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Target Species for Tagging

Tagging Area

Cobia
Titu to

Spade t jsh

Speckled Trout

Red Drum
 Weakfish!





TARG~D 5PECIES
Black Drum  Pogorriirs crotrris!
Black Sea Bass  Centroprtstrs' striata!
Cobia  Rriclycentron canadurn!
Gray Trout  Cyrromiojr regolith!
Red Drum  Scioenops oc'el atus!
Spadefish  Cboetodipterus faber!
Speckled Trout  Cynosciorr nebulosus!
Tautog �outogo onitis!

These eight species of fish are targeted by
the VGFTP principally for the following rea-
sons: 1! they contribute significantly to
Virginia's recreational fisheries; 2! there are
gaps in the scientific data available on the
species regarding how "Virginia's" populations
of these species interact with, and impact upon,
the overall populations of which they are a
component; 3! the species are typically not
targeted by other directed tagging efforts in the
the region; and 4! tagging studies can provide
insight into aspects of the species' life history,
e,g., data on local and regional movement
patterns of young as well as sexually mature
fish, documentation of species' utilization of
specific types of habitat or water areas  i,e., the
Hot Ditch!, limited growth data, and insight
into survival rates of released fish,

Finally, tagging programs may be most
valuable in the questions they raise, rather than
the answers they provide. Quite often the
information provided by tag and recapture
events in larger-scale tagging programs point
toward inconsistencies in accepted theories
regarding fish movement and behavior pat-
ter»s, Such occurrences may suggest the need
for, and help to define, future fisheries research.

The newest addition to the program, black
sea bass, was targeted for tagging in 1997. Size
and bag limits for the fishery are resulting in
more fish having to be released, enhancing the
opportunity for tagging. Sea bass caught
offshore are typically taken from water depths
greater than 45-50 ft., raising concerns among
anglers and fishery managers about survival
rates of fish typically having expanded swim
bladders when released back overboard.

1997 TAGGING AWARDS

Volunteers participating in the VGFTP have
the opportunity to earn recognition for their
conservation efforts. Participants tagging a
minimum of 25 fish are awarded Conservation
Certificates, During 1997, 49 participants
qualified for conservation awards  Table 1!,
This compares with 32 awards earned in 1996
and 16 in 1995. Twenty-one anglers earned
conservation awards in both 1996 and 1997, and
nine anglers earned awards in each of the past
three years.

The angler tagging the most fish for the
VGFTP in 1997 was Tom Heinz, who tagged a
total of 505 fish,

Special recognition is given to the anglers
tagging the most fish in each of the species
targeted by the VGFI'P.
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As part of its ongoing effort to reward
quality tagging efforts, not just numbers of fish
tagged, the VGFTP recognizes the volunteer,
from the current year or a prior year, whn has
the most tag returns during the year from fish
he/she originally tagged. For 1997, Ken Neill,
III had 45 Fish recaptured which he originally
tagged,

Fishermen returning information and tags
from fish they have recaptured are awarded
caps and decals featuring the VGFTP logo.

TAG AND RECrO"I%RE DATA

VGITP volunteers tagged and released
5,213 fish in 1997. The top species tagged was
gray trout �,303!, followed by tautog  810!,
black sea bass �76!, spadefish �99!, red drum
�38!, speckled trou t �06!, cobia �09! and black
drum �2!  Fig. 1!.

Tag returns totaled 221, more than twice the
number for the prior two years  Fig. 2!. Tautog
yielded the highest number of tag returns with
57, followed by black sea bass �7!, red drum
�4!, spadefish �2!, gray trout �7!, speckled
trout �2!, cobia �0!, and black drum �!.

The greatest tag return rate occurred in red
drum  9.8%%d recapture rate!. Black sea bass
ranked second  8.2%!, followed by spadefish
�.4%%uo!, cobia �.6/o!, tautog �.4 io!, and speckled
trout �.7'/o!, Recapture rates for Black drum
and gray trout were LO'%%d and 0.7%%uo, respec-
tively These recapture rates represent the
number of fish by species recaptiired in 1997
divided by the number of fish tagged in that
year. The long term recapture rate for tautog
 three years! was 10.2%%d, the highest for all
species targeted by the VGFTP.

Some tentative patterns are beginning to
emerge from the thrn-year data has<, confir-
mation of which will depend upon cuntiniied
tag returns. Preliminary observations follow,
as well as comments on particularly interesting
tag returns from 1997.

Taatog Movemeet used Possible gf gp +j~/,.
There is a growing indication o f siti fid,l

eutywith tautog, particularly for fish tagged at
Chesapeake Bay Bridge Tunnel  CBBT!; how-
ever, a few tag returns also show inshore
offshore rnovernent of fish, Of 155 t»t<,g
recaptures since the inception ot the tagging
program, 126 recaptures  81'%%d! occurred
at the same location where the fish were faggi d
Among the 29 recaptures which involved
significant movement of tautog, eight  Bl in
volved "special situations," making the data
questionable in comparison to typical tag-
release situations, i.e., a fish immediate ly
tagged and released after being boated.

Regarding the eight special fish. three < ere
caught, placed in live wells, then transported
sigmficant distances before being tagged and
released. Five of the fish were caught and held
in tanks for approximately seven weeks for
studying tag retention, then released at th»
Kiptopeke State Park boat ramp on December
17, 1996. The five fish moved offshore approxi-
mately 10-28 miles during a period of 18-284
days  Fig. 3j. Three of the five fish were recap-
tured during mid-January ta late April 1997 at
the Triangle Wrecks; in additiu«, one fish was
recaptured in January at the Chesapeake Light
Tower Artificial Reef and the other in September
1997 at the Santore Wreck  just inshore of the
Light Tower Reef!,

In contrast to the referenced movement,
two tautog from the tag retention group like-
wise released at the boat ramp were recaptured
at Kiptopeke's Concrete Ships, demonstrating
no significant rnovernent for 143 and 31l days.
respectively. As referenced, the handling»d
holding of these fish for a tag retention exp«i-
ment before release back into the field makes
the recapture data difficult to interpret.

Concerning conventionally released fi»i
four tautog tagged and released at the Goner'
Ships in October 1997 by program taggers w«e
recaptured at the same site 1-53 days after
release  recaptures occurred in October, <o"m
ber, and December l !�!, Morc re apturcs
the site will help clarify whether a deti»itiv '

hq ' themovement pattern exists for taiitog utih»n t
area.



Figure 1. Number of fish tagged by species, 1995-1997.
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Figure 2. Number of fish recaptured by species, 1995-1997.
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Figure 3, Tautog tag returns indicating some inshore and offshore movement.



other 21 recaptures of tautog which
demonstrated significant movement consisted
of 17 fish moving among sites inside, or adja-
cent to, the mouth of Chesapeake Bay  moving
approximately 1-20 miles; at large 11-300+
days!. Two fish moved from inshore to offshore
sites and two fish moved from offshore to
inshore.

Details on the inshorewffshore recaptures
are as follows:

A tautog tagged offshore January 12,
1995, at the Santore Wreck off Virginia
Beach was recaptured inshore January
7, 1997, at the Monitor Merrimac Bridge-
Tunnel in the lower James River �26
days at large!.

2. A tautog tagged about four miles off-
shore of Virginia Beach at the Winthop
Wreck  also called the Turn of the Cen-
tury Wreck! on January 3, 1995, was
recaptured inshore January 30, 1997, at
the Yancy Wreck adjacent to the CBBT 1"
Island �31 days at large!.

3. A tautog tagged inshore May 21, 1995, at
the CBBT 4th Island was recaptured
offshore April 18, 1996, at the Page
Wreck, part of the. Parrarnore Artificial
Reef off Wachapreague �32 days at
large!,

4. A tautog tagged inshore May 6, 1996, at
the CBBT 4th island was recaptured
offshore March 8, 1997, at the Tiger
Wreck, southeast of Virginia Beach �06
days at large!.

Red Drum Recaptures
Data is beginning to accumulate which

documents the movement of small red drum
from the lower Bay and Rudee Inlet southward
during the fall and early winter. Excluding red
drum tagged in the "Hot Ditch" of the Elizabeth
River  the warm water discharge of the Virgini~
Power electric power production plant!
small red drum  under 24 inches! have been
recaptured since!he start of the VGFfP,
Over half of these fish were recaptured within 2-
9 days of release in the same general are»n
which they were tagged. However, seven of
these fish moved south in the fall  Fig. 4!.
8

Gray and Speckled Trout Recaptures

Trout produced three interesting tag
returns.

1.

2.

3.

4.

1,

2.

3.

Three fish tagged in September 1997 in
Lynnhaven Inlet were recaptured in
October 1997 on the Outer Banks of

North Carolina  one at Oregon Inlet, one
at Avon, and one at Cape Lookout!
�5-43 days at large!,

Two fish tagged in early and late Octo-
ber 1997 in Rudee Inlet were recaptured
on the Outer Banks of North Carolina

 one at Oregon Inlet and one at The
Point in Buxton! 9 and 10 days, respec-
ttvely, after release.

A fish tagged in October 1995 at the
Monitor Merrimac Bridge Tunnel  the
lower James River! was recaptured in
October 1995 in Oregon Inlet �8 days at
large!; it was released with its tag in
place and recaptured again during the
first week of January 1996 off Little
River Inlet, SC �6 days at large!.

A fish tagged in October 1996 at
Hatteras Inlet was recaptured in early
January 1997 off Beaufort Inlet, NC  91
days at large!

A small gray trout �1,25 inches ! tagged
June 10, 1997 at the Cell in the Chesa-
peake Bay was recaptured September 1,
1997, off Savannah, GA  84 days at
large!. There is no explanation for this
mid-summer exodus of a gray trout
from the Bay, nor the fish moving such a
long distance.

A small gray trout �4.75 inches long!
tagged in October 6, 1997, at the first
small boat channel of the Chesapeake
Bay BridgeTunnel was recaptured
November 28, 1997, at Hatteras Inlet
�3 days at large!.

A speckled trout tagged September 25,
1996, inside the mouth of the York River
 Goodwin islands! was recaptured May
3, 1997, in the Nags Head, NC surf
�20 days at large!.



Figure 4. Gray-speckled trout and red drum returns documenting southward movement.



For both red drum and speckled trou.t,
m tensive tagging efforts at the Hot Ditch in the
Elizabeth River during 1997 are providing
opportunities for examining retention and
dispersal oF the species associated with the
thermal discharge from the power station.
Numerous December recaptures of fish tagged
at the location during late October through
early November showed fish staying in the area
for 20-40 days. A speckled trout �2.75 inches!
was recaptured twice over a period of 57 days
between late October and early December. An
11 inch red drum tagged at the site in mid-
August was recaptured at the site in early
November, having been at large 88 days. More
returns during 1998 may shed light on seasonal
dispersal of both species from this unusual area.

Detailed tag return data for each species
appear at the end oF the report.

TAG RETENTION-PrZLD ~

T~ STUDrzs

Several experienced taggers were selected to
help test and assess the use of T-bar tags and
tagging guns during 1997, They used both
small dart tags  the standard tag used by the
VGFTP! and T-bar tags. They were requested to
double tag fish as well as tag fish using single
tags of one type or the other. Additionally,
project coordinators conducted experiments in
large tanks with gray and speckled trout to
compare retention of dart and T-bar tags in
these species. At the conclusion of the tank
trials, aH fish in good condition were released
with two tags in place.

Field Studies-Double 1hgged Fish

By the end of the year there were 511 double
tagged fish at large in the field, topped by
tautog �00!, gray trout �98!, spadefish �1!,
speckled trout �8!, black sea bass �9!, cobia �!,
and black drum �!. All volunteers using the T-
bar tags and tagging guns reported that the
equipment was easier and more convenient to
use iri comparison to the small dart tag and its
tagging applicator. Also, their experience
indicated that application of the T-bar tag was
less stressful for smaller fish, a conclusion also
drawn by program coordinators from tank
experiments,

Thirty-two �2! double tagged fish were
recaptured during 1997, including several
tagged by program coordinators, The majority
of double-tag recaptures were tautog �6! and
spadeFish �!, along with one black sea bass,

Comparing retention rates between small
dart and T-bar tags, of 20 recaptured tautog and
four spadefish with this tag combination, 14
tautog retained both tags as did all four spade-
fish, Of the six �! tautog losing one tag, the
loss ratio was four �! dart tags to two �! T-bar
tags. Another five �! recaptured tautog had
been double tagged with small dart tags and
internal anchor tags  tag anchors inserted
through a small abdominal incision!. One fish
retained the dart tag and anchor tag while the
other four each loss only the dart tag. This 1997
field data, from a relatively small number of
recaptures, indicates that the small dart tag may
not be retained in targeted fish as well as the T-
bar tag.

Tank Studies

7hrItog

Tank experiments during the fall of 1996 a t
VIMS Wachapreague Laboratory on the Eastern
Shore supported this finding in tautog. ln two
groups of fish �2 and 33 fish held 48 and 40
days, respectiveIy!, loss rates were 6% and 33%
for dart tags compared to no loss of T-bar tags.
See the 1996 VGFI P Annual Report for more
details on these experiments.

Gray 7Irjuf

Similarly, tank experiments comparing the
same tag types were conducted on two groups
of gray trout at Wachapreague during June
through August 1997. Contributed boat time
and fishing effort by volunteer anglers, includ-
ing Mr. Herb Gordon and Mr. Richard Welton,
made these experiments possible. With 26 and
21 tagged fish observed for periods of 64 and 34
days, respectively, higher tag loss rates were
observed for the small dart tag. Even greater
attention to tag anchoring in the second fish
group did not significantly reduce the high rate
of dart tag loss �0% versus 48%!; however, T-
bar tag loss rates were improved, declining
from 31% to 10%, respectively,



Sgrech lc J Tiout

A tag retention experiment on speckled
trout comparing the small dart and T-bar tags
was conducted at VfMS Gloucester Point Cam-
pus during October 1997, This experiment
would not have been possible without the
volunteered boat time and fishing expertise
provided by Mr. Keith Muttall. The species-
specific response to tags, as indicated in the
trials with tautog and gray trout, was even
more dramatically demonstrated in speckled
trout. Double tagged trout �6 fish!, observed in
a large tank system for 7-10 days, experienced
no loss of either type of tag. The experiment
was terminated earlier than desired because the
fish were showing signs of stress associated
with handling and high water temperatures
during the earlier portion of the trial.

Footnote; Tank experiments examining tag
retention provide the necessary controlled
conditions under which to most efficiently
compare different types of tags. For such
experiments fish are generally captured on hook
and line, held in boat live wells, then carefully
transferred to aerated tanks to be transported
by truck to laboratory Facilities. While held in
large recirculating or fiow-through tanks for the
experiment, the fish are regularly fed fresh or
frozen food such as hard crab, shrimp, or forage
fish.

ANTICIPATED CHANGES FOR 1998

As a result of the tag retention experiments
and field data from recaptures of double tagged
fish, the program plans to diversify the tags and
tagging equipment used by its trained volun-
teers in 1998. Taggers, once trained on use of
T-bar tags and tagging guns, will be provided
this additional equipment. Tagging will con-
tinue with dart tags, but taggers will be in-
structed to use such tags primarily on larger
fish  greater than approximately 18 inches total
length!. The T-bar tag will be used on smaller
fish in an effort to achieve higher tag retention
rates in such fish.
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HANDLING

AND

RELEASING FISH

1» tbr oltr'reSt qf gOOa' ~pOrtsl!utvShigr ll llrf
g !r!d coll srlY' ljtl011...kreP OllIP1' lU/Mt fJoll

!'lred'... reh'ere the lest.

WHAT TO DO

WHEN YOU CATCH

A TAGGED FISH

The most important information on a
tag ls the tag number, This is the key to
identifying thc fish. It is critical to record
thc exact tag number.

2. 8 you plan on releasing the fish.
quickly write down the tag number;
measure or estimate the fish's length,
then gently release the fish with the tag
in place. Multiple recaptures of a tagged
fish are p<irticrrtarly valuable to the
tagging program. If you k»ep the fish,
I'em !ve tile tag for' I eportlrlg prlr poses.
ln either case, contact the tagging office
with the tag information �STC91-5160!,

3. Measure and record h«th the total
length arid fork length of the fish, rir
estimate the length if you do not have a
measuring device. 1'rovide an estimated
weight f«r the  ish,

4. Record the species rif fisli, date of thc
catcli, and exa< t location wh»rc tlie tish
wils c<lr tgllt.

Record an> inf<irn>ation about tlie fisli
wtll< ll cc!rrld lie us 'fir l; for' »x<1nlple, <illy
unusual marldngs or wounds.

6, Wh»ri y<rrr rcp<irt th» recapture of a
tiggrd fisli, y<ir»vill bc provided with
irif<irmatirin «ati<nrt the fisli  when and
wlr»re it <vis tagg»d, size wti»n tagged!
arid you will be given a logo award
from the V1rginia Game Fish Tagging
Program.

2.

3.

Plan ahead. Minimize stress and
exhaustion by using tackle strong
enough to land fish quickly. Set hooks
quickly to minimize the opportunity f' or
fish to swallow hooks and avoid the use
of treble hooks. When practical, bend
down the barbs on hooks or use barbless
lio ok 5,

Minimize the handling of fish, and do
not touch the eyes or gills. Large fish-
are best released by leaving them in tlie
water and removing the hooks. Small
fish should bc brought on board and
handled with a damp towel or damp
cotton gloves, which will minimrze
damage to the skin and protective slime
of fish. Control thc fish, gently but
firmly so it canriot "flop" around and
cause itself any further injury. Do not
use a gaff.

Use the right tools to remove the
hooks. Needlenose pliers work well for
fisli li««ked in th» mouth, while a decp-
throat dehookcr or disgorger should be
used for deeply honked fish, Cut the
l»ader cl<ise to the fish'» mouth if hook
removal is not possible. Never pull or
jerk on the leader to remove a hook.

Release hsh gently, and if the fish is
stressed or exhausted, revive it by
gently moving it forward through the
water until it i, able t«swim nff.


