


A National Strategy
for the survival
of released line
caught fish...
There is a growing trend among
recreational anglers to release fish. This
is done for a variety of reasons however
there is very little data in Australia on the
survival rate of these fish and the impact
of this on fish stocks.

In 2001 the Fisheries Research and
Development Corporation (FRDC)
launched a National Strategy for the
Survival of Released Line Caught Fish
with an initial emphasis on recreational
fishing. This strategy involves the funding
of a number of projects that would address
the key issues over the next few years.

Projects have already been funded to
collate existing knowledge, identify the
key species and prime causes of mortality,
examine the survival of some deep water
reef species in Western Australia, look
at stress from catch and release in
barramundi and promote best practices
for releasing fish by recreational fishers.

Future projects will measure the survival
rate of important recreational species
and examine gear and method changes
that may improve the survival rate of
released fish.

Code of Practice
for releasing fish...
In 2002 the Australian National
Sportfishing Association (ANSA) became
the first recreational fishing organisation
to adopt a code of best practices for
releasing fish and this is being used as
the benchmark for current best practices.
Other fishing organisations are being
encouraged to develop their own code
or adopt the ANSA code and individual
fishers are encouraged to adopt the
practices outlined in the code.

The ANSA code of practice can be
obtained from
www.info-fish.net/releasefish. By using
the code fishers will ensure that fish they
release will be returned to the water in
as healthy a condition as possible with
the maximum chance of survival.

Why are fish released?
Recreational fishing is becoming more
regulated around Australia and all States
now limit the fish that can be kept and
require fish outside those limits to be
released. These regulations are often in
the form of bag and/or size limits but
can include area and seasonal closures.

Also more and more recreational anglers,
for a variety of reasons, are voluntarily
releasing fish they can legally keep.

Various studies around Australia show
that over 50% of all fish caught
recreationally are released.

A national study was undertaken through
Roy Morgan Research in late 2002 to
understand why anglers release fish and
to assess their current practices.

Of the anglers surveyed 88% stated they
had released fish in the past 12 months
to 2 years. Respondents who had
released fish were asked whether they
agreed or disagreed to a series of
statements on releasing fish. 78% of these
respondents agreed there were benefits
to themselves in releasing fish; 64%
indicating that they knew the proper
techniques to release fish. Of these
anglers, 66% were aware that there are
practices when releasing fish that increase
survival rates.

Another series of questions were about
handling fish and gear that is used. 94%
of respondents believed that keeping fish
out of the water for several minutes
decreases their survival rate. A total of
79% of respondents indicated that using
a barbless hook increases survival rates
while only 6% indicated they used a
barbless hook (single or treble) on their
most recent fishing trip.

49% of respondents indicated they would
use new fishing gear that improves fish
survival even if it makes no difference to
their catch rates while 26% indicated
they would use new gear even if it
reduced their catch rate.

Complete details of the survey are
available from the website.

More large flathead are being released
(Neil Carstens photo)

More whiting are released than any other species
(Peter Griffiths photo)

Trout started the trend to catch and release



Avoid contact with the eyes of fish and
keep fingers out of eye sockets of fish to
be released.

Avoid using the line or rod to lift other
than small fish from the water, especially
if the hook cannot be seen, as the weight
of the fish may embed the hook further.
For larger fish use a landing net, rather
than a gaff or jaw grips to land the fish.

Large fish should have their body fully
supported at all times to avoid damage
to internal organs that may result if the
fish is held up vertically by the jaw. The
best method is to place a hand under
the stomach while still in the water and
take the weight off the hook. Very large
fish should be left in the water for removal
of the hook.

Barotrauma, which is an expansion of air
in the swim bladder of the fish, is a problem
of fish caught at depth and brought to the
surface. While it is generally associated
with reef fish it can occur in any fish caught
in deep water including deep freshwater
lakes. The condition is obvious in most
cases as the expanded swim bladder
pushes the stomach of the fish out through
the mouth.

Take care in handling
your fish...
If you intend to release fish then you should
plan ahead so that everything you need
is close at hand. You need to work quickly
but without haste to ensure the fish is out
of the water for the minimum time.

Always use wet hands or a wet cloth
when handling fish. Place the fish on a
wet surface such as carpet or cloth for
hook removal. Avoid hot dry surfaces.

Some species of fish, such as bass, will
be fairly docile when laid down while
others, such as flathead, will continually
writhe and thrash about. Smaller fish that
are active are best held while the hook
is removed.  Larger fish may need to be
firmly but gently restrained on a wet
surface. Use a wet cloth to help hold the
fish. A fish grip may be used to help
immobilise the fish provided the body of
the fish is supported at all times.

Direct sunlight into the eyes of a fish can
damage its vision so ensure they are shaded
when out of the water. Where possible use
your shadow to shade the fish or place a
wet cloth over the eyes. This will also help
subdue some species such as tuna.

Do not put fingers in gills or hold large fish vertically

Jewfish showing the effects of barotrauma
(Dave Woodburn photo)

Keep fingers away from eyes

Causes of
Fish Mortality
To improve the way fish are handled it
is important to understand the causes of
mortality when fish are released.
Responses to being caught vary between
species, individual fish and different sizes
of fish of the same species. Not all effects
are lethal, these can vary from immediate
and obvious to those that are delayed
and not obvious.

Immediate mortality can result from fatal
hook damage, poor handling,
barotrauma, self inflicted damage from
flapping around and predation on release.

Long playing times exhaust fish and
increase stress levels, especially in fast
swimming pelagic fish, and can result in
death.

Delayed mortality can result from overstress,
unseen damage to internal organs and
backbone, poisoning or infection from
hooks left in the fish and infection from
loss of scales or protective slime.

Not all effects are lethal and can include
such things as change in behaviour,
change in reproductive ability, non fatal
infection or less resistance to disease and
reduced growth rate.

Mortality may be higher under conditions
when the fish is already under stress
before being caught. This can occur
when water temperatures are outside the
comfort range for a particular species or
where dissolved oxygen levels are low.

Leave big fish to be released in the water
(Alf Hogan photo)

Minimise playing time for fish such as tuna



If the hook is lodged in the jaw or inside
the mouth but not out of sight then it can
be removed carefully with a dehooker
or long nosed pliers. Any hooks that are
lodged near the gills need extra care in
removal.

If the hook is swallowed then it is best
not to try to remove it as this is likely to
do additional damage to internal organs.
Leave the hook where it is and cut the
line. While the recommended practice
has been to cut the line as close to the
hook as possible research in the US has
shown survival is improved if the line is
cut 20-30cm from the hook. This reduces
the chances of the hook impeding the
fish's feeding.

To keep a record of fish that are to be
released it is preferable that the length
be measured rather than the fish
weighed. A ruler is a necessary part of
an angler’s gear to check whether a fish
is above the length where it can be
legally kept.

Avoid weighing fish to be released as
this will keep the fish out of the water
longer. If large fish are to be weighed
then keep them in the landing net or use
a sling. Weigh the landing net or sling
separately and you will be able to
calculate the weight of the fish.

When photographing fish make sure that
the fish is supported and that large fish
are held horizontally with their body fully
supported. Make sure your camera is
close at hand and ready as taking a
photograph means the fish will be out of
the water a little longer.

Reef fish caught in deep water or
freshwater fish in deep lakes may require
special handling to improve survival.
When fish are bought to the surface from
depths of 20 metres or more the gases
in their swim bladder may have expanded
significantly. This condition is called
barotrauma and can be easily detected
in severe cases as the stomach of the fish
is pushed out through the mouth by the
expanding swim bladder.

There are two methods currently promoted
for dealing with fish that are suffering
from barotrauma although opinions
among researchers and experienced
fishers differ as to the best method for
dealing with this condition.

Venting, or puncturing the swim bladder
with a fine hollow needle, to allow the
expanded air in the swim bladder to
escape can be used. Venting methods
can vary with species however in most
cases the needle is inserted in line with
the top of the pectoral fin and below the
4th dorsal spine.

An alternative, less intrusive method, is
to use a weighted line to return the fish
to the bottom. The fish is attached to a
barbless hook attached to a weight and
lowered to the bottom on a cord. When
the cord in pulled back the hook comes
out of the fish.

The survival of released fish decreases
when water temperatures are near the
upper tolerance levels of fish. This is a
problem during hot summer weather,
especially in shallow water. Under these
conditions fish must be kept out of the
water for the minimum time possible. If
conditions are extreme then it may be
better to keep fish or to cease fishing.

Measure rather than weigh fish that are released

Avoid weighing large fish that are released

Hooks in the jaw are easier to remove

Fish photographed with body fully supported

Releasing air from the swim bladder
(Alf Hogan Photo)

Releasing fish on weighted line (Gary Lilley photo)



Use fish
friendly gear...
Every piece of fish friendly gear you use
will help improve the chances of the fish
surviving on release.

Use tackle that is appropriate to the fish
you are targeting so that fish can be
landed quickly to minimise exhaustion.
That tackle could range from a fully
rollered game rod for catching marlin or
game species from a gamefishing boat
to a light spinning rod for trout in a small
stream or tommy ruff from a jetty. The
fishing equipment and line strength used
should ensure that the fish can be landed
quickly and not played out until it is
exhausted.

For many fish species the most important
factor that contributes to fish survival
is the hook and where it is lodged in
the fish.

Fish caught on artificial lures are more
likely to survive than fish caught on bait.
This is because there is less likelihood of
fish being gut hooked when using lures,
especially hard bodied lures. Using
artificial lures with barbless hooks is even
better still. Barbless hooks are easier and
quicker to remove and result in less
additional damage when trying to remove
the hooks.

Despite the views of some fishers that
using barbless hooks results in less fish
being landed research suggests that there
is little of no change in the catch rate.

To improve survival when bait fishing use
a hook size larger than normal to reduce
the chance of it being swallowed by
smaller fish or use a pattern of hook such
as a circle hook that maximised the
chance of the hook being lodged in the
jaw. The largest mortality rate is for fish
that are gut hooked so minimising this
will improve survival.

A hookout or long nosed pliers is another
handy piece of equipment that will make
removal of hooks much easier, especially
if they are barbless.

Use a knotless landing net to land your
fish. This type of net minimises the damage
to fish scales and slime. Another benefit,
especially if using barbless hooks is the
reduction in tangling of hooks in the net.
With knotted landing nets this can cause
considerable delays in removing hooks,
especially barbed, from the net and
reduces fishing time. This can be important
during short periods when the fish are
avidly biting.

Use barbless hooks on lures

Use circle hooks for bait fishing

Make removing hooks easier

Use gear suited to the fish you are targeting

A fish grip device can be used to assist in
handling and immobilising a fish however
the body of the fish should be supported
at all times. Avoid grips that have inbuilt
scales and the temptation to weigh the fish
by hanging it off the grip.

Use knotless landing nets

Avoid holding fish vertically with grips

Fish grips used correctly can help (Joel Fox photo)

Measure your catch

While a ruler is not a piece of equipment
that will improve survival of released fish
it is an essential piece of equipment. A
ruler is required for most species to
determine if the fish exceeds the legal
length. Use a ruler that has a “butt” at
one end as this makes it easier to get an
accurate measurement.



During 2003 and 2004 a community
awareness campaign will be run on Channel
9 and WIN television to make fishers aware
of how to release fish correctly. The television
commercials feature Andrew Ettingshausen
of Escape with ET fame.

Gently does it….

Release large fish in the water (Julian Pepperell photo)

Fish should be released by placing them
carefully back into the water. Some fish
may require being swum around to
promote water flow over the gills to ensure
revival. Fish should not be just thrown
back into the water. Some pelagic species
such as tuna and mackerel can be
"speared" head first into the water to
promote water flow through the gills.

Very large fish over 20kg, especially
gamefish such as marlin or sailfish, should
not be removed from the water and
released beside the boat.

Visit your Fisheries website...

For information on fishing regulations in
each State and Territory.

Queensland Fisheries Service
Website: www.dpi.qld.gov.au/fishweb

New South Wales Fisheries
Website: www.fisheries.new.gov.au

Department of Primary Industries -
Victoria
Website: www.nre.vic.gov.au/fishing

Department of Primary Industries,
Water and Environment - Tasmania
Website: www.dpiwe.tas.gov.au

Inland Fisheries Service - Tasmania
Website: www.ifs.tas.gov.au

Primary Industries and Resources
- South Australia
Website: www.pir.sa.gov.au

Fisheries Western Australia
Website: www.fish.wa.gov.au

Department of Primary Industries and

Fisheries Northern Territory
Website:
www.nt.gov.au/dbird/dpif/fisheries

You can keep up to date with what is
happening in the national strategy and
the latest information on releasing fish by
subscribing to the Released Fish Survival
email news bulletin. Just send your email
address to infofish@zbcom.net with
"subscribe to released fish survival news"
as the subject.

Visit www.info-fish.net/releasefish for fact
sheets on releasing fish and access to
the latest research information.

Fact sheets contain more detail on how
to deal with releasing fish including how
to handle different species. Access to
research material on all aspects of
releasing fish has been made simple,
even to ordinary anglers wanting to
access factual information.

Visit your local AFTA tackle store...

Staff at your local Australian Fishing Tackle
Association tackle store will be able to
help you with the latest information on
releasing fish. A best practices video will
also be available later in 2003.

For more information contact:

Fisheries Research and
Development Corp
PO Box 222
DEAKIN WEST ACT 2600 Australia

Phone: +61 2 6285 0400
Fax:     +61 2 6285 4421
Email: frdc@frdc.com.au
Website: www.frdc.com.au

The promotion of best practices in
releasing fish is being undertaken by
Infofish Services in conjunction with the
Australian National Sportfishing
Association and Pepperell Research and
Consulting Pty Ltd.

This project is supported by the Australian
Fishing Tackle Association, Recfish
Australia, Channel 9 and WIN television.

For more information contact:

Infofish Services
PO Box 9793
FRENCHVILLE Qld 4701 Australia

Telephone:  +61 7 4928 6133
or 07 4928 6133

Fax: +61 7 4926 3335
or 07 4926 3335

Email: infofish@zbcom.net
Website: www.info-fish.net/releasefish

The National Strategy for
the Survival of Released
Line Caught Fish is an
initiative of the Fisheries
Research and Development
Corporation.


