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ABSTRACT

Thousands of Hawaii residents and visitors participate in Hawaiiõs recreational pelagic 
þ shery, but this activity is not well documented.  In an attempt to study the history of this 
þ shery, we compiled catch and effort data from tournaments held throughout the state from 
1959 through 2003.  Information regarding the species composition and weights of the 
catches as well as angler participation in these tournaments was compiled into a database, 
available for use by þ sheries managers and scientists.  An attempt was made to summarize 
the data and any trends in the results.  Major þ ndings include the heavy reliance upon 
targeting of þ sh aggregating devices during þ shing trips and an increase in the popularity of 
tag and release þ shing, especially for marlin.
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1  Introduction

This report is divided into two main sections. The þ rst half presents information garnered 
from predominantly unpublished sources concerning the entire history and characteristics 
of Hawaiiõs recreational þ shery.  The second half documents the collection of recreational 
tournament data and investigates the possible uses of these data to help in the understanding 
of this poorly documented and relatively unregulated þ shery.

Recreational þ shing plays a signiþ cant role in the lives and economics of Hawaiiõs populace.  
A survey in 1996 estimated that 260,000 anglers spent over 130 million dollars in direct 
expenditures to pursue recreational þ shing endeavors in Hawaii (Maharaj and Carpenter, 
1996). Periodically, other surveys have documented the importance of pelagic recreational 
þ shing in Hawaii, but there exists no continuous record of recreational þ shing in Hawaii and 
most surveys point out the need for a comprehensive record of þ shing activities (Hamilton, 
1998; Kahiapo and Smith, 1994).  This project is an effort to provide enough historical 
documentation to enable examination of pelagic recreational data over an historical time span 
of several years, thus ensuring that recreational concerns are addressed in future management 
decisions.

Hawaiiõs recreational þ shermen have always enjoyed the freedom to þ sh without the burden 
of licensing and data collection from governmental agencies.  Efforts to license recreational 
þ shers began after the legislature repealed a defunct salt water licensing program in 1949 
(Ball, 1975), but these efforts have continually failed due to strong public sentiment against 
having to pay even a nominal fee for access to ocean resources that have traditionally been 
free to all.  Ironically, this has resulted in a lack of historical documentation on the number of 
recreational users and their catch that has made it difþ cult for agencies to adequately consider 
recreational þ shing concerns when making policy decisions concerning the allocation of 
marine resources.

2  Hawaiiõs Recreational Fishing Sector

2.1  Background

Schug (2001) gives a concise summary of Hawaiiõs þ shing industry from the 1820s to 1945. 
His account details the major demographic changes in Hawaiiõs population, including the 
arrival of migrants from Europe, Asia, and the US mainland and their impacts on þ shing 
by the indigenous population of Hawaiians, particularly the shift from subsistence to 
commercial þ shing. Recreational þ shing in the conventional sense in Hawaii can trace its 
origins back to the early decades of the 20th Century. Gaffney (1999) includes a brief history 
of coastal þ sheries in Hawaii, noting that modern sports þ shing with rod and reel dates back 
to at least 1914 in Hilo. The oldest known shoreline þ shing club in the Hawaiian Islands is 
the Atlapac Fishing Club formed in 1926, followed by the Honolulu Japanese Casting Club 
in 1929 and the Hilo Casting Club in 1933. There are presently some 26 þ shing clubs in 
Hawaii, and a variety of different recreational þ shing tournaments organized both by clubs 
and independent tournament organizers. 
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Glazier (2000) notes that recreational shoreline þ shing was more popular than boat þ shing 
before and just after World War II (WW II), and that boat þ shing in this period usually 
referred to þ shing from traditional canoes. All þ shing was greatly constrained during WW 
II through time and area restrictions, which effectively stopped commercial þ shing and 
conþ ned recreational þ shing to inshore areas (Allen, 1950). After WW II, the advent of better 
þ shing equipment, new small boat hulls, and marine inboard and outboard engines led to a 
growth in small vessel-based recreational þ shing. 

A major period of expansion of small vessel recreational þ shing occurred between the late 
1950s and early 1970s, through the introduction of þ berglass technology to Hawaii and the 
further reþ nement of marine inboard and outboard engines (Figure 1). By the early 1960s, 
there were an estimated 5,300 small boats in the territory being used for recreational þ shing. 
By the 1980s, the number of recreational or pleasure craft had risen to almost 13,000 vessels 
and to about 15,000 vessels in the 1990s. Hawaii also hosts between 150 to 200 boat based 
þ shing tournaments, about 30 of which are considered major competitions, with over 20 boats 
and entry fees of at least $100. 

Figure 1. Annual number of small vessel ÿ eet registrations in Hawaii. Figure shows total 
ÿ eet size and percentage of vessels being registered for commercial þ shing from 1968 to 
2002. (Source Hawaii Division of Boating and Ocean Resources)

2.2  Catches by Recreational Fisheries

Despite the importance of recreational þ shing in Hawaii, regular monitoring of recreational 
þ shing began only recently, through a collaborative project between the State of Hawaiiõs 
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Division of Aquatic Resources and the National Marine Fisheries Serviceõs Marine 
Recreational Fisheries Statistical Survey. This project, the Hawaii Marine Recreational 
Fisheries Survey (HMRFS), began in 2001 using a combination of telephone and shore-side 
intercept surveys to collect þ shing effort data and estimate recreational catches. 

A synopsis of the results of the HMRFS project for the year 2002 is shown in Tables 1 and 
2 and Figures 2-6. The total recreational catch for Hawaii was estimated to be almost 13 
million lbs, of which about 95% in terms of weight was caught from boats (Table 1). In 
terms of numbers of þ sh, roughly equal amounts were caught from boats and shore-based 
þ shing. Interestingly, pelagic species comprise the largest volume of þ sh landed by weight 
from shoreline þ shing. Pelagic þ sh are caught from shore in Hawaii, particularly in locations 
where there is a steep drop-off, such as at South Point on the island of Hawaii. Mahimahi 
(Coryphaena hippurus) comprise the bulk of this shoreline catch. Pelagic þ sh in total account 
for about 90% by weight of all recreationally caught þ sh landed in Hawaii. 

Table 1.  Hawaii recreational catch in weight from boat-based and shoreline 
þ shing, 2002. (Source HMRFS)

Fish Catch(lb)Catch(lb)Catch(lb)Catch(lb)
Boat þ shingBoat þ shing Shoreline þ shingShoreline þ shing

PelagicPelagic 11,255,28311,255,283 500,960500,960
Other speciesOther species
Pelagic
Other species
Pelagic

988,408988,408 188,093188,093
Total
Other species
Total
Other species

12,243,69112,243,691 689,053689,053

Table 2.  Hawaii recreational catch and live discards by number, 2002. (Source HMRFS)
Live discards Boat Shoreline þ shingShoreline þ shingShoreline þ shingShoreline þ shingShoreline þ shingShoreline þ shing

Catch Discards % Catch Discards %
PelagicPelagic 677,836677,836 6,7726,772 1.00% 33,38633,386 0 0.00%
Other speciesOther species
Pelagic
Other species
Pelagic

168,530168,530 9,2159,215 5.47% 759,487759,487 82,00182,001 10.80%
Total 
Other species
Total 
Other species

846,366846,366 15,98715,987 1.87% 792,873792,873 82,00182,001 10.34%

The HMRFS project also gives some insights into the volume of bycatch in recreational 
þ shing. Live discards from pelagic þ shing are small, ranging from zero for shore-based 
þ shing to one percent for boat-based þ shing. Live discards are higher for other species, 
ranging from about 5.5% for boat based þ shing to 10.8% for shoreline þ shing. Overall, the 
discard rate for all recreational þ shing is about 6%. The higher discard rates for other species 
may be related, in part, to the increasing volume of jacks (family Carangidae), which are 
being tagged and released alive by recreational þ shermen.

The contributions to the catch by the six major pelagic þ shes caught by boat-based 
recreational þ shing are shown in Figures 2 and 3. Skipjack tuna (Katsuwonus pelamis) is the 
most commonly caught pelagic species taken by recreational þ shermen in terms of numbers, 
but only a minor fraction of the total catch by weight. The biggest contributions in terms of 
catch by weight are by yellowþ n tuna (Thunnus albacares), blue marlin (Makaira mazara), 
wahoo (Acanthocybium solandri), and mahimahi. Recreational þ shing activity in 2002 
ranged from 50,000 to 100,000 recreational trips per two-month period (Figure 5), with a 
peak in þ shing activity from September to December.
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Figure 3. Estimated annual weight of recreationally caught pelagic þ sh in 2002. (Source 
HMRFS)

Figure 2. Estimated annual number (95% conþ dence intervals) of recreationally caught 
pelagic þ sh in 2002.  (Source HMRFS)


