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TRENDS IN THE RECREATIONAL BILLFISH FISHERY IN THE U.S. VIRGIN ISLAKDS

A. Friedlander

Division of Fish and Wildlife, §t. Thomas, U.S. Virgin islands

SUMMARY

Docksids sampling of sportfishing boats since 1983 hes ellowed for an
analyaie of the trends in the recreational fishery for blus marlin in the U.S.
Virgin Islands. A total of 5,729 blue merlin and 69,398 beat hours of effort wars
recorded between tha years 1983 and 1989. The catch per boat hour {CPUE) has
risen steadily despite an increase in fishing effort over time. :

Approximately 97 percent of all blue marlin were captured between June and
Octaber. The CPUE for this time period was 0.105 f£ish per boat hour for the years
1984 to 1989 pooled.

The number of boated fish has declined since 1983, This has been
accompanied by an increase in the number of tagged fish. In 1989, approximatély
96 percent of all blue marlin caught were tagged and/or released. This
information has substantially increased the database on Atlantic blue marlin and
has identified the Virgin Islends as one of the premier locstions for recreation-~

al blue marlin fishing in the world.

RESUME

Depuis 1983, l’é&chantillonnage & quai des bdteaux de p8che sportive a
permis d’analyser les tendances de la pécha da makaire bleu dans les Iles
Vierges. En tout, 5.729 makaires bleus et 69,398 heures d’effort ont &té
enregistrés entre 1983 et 1989. La prise par heure de bateau (CPUE} s’est
ligdrement élevée malgré une hausse dea 1'effort de pache.

Entre juin et octobre, environ 971 de 1'ensemble des makaires bleus ont
étd capturés. De 1984 3 1989, la CPUE de cetta période &tait de 0.0105
poissons par heure de bateau.

Depuis 1983, le nombre de podssons capturés a diminué. Cecl a &té
accompagné d’une hausse du nombre de poissons marqués. En 1989, environ 96%

de 1’ensemble des makairvas bleus capturds ont 6té marqués et/ou reldchds.
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Cetts information a fortement accru la base de données du makaire bleu de

l'Atlantique ot indique qua les Iles Vierges sont- la premler lieu da péche

sportive au makaire bleu du monde entier,

RESUMEN

El muestres en ol muelle de barcos daportivoa desds 1983, ha permitido
afectuar un andlisis de las tendenciss ds la pesqueria deportive de aguja azul
en las Islas Virgenes (Estados Unidos). Se regiatrd un total de 5729 ejemplaras
de aguja azul y 69398 horas de esfuarzo entre los afos 1983 y 1989, La captura
por hora de berco (CPUE) ha aumentado de forma estable « pesar del aumento an
el esfuerzo de pesca.

Aproximadamente el 971 da los ejemplares de aguja azul fua
capturaéo entre junlo y octubre. La CPUR da este periodo de tiempo fue de 0.105
peces por hora de barco para los afios 1984 a 1989 agrupados.

El nlmero da peces embarcados ha disminuido desde 1983, y asts hecho ha
venido acompafiado por un aumento en el udmero da peces marcados. En 1989,
aproximadamente el 961 de los ejemplares da agujs azul capturados fus marcade
ylo liberado. Esta informscidn ha aumentado de forma importante la base de datos
de la gguja azul atlintics ¥ ha sefialado & las Islas Virgenes como uno de los

lugares més importantes del mundo para la captura deportiva de aguja azul,



IKTRODUCTION

St. Thomas, U.S. Virgin Islands is recognized as one of the
premier locations for blue marlin (Makaira nigricans Lacepede)
fishing in the world. The U.S. Virgin Islandg presently holds
four International Game Fish Association (IGFA) Atlantic blue
marlin records including the all-tackle records for male (581.5
kxg) and female {(486.7 kg) anglers (IGFA, 15%0).

The sport fishery for billfishes began in the Virgin Islands
in the 195%0’s ({Erdman, 1968). In the early 1$60’g, charter
vessels began fishing for billfishes and other large pelagic
fizhes. Within a fay years, several world records were
established and the Virgin Islands became recognized as a major
location for recreational billfish fishing.

Ennually, up to 70 fishing boats travel to St. Thomas to
participate in the fishery for blue marlin and other billfish
species. These vessels, both private and charter, come from
variocus ports in the southeast United States and other Caribbean
countries. The recreational billfish fishery annually provided 35
to 5.5 million dellars to the local U.S5. Virgin Island sconomy
{Andy Courteau, per. comm.)

Blue marlin are caught throughout the year but are most
abundant between June and October (Olsen and Wood, 1983). During
this time of year most of the fishing effort occuyrs on the "North
Drop" located approximately 30 km north of St. Thomas (Figure 1).
The majority of this fishing activity takes place in the waters
of the British Virgin Islands. Billfish are alsc caught on the
"South Drop¥ located 13 km south of St. Thomas and the
"Seamount®, an underwater plateau, located south of Virgin Gorda,
British Virgin Islands. )

METHODS

A comprehensive port sampling program was developed by the
Division of Fish and Wildlife in 1983 to collect data on the
recreational fishing activities in the U.S. Virgin Islands
(Brandon, 1988). With the assistance of volunteer port samplers,
accurate catch and effort information for blue marlin and other
species was collected throughout the year. Intensive sampling was
conducted during the summer months when blue marlin aggregate
locally and fishing activity was greatest. Complete menitoring of
all tournaments was conducted throughout the year.

Port sampling interviews were conducted on a daily basis.
Efforts wers made to contact each boat in the vicinity of the
East End of St. Thomas. The majority of the recreational fishing
boats wers based in this section of the island, thus an excellent
estimate of catch and effort was obtained from this sampling
strategy.

Interviews were normally conducted in the evening hours
between 5:30 and 9:00 pm, seven days a week. Information on
vessel name, hours fished, area, species, caught, time of capture
and bait type were recorded. Weight, length and sex were obtained
on species which were landed at the dock. Data acquisition was
facilitated by a standardized port sampling form which could be
completed hy a brief personal interview.

Ccaptured blue marlin weres those which were either released,
tagged and released or boated. Fishing effort was defined as
total number of fishing hours per boat per day. Nominal catch per
unit effort (CPUE) was derived by dividing the number of blue
marlin caught by the total fishing effort. No efferts were made
to standardize CPUE for season, geavr type or other parameters,

1os

RESULTS AND DICUSSION
. There werae %729 blue narlin recorded as boated, tagged or
r&leasgd between the years 1983 and 19893 (Table 1j. & total of
1875 fishing days wers sampled during this period which comprised
69,398 hours of total fishing effort. The overall annual catch
per boag hou; was 0.083 for all years combined. The National
Marine Fisheries Service reported that an 18-year average of blue

marlin catch per boat hour was 0.01 for the Southeast U.S8. and
the Gulf of Mexico (NMFS, 1988).

Blue marlin catch per boat hour fluctuazted between 0.046 in
1985 and 0.110 in 198% {(Figure 2). Despite an incraase in fishing
effort over time, the CPUE has risen steadily since statistics
ware first collected in 19583, )

Approximately 97% of all blue marlin were caught between
Jung and Cctober (Table 2). The blus marlin catch per boat hour
was 0.10% fish per boat hour from these¢ months when Jdata from
1984 to 1989 were pooled (Figure 3). The majority of the fishing
pressure occurs during this time of year and was directed almost
exclusively towards billfishes. The highest CPUE for blue marlin
was recorded in August (1.333 blue marlin/boat hour).

Many of -the vessels leave St. Thomas after September causing
a decline in total fleet fishing effort for the remainder of the
year. The smaller number of fish caught in October was partially
a result of reduced fishing effort for that month. The average
number of boats fishing per day dropped from approxinmately 9
during the summer {June to September) to approximately 3 per day
during the remainder of the year. :

Catch and release information obtained on 5729 blue marlin
revealed that 2913 (50.8%) were tagged and released. An
additional 2177 (38.0%) were released and not tagged while 639
(11.2%) were boated. Thera was a steady decline in the proportion
of boated fish to total catch since 1983 (Figure 4). In 1984,
21.7% of all blue marlin captured were boated, where as, in 1989
this number was 3.4%. The average weight of boated blue marlin
was 129.2 kg for all years combined (Table 3). The largest boated
blue marlin weighted 456.3 kg (1988) and the smallsst weighted
3@.6 kg (1985). The average weight of these fish have not changed
significantly over time (1983-1989, Chi Square=1.8, P<0.05).

St. Thomas has traditionally bsen the leading ares for
tagging blue marlin. This trend has increased since 1%$83 (Figure
4). In the 1989, 823 (43,6%) of the 1,887 blue marlin tagged in
the Atlantic were from St. Thomas. Over $6% of all blue marlin
captured off St. Thomas during 1989 wers either tagged and or
released. Five fish tagged off St. Thomas were recaptured in 1989
(NMFS, 1830). Two wers recaptured off Gana, West Africa; one off
the east coast of Florida and two off Guadeloupe.

CONCLUSIONRS

The evolution of the blue marlin fishery in the Virgin
Islands reflects an expansion of recreational fishing for
bilifish throughout the world. Increases in fishing effort as
well as advances in fishing technology (i.e. electronics, rod and
reel dasign, lure types, etc:) have resulted in a higher number
of raised fish and improved catch per fishing hour.



The
billfish off the Virgin Islands
to moniter changes in the
resource. The enormous tagging effort off St.
provided information on age, growth
blue marlin throughout the region. Thesa data
present knowledge of local bilifish abundance and seasonal trends
with application to the remainder of the Atlantic.
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Fig 1. Chart showing U.S. Virgin Islands {(USVI) and Dritish
Virgin Islands (BVI). International fisheries boundary separatling
the Lwo countiries runs approximately norih and south.
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Fig 2. Blue marlin catch per boat hour, 1983 to 1388.
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Fig 3. Month!y blue marlin caich per boat hour. Data pooled
for the vears 1984 to 1988. : ’
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Fig 4. Proportion of tagged and boated
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