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Tagging Milestones Highlight 
Changing of the Guard

DR. WESSLEY MERTEN

MANY RECREATIONAL ANGLERS will not catch 3,000 dolphin in their 
lifeti me, let alone tag and release that number of fi sh all in the name of 
conservati on and science. This summer, Don Gates, Allen Lewis and Darryl 
Williams aboard the Killin’ Time II achieved that impressive milestone, 
having worked with the Dolphinfi sh Research Program since its incepti on.

F or recreati onal anglers, the 
Dolphinfi sh Research Program 
represents the best chance to 
understand a vitally important 

fi shery crucial not only to countless rec-
reati onal anglers along the enti re East-
ern Seaboard, but also to such a wide 
range of blue water predators. The pro-
gram has been amazingly successful in 
revealing new informati on on dolphin in 
the Atlanti c and Caribbean Sea. For 15 
years, the program saw guidance from 
Don Hammond, who reti red as Direc-
tor of the Dolphinfi sh Research Program 
at the end of 2017.  At the beginning of 
this year, I took over as director of the 
program and I look forward to conti nu-
ing the support of groundbreaking stud-
ies and revealing informati on on dolphin.

While the program has been ex-
tremely successful in its nearly 16 year 
existence, it’s only been so through the 
eff orts of 1,300 privately owned ves-
sels and 4,500 anglers resulti ng in more 
than 24,500 tagged 
fi sh. Though every 
tagged fi sh is equally 
important, the crew 
aboard Killin’ Time 
II tagged a remark-
able amount of fi sh. 
Don Gates began 
parti cipati ng in the 
program in 2002 
when he lived out-
side of Orlando. He 
now resides in Conroe, Texas and 
spends at least four weeks each year 
on the water off  Cudjoe Key, Florida. 

Over the years, Don and his crew 

have witnessed changes in their dolphin 
catch, which is why they started parti ci-
pati ng in the DRP. “When I began fi sh-
ing for dolphin in the Keys in the 90s, 
we would catch larger dolphin more 
oft en than today. This concerns me be-
cause if there weren’t dolphin, then I 
would not be an off shore fi sherman. 
So, we got involved in the Dolphinfi sh 
Research Program to help conserve and 
improve our understanding of the spe-
cies for future generati ons,” said Don.

It took Don and his crew 165 out-
ings, averaging 18 fi sh released per out-
ing, to amass 3,000 releases. They have 
tagged more than 70 dolphin in one day 
on eight diff erent occasions, and on one 
outi ng in 2007 they tagged a staggering 
101 dolphin. The team tags an average of 
166 dolphin each year and have tagged 
300 or more fi sh in three separate years. 
Last year was their best year ever when 
they tagged 424 fi sh, surpassing the 
all-ti me record of 415 dolphin tagged 

in one year set by Don Brown’s crew 
aboard his boat, Draggin Dreams, in 2005. 

It’s important to note this isn’t just a 
numbers game. The crew aboard Killin’ PH
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Time II is very careful to handle the fi sh 
gently and then get them back in the wa-
ter as quickly as possible. Their att enti on 
and care in tagging the fi sh has resulted 
in 135 of their fi sh being recovered. As 
many as 29 of their tagged fi sh have 
been recovered in a single year and their 
overall recovery rate is 4.43 percent, 
which is almost twice the overall recov-
ery rate for the program. One hundred of 
their tagged fi sh have been recovered off  
Florida and another 20 off  the Carolinas. 
In 2010, one of their fi sh was recovered 
off  St. Kitt s and Nevis in the northern 
Lesser Anti lles, and over their years par-
ti cipati ng in the program, fi ve fi sh have 
been recaptured in The Bahamas. Tag-
ging and releasing dolphin has become 

could realize benefi ts from this conser-
vati on measure in as litt le as six months 
with the opportunity of having more and 
larger fi sh to catch. This fi nding further 
demonstrates that East Coast anglers 
will benefi t from reinvesti ng in the small 
dolphin they catch by releasing them in 
order to provide the fi sh the opportunity 
to return the following year as gaff er-size 
‘phin. While their eff orts are admirable, 
Don Gates and his team are not the 
only fi shing team that has taken its tag-
ging acti vity to another level in the DRP. 

Captain Jimbo Thomas and his broth-
er Rick, who operate the Miami-based 
charter boat Thomas Flyer, became the 
second crew to tag 2,500 dolphin for 
the DRP in July. Captain Thomas tagged 
his fi rst fi sh for the DRP in 2005, and 
it took 319 outi ngs with an average of 
eight fi sh released per outi ng to amass 

Shortly after tagging fish number 3,000, 
the team aboard Killin' Time II added four 
more dolphin to their impressive tally.
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very important to Don and his team. 
Don recalled, “In 2002, when we start-

ed tagging for the DRP, we had no idea 
about their movements, seasonality and 
schooling dynamics, so when we learned 
about the program at a Central Florida 
Off shore Anglers meeti ng, we wanted to 
help change that. We fi gured since we 
were fi shing anyway we would give tag-
ging a try and it turned about to be a lot 
of fun and enabled us to make a signifi -
cant impact on bett er understanding the 
life history of this amazing game fi sh.” 

Their striking tagging eff orts have also 
revealed that some dolphin released 
off  the Florida Keys will return to the 
Florida coast in less than six months. 
This important fi nding supports hav-
ing a regulati on that requires fi sh under 
20 inches to be returned to the water. 
It also suggests that Florida fi shermen 
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2,500 releases. Each year, the 
Thomas Flyer averages 185 
dolphin tagged for the pro-
gram. Their best year was in 
2007 when they tagged 344 
dolphin. Since they have par-
ti cipated in the program, the 
siblings have earned the DRP 
top charter boat award in all 
but one year. The average size 
fi sh they release is 18.44 inch-
es, but 10 percent are actually 
larger than Florida’s legal limit 
with some gaff er-sized fi sh tagged 
and released as large as 30 inches! 

This clearly shows their dedicati on to 
the conservati on of this species. Thanks 
to their devoti on to dolphin tagging, 
we have been able to track fi sh from 
Florida to New Jersey, The Bahamas, 
Dominican Republic and Cuba. The ef-
forts of the Thomas Flyer have also led 

to numerous return migrant examples. 
Last spring, an 18-inch peanut released 
on August 22, 2017 was recaptured off  
Jacksonville aft er 260 days at large. This 
fi sh was likely in its second lap along the 
U.S. East Coast, and while we sti ll have 
not been able to confi rm the exact size 
of the fi sh when it was recaptured, the 
ti me at liberty suggests the fi sh had 
grown from a two-pound peanut to a 
20-pound adult. Don Gates, the Killin’ 
Time II crew, Captain Jimbo Thomas and 

Rick Thomas of the Thomas 
Flyer are to be commended 
for their inspiring contribu-
ti ons to the scienti fi c un-
derstanding of dolphinfi sh in 
the western central Atlanti c.

While the future of the 

program looks bright and we will con-
ti nue our tagging eff orts as well as plan 
to carry out more detailed analyses of 
the vast volumes of data that have al-
ready been collected, when it comes to 
government-fi nanced research, dolphin 
are not a priority despite the species be-
ing one of the highest landed off shore 
species in the south Atlanti c bight. As a 

result, the DRP needs your support as it 
relies on private donati ons to fi nance its 
operati ons. Over the history of the pro-
gram, the major fi nancial support for the 
DRP has come from private recreati onal 
fi shermen and sport fi shing organiza-
ti ons. We are very thankful for the fi sh-
ing clubs and many individual anglers 
making important annual contributi ons. 
Tagging parti cipants have literally passed 
the hat at fi shing club meeti ngs to help 
raise money while others have made 
one-ti me or recurring donati ons. Private 
donati ons are fully tax-deducti ble and 
can be made to the Beyond Our Shores 
Foundati on, a non-profi t organizati on 
formed in 2017 to support and expand 
the DRP.  We have also been fortunate 
to receive grants from the Guy Harvey 

Ocean Foundati on, AFTCO and Grady 
White Boats, with crucial support for 
the year-end tagging awards program 
coming from Star Rods, Shimano and 
Costa Del Mar. To learn more about the 
research program, upcoming events, 
make a donati on, report a recapture or 
sign up for a free tagging kit, point your 
browser to beyondourshores.org.  

...East Coast 
anglers will 
benefi t from 

reinvesting in 
the small dolphin 

they catch...
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