 satellite tag deployments, along with the gathering of additional
information on catch statistics, tournament landings, growth, release condition,
and population structure. These results have helped management agencies
implement and improve conservation measures that benefit the health of
dolphinfish that occur in the western central Atlantic, as well as provide valuable
information to both recreational and artisanal anglers that target the species.
Now, the DRP’s goal is to replicate its tremendous effort in the Atlantic and
Caribbean with efforts in the eastern tropical Pacific. This critical effort began with
an invitation from Dr. Guy Harvey early last year.

Conventional dolphinfish tag and release sites as of February 1, 2019.
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Guy Harvey in his element.

Shortly after I stepped into the role of the director of the DRP in 2018, Guy
approached me about a comprehensive, five-year effort to study the region’s
fishery resources and he conveyed his interest to collaborate with the DRP. The
invitation to expand the DRP to the eastern tropical Pacific Ocean was very
exciting and preparation began immediately. But, the significance of what this
meant did not set in until we boarded our twin prop plane in Panama City for
the hour-long flight down to Piñas Bay. During the flight, many thoughts raced
through my mind about how the week would pan out, whether the participants
in the tournament would be receptive to tagging and releasing dolphinfish, and
how we would define success at the end of the week. I reminded myself that I
was not only accompanying one of the world’s most prominent marine artists,
scientists, and explorers, but that I was also heading to a fishing destination that
has been very active in fisheries conservation work. The Tropic Star Lodge was
the first fishing resort in Panama to begin releasing all roosterfish and cubera
snapper. They also adopted the use of circle hooks in the early ‘90s to improve
the survival rates of released fish. They, and other leaders in Panama, have
been responsible for establishing a 20-mile, non-commercial fishing zone
around Piñas Bay, and they established a decree that protects all billfish and
roosterfish from commercial harvest. Reminding myself of the incredible team
I was traveling with and these tremendous conservation efforts settled my
nerves a bit as we made our approach into Piñas Bay.
Flying into the remote part of Southwest Panama was surreal. Dense jungle
gave way to a long runway just inshore of a beach where the air traffic control
tower (a small, tin hut) stood. As our wheels safely touched down, local kids
ran through grass along the outskirts of the runway to greet us. As soon as we
Piñas Bay, Panama
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disembarked the plane, our adventure began. Within minutes, we were whisked
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Releasing a bull.

Ryan Logan deploys a PSAT on a blue marlin.

away on a shuttle, transferred to a small panga, and headed offshore for

During this initial expedition, our team was able to tag and release 21 large

our first fishing outing of the trip. The views from our Bertram, Miss Texas,

fish (30”–52.5”) in a single outing. This points to the possibility of deploying

as we coasted out of Piñas Bay, were of the pristine, yet rugged and densely

pop-up satellite archival tags simultaneously on large individuals to study

forested coastline. I was onboard the boat with Guy’s daughter, Jessica, as well

their schooling dynamics and school dispersal patterns, a technique that,

as Louisa Gibson, Pete Foster Smith, and Ryan Logan, who are all members

when combined with targeting young-of-the-year fish, can lead to results for

of Guy’s scientific team. Our objectives for the afternoon were broad but

all age classes for the species. Remarkably, of the fish that were tagged and

included tagging blue and black marlin, sailfish, and dolphinfish. Within an

released since this effort began, four recaptures have occurred, three of which

hour of setting out, we rigged our first bait, and shortly thereafter, we got

were reported by small-scale commercial fishermen in the region, indicating

our first dolphinfish on the line. What would ensue for the remainder of the

the need for the DRP to work with this fishing sector and the sportfishing

afternoon was the tag and release of 11 dolphinfish—an effort that signified

community in order to be effective in this region.

the start of the DRP in the region. Over the course of the next three days, we

Departing Piñas Bay in late November was difficult to do in the wake of the

were able to outfit 11 of the resort’s Bertrams and four private vessels with 50

excitement of successfully expanding the DRP to Panama. During my week of

tag sleeves, and each boat reported at least one tag deployment.

field work with Guy and his scientific team, not only did I observe them tag and

As of mid-December 2018, a total of 219 dolphinfish, ranging in size from

release nearly 20 blue marlin and sailfish with satellite tags, but I also witnessed

15” to 52.5”, have been tagged and released in 36 separate outings based out of

the amazing sport of marlin fishing at its finest. Personally, I was able to snap a few

Piñas Bay. The average fish size tagged was 34.3”, which is much larger than fish

shots of one big blue marlin blasting through the air, an image that will always

tagged and released along the U.S. East Coast by DRP participants (average 20.2”).

be vivid in my mind. I also created some meaningful professional relationships

While it is likely that the larger fish size tagged is related to the size of bait the

with like-minded individuals who share a vision of a healthier, more sustainable

fleet uses while fishing offshore and presence of a minimum size along the U.S.

ocean for our planet and humanity. Between the prep for field work and fishing

East Coast, there were also very small individuals tagged, which is evidence to

outings, I spent time getting to know the fun-loving nature of Guy, Jessica, the

support that all size classes for the species are present simultaneously off Panama.

rest of Guy’s team, and the entire staff at the Tropic Star Lodge, who are now more

This is important, because if small fish less than 20”—known as young-of-the-year

like a new extended family to me and the DRP. There were many hearty laughs

fish— are present, we can target these individuals to try to tag dozens in one

and fascinating discussions about how things used to be. During those moments,

outing. In the Atlantic Ocean and Caribbean Sea, many vessels have experienced

I felt incredibly fortunate to be there, in the present, listening to those stories and

tremendous success in tagging and releasing as much as 66 to 101 young-of-

working with Guy and his team to restore and conserve Panama’s precious ocean

the-year fish in a single outing—success that seems obtainable off of Panama.

resources for generations to come.
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A big blue marlin takes to the air.
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